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Iflipped the top on the cat carrier shut and stepped out of my front door. Mr. McGristle waved from across the main road through town, then bent to slide his snow shovel along his front walk.

“You and your new kitty settling in?” he asked, standing upright again.

“Cleo is getting used to the place,” I called out. “She’s just like an old member of the family.”

“Really?” Cleo’s voice echoed in my mind. “I am family, dear.”

“He doesn’t need to know that!” I whispered back through still lips, trying to do a ventriloquist smile as I waved at my across-the-street neighbour. It wasn’t far from here, just a block away that I saw the cat bounce off Drake Huppe’s truck tire. The poor cat didn’t make it. But that let my grandmother’s spirit take over the unfortunate thing. Fortunately, I was the only one who could hear her thoughts.

Mr. McGristle scraped his shovel again and flung the snow to the side. “Mind the ice, Sammi. Don’t want you to fall. Our EMS in Eerie Falls is only one fellow.”

“This doesn’t look bad,” I called out. There was less than an inch. Still, my neighbours knew how klutzy I was thanks to that magical curse. If there was ice, it would find me. No matter how careful I tried to be.

Mr. McGristle flung another shovel full off to the side. “Fairly light snow. Nothing like we had this time of year twenty years ago. But watch your step.”

“It still gets cold,” Cleo’s voice rang in my mind again. Fortunately, when Drake bounced the cat, it was the shock that killed the cat. Grams had taken over the Abyssinian’s grey body, and no one could tell she wasn’t just a normal cat.

I waved again and ignored Cleo’s commentary.

“Watch your step, dear. It’s slick on the walk.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Even though she’d died of cancer about three decades ago, she was still my gram. “I should have left you in the house so you could torment the sparrows more.”

“They’re the ones tormenting me. A pesky one always lands on the window ledge and taps the window when I’m sleeping.” Cleo’s scorn was clear in her tone, even if I was the only one she could communicate with. “I almost used a cantrip to open the door and chase him down.”

“Birds can fly, remember?” I grinned as I took careful steps along the sidewalk. “You can only jump so high.”

“I’m undead and a lot faster than a mundane sparrow, remember?”

Cleo’s chuckle was silent, but I still heard it. Having an undead cat who could speak to me telepathically was still a new experience. One that sounded like and acted just like my grandmother was disconcerting at first. But I was getting used to it.

“If you’re undead and the cold doesn’t bother you, why am I carrying you?” I kept my voice to a whisper. People were out, and sound carried in the cold air. They didn’t need to hear me talking to the cat. I know. People talk to their cats all the time. But Cleo and I were having real conversations. Thank to a magical tome book that disappeared right when Grams needed it most. It was swiped from my shop the same day I found Cleo on my way to my store. Well, the bookstore Gramps and I ran together. It was that magical spell book that had allowed Grams’s spirit to take over the cat’s body.

“I hate for my feet to get cold. You should remember that, Sammi.”

“You said you used magic to repair the cat’s broken bones when you took over its body. Can’t you use magic to make your feet warm?”

"Yes, but my toes would still be exposed, and I’d know they were cold. Would you go barefoot outside right now?”

I laughed at the thought. Barefoot in winter, even with magic, took a stout mind. That wasn’t something I wanted to try. “Great. I’ll ask Mrs. Needles to knit you some booties.”

“Stay away from that old gossip. For a busy-body daft old woman, she’s the most likely to figure out who I am. And if she knows, the entire town soon will.” The scorn in her mental voice was more than apparent. When Grams was alive, she and Mrs. Needles were often at odds in the town’s social circles. “Is your sweetie going to meet us for coffee today?”

“We’re not officially dating,” I said, approaching Eerie Donuts. “Mrs. Needles would tell me that fae take forever to get serious, and I should wait.”

“You’ve gone out twice now.” Cleo’s voice chuckled in my head. “And don’t worry about fae customs, dear. Just because our stodgy cousins in the UK take forever to do anything, doesn’t mean you have to. You’ve got a thousand years ahead of you. Find someone who makes you happy to spend them with.”

I shrugged, not wanting to tell Grams that we hadn’t even shared a kiss yet.

“Sometimes you have to take the first step, dear,”

Wait. Was she reading my mind?

Cleo chuckled. “No, dear. I know you.”

My voice grated through clenched teeth. A pit of worry opened in my belly. “You just did. You read my mind.”

“No, dear. I know how you think. Just like I always have. With your parents off on adventures all the time, Merlin and I raised you. Well, I raised you. Merlin always had his nose in a book. Much like you do. Did you remember your good luck charms?”

I used my teeth to pull the sleeve back and reveal my silver charm bracelet. “Yes, ma’am.” I waved my free arm in front of her carrier. “I should order more crystals. I’ve run through most of this set.”

“With your klutz curse, you need those.”

“I know.” By now, I was at my first stop of the morning, so I let the subject drop. I pulled open the door to Eerie Donuts. Inside, several locals sat at the small tables. Including Drake Huppe, town bully and jerk.

“Samsters!” He yelled raising his cup. “Heard you got a new kitty. I like kitties. Want me to buy you a donut and show your kitty around town? Got a gent I’ll be giving a tour to, later. Wants to see all the caves in the area. I could work you in after that?”

His tone was mocking, yet serious. By now, the entire town knew that I had gone out a couple of times with Courtney, the new town constable in our police department of two. Drake always wanted to show lesbians that he was the type of man to set us straight, in more ways than one.

“I grew up here, Drake,” I said, walking past him towards Gord at the counter. “And I know just what you mean when you talk about kitties. I’m surprised the girls who work at Timmies haven’t kicked you out of there.”

“Naw. Matt the manager and I are buddies.” He grinned and turned in his chair to watch me. “He’ll fire anyone that has a cross word with a patron.”

“Why aren’t you there, then?” I glared over my shoulder at Drake, then turned to Gord and passed my wide-bottomed thermal cup to Gord. “Make my usual to go, please.”

“Bus load of mundanes stopped in and flooded the place,” Drake said, trying to pull my attention back to him. Mundanes. That’s what we called non-fae. Normal people without a magical connection to our world.

Gord growled and tapped the top of the counter. The rotating resin statue of a ghost, one of the old sheet draped friendly variety, holding a donut had flickering red eyes. They were normally blue. Red meant a mundane was in the shop. All shops had a mundane detector to help warn us when a person wasn’t fae. We relied on tourism in our little town through the summer and autumn. But winter was our time. We liked to be just fae for part of the year and let our hair down, so to speak. The mundane detectors helped us know when we needed to hide our magical natures.

Trust Drake to announce the term mundane when we had one right here in Eerie Donuts.

“I got you, Gordy, boy. No one can take a joke.” Drake popped another Ghostly Bit, the caramel and cinnamon flavoured donut hole into his mouth. “How about it, Sam? Go for a ride in my truck? Just got the baby souped up. Got a 4.5 high-capacity belcher in it.”

I sighed and shared a look with Gord. He was my best friend and fellow target of Drake Huppe’s attention. Sadly, Drake bullied Gord. I just got unwanted sexual attention.

“Hey, that new veggie place is opening next door. The owner hired me to do some equipment pickups.” Drake pointed to the sidewall of the shop. “I could take you for a date there? You like veggies, right?”

I was actually surprised Drake didn’t make that into an innuendo. Maybe he was on his best behaviour since there was a mundane in the shop. My eyes drifted around and spied a tallish, brunette woman with highlights in her hair. A chocolate-brown parka hung off the back of her chair, and a toque and mittens lay on the empty chair opposite her. A bit overkill for our current weather, but it would get cold. She’d need them in a week or two. None of her outerwear had the crisp, just purchased look of a tourist from a warm climate. She might be Canadian or an American from the northern reaches of their country. The woman wore several layers, with a nice maroon cardigan. She cupped a ceramic mug in one hand and flicked the screen on a table angled toward her.

“How about it, Sammi?” Drake called again, sliding his toque on. The ever-present pin from his Junior Hockey League team sparkling in the window light. “That new restaurant is going to open next week. Go with me and I can show you–”

“NO! Don’t even think about it!” I growled and pointed a stern finger at him.

“What?” Drake shook his head grinning as the front door opened. “I was just going to show you a good time. Show you some of my moves from when I helped win the Dudley Hewitt Cup.”

“What were you going to show my girlfriend, Huppe?” Courtney asked, stepping into the shop.

My tummy flopped. Did she just say…?

Drake’s face dropped into a shocked expression, his cheeks lighting up with embarrassment. “You two are… uh…?”

I had an eyebrow raised, watching her. We had a few dates since she’d started working here. Being a small town, girls who liked girls weren’t very numerous in Eerie Falls. And, well, with my Klutz curse, dating was a bit awkward when I did venture out of the village.

“We are.” She stared at him and must have noticed his hockey pin. “Iced again, Huppe. Have you even put on skates since the junior league?”

Drake’s cheeks flared red, and he pulled his toque down to cover his ears, glaring at her.

Constable Courtney walked towards me in her police jacket. Her own dark blue police toque covered most of her head, revealing just a braid emerging from the back. Even in winter gear, she was cute.

A grin played on her face. “Hi Sammi. You look shocked.”

“Um, hi back at you. Gonna tell me about these little surprises?” I found my hand reaching toward her. Courtney took it and gave a squeeze. She passed her red thermal travel tumbler over to Gord for a coffee refill.

She kept her voice quiet. “I was going to see if you wanted to go out tonight and make it official. But Huppe’s a jerk. Figured it was better to quash that fast.”

“Thanks. I’d love to… but…” My mind raced, trying to figure out how to fit a date in with everything else planned tonight.

“Oh. That’s right. The Penguin Appreciation dinner.” She smiled and shrugged. “I can wait, but I have night call the next few shifts. Gotta stay in town then.”

“It’s puffins, not penguins,” I said shaking my head, then grinned. “You’re welcome to come along tonight. It’s not much of a date, but I’d love company. The Puffin Rescue Society isn’t large in this area. But they’re mostly friends of Gramps. If he weren’t hosting this year’s event, I wouldn’t even bother going.”

Courtney took her now full tumbler back from Gord, then squeezed my hand again. A teasing gleam settled in her eyes. “Sure. If my girlfriend needs support dealing with a bunch of stuffy old penguin rescuers, who am I to say no.”

“Thanks… girlfriend,” I said, trying to get the feel of that word in my brain.

Courtney smiled, and I felt my tummy flip again. Girlfriend. I liked that.

“Gotta run, Sammi.” She leaned forward and kissed my forehead under my toque. “I’ll stop by the bookstore later.”

She spun and headed out the door to the street, flashing me a smile as the glass door swung shut behind her.

“I don’t know what you see in her,” Drake growled.

“Stuff it, Huppe.” My voice was just as tense as Courtney’s had been. “You probably ought to head up to Toronto and see if you can find a girl who hasn’t heard of you yet.”

I reached into my purse, fishing for my wand. When I pulled it out, it was shaped like a debit card, since we had a mundane in the shop. Wands were our fae debit cards, in a way. So, the wand changed to mimic the mundane version of what I needed.

“On the house,” Gord said, blocking the payment pad. “A celebration reward.”

“For the puffins?” I raised an eyebrow.

“No. For officially getting a new girlfriend. Mom is going to be so excited when I tell her.”

I chuckled and slid my bag of Ghostly Bits into my oversized purse. “Oh, I forgot about how your mom will react.”

“React to what, Sammi?” Olivia asked, bustling through the swinging doors from the kitchen, a large metal tray of donuts in her hands.

“Courtney just called Sammi her girlfriend,” Gord said, grinning.

“Pah! You two don’t know what you’re missing out on.” Drake growled, still staring at me.

“Oh, I’m sure they do, Mr. Huppe,” Olivia said. She slid the donut tray onto the rack behind the counter, then glared at him. “Be sure to bus your table, young man. I’ll have none of your shenanigans in this shop.”

Drake squinted at Olivia, the matriarch of all things sweet and yummy. She stood, hands on her hips, daring him to leave his ceramic cup and plate on the tablet.

Huppe twisted his lips but snatched up the cup and plate. A lot of the sugar from his donut holes scattered across the table from his fast action. He spun, ready to drop the ceramics into the bus tub atop the waste bin.

“Don’t you dare crack my mug, young man!” Olivia’s voice had the crack of a mother who’d hit her limit.

Drake slowed just enough to set the dishes in the bus station without damage.

Olivia bustled out from behind the counter and wrapped me in a hug. “Oh, I’m so happy for you, Samantha! You and Courtney stop in tomorrow, and I’ll have a cake baked. You can celebrate here.”

I chuckled and shot Gord a look. He just shrugged.

“Really, Mrs. McKenna. We don’t need a cake to celebrate dating.” I wasn’t sure what to say. Olivia rarely made cakes. Only on request, or during the tourist season when she got larger afternoon crowds. This time of year, most of our shops closed earlier due to the lack of tourists.

“Nonsense. You two make a fine couple. You bring her around tomorrow afternoon, and I’ll have your favourite cake whipped up.”


CHAPTER 2
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Cleo hopped out of her carrier and stretched in the main room of Mystic Tomes, our magical bookshop.

“I smell mice.”

“Well, you told me to not set the traps,” I said, keeping my voice low. Gramps hadn’t hung his coat in the back room, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t here already. He was so forgetful, I wondered how he remembered to wear a coat most of the time.

“Merlin isn’t here yet. Let me track the mice down before he comes to the shop today.” She trotted off toward the stacks along the far wall of the front room. That’s where we kept our trade paperbacks. Not everyone in town was into musty, old spell books and tomes of magical whatnots, so I stocked mundane books for those readers.

I ran my usual routine of starting the coffee maker, turning on all the electronics, running the report of yesterday’s sales, then checking our online sales. Not that we had many. But when a magical tome sold, we had income enough to pay the bills for a few months. Gramps and Grams had gathered quite a collection of old books before Grams passed.

“Oh!” I sucked in a breath as I opened the email. “Astor Xilous wants to have his collection inventoried and appraised. He might actually be ready to sell.”

“Oh. Do not take your grandfather, dear.” Cleo’s mental voice sounded near, even if she was on the other side of the room, staring at a spot under the bookcase. Her tail tip flicked left and right. “Merlin will spend too much time looking for the rarest books and ignore the more common tomes that are in demand. He outbid himself several times, trying to get one or two tomes, and I had to intervene before he mortgaged our shop to purchase a collection that was worth half of what he tried to purchase one spell book for.”

A flash of grey fur pounced at the gap between two bookcases, and the poor mouse didn’t stand a chance. Cats were fast. But my Grams was a vampire cat, with all the speed and strength that came with being the elite undead. That mouse didn’t stand a chance against her. Mice and old books were not a good match. Even with wards in place, they always sneaked through and nibbled a few tomes. Gnaw marks quickly dropped the price of any book.

“Good to know,” I said, ignoring what she was doing after catching the rodent. I didn’t want to know any more about her vampire diet. As long as she took care of the rodents and protected our shop from them, I didn’t worry about the stray furry bump in the trash bin.

“If I’d been able to read all of the spell from Milton Malak’s Magnificent Malfeasance and Pestilence Spells, I wouldn’t need the special diet. But that wasn’t the case.” Cleo sent her thought to me.

“Sorry,” I muttered. Still, I was glad Grams had found a way to come back, even if she had to turn into a vamp, and a cat, to do so.

I ventured into the front of the shop, turned the sign from CLOSED to OPEN, and tapped the magical lock on the front door. The deadbolt crunched and retracted. I made a mental note to ask G'Rex to look at it. He’s our local handyman, or handy-gnome, which explained the G sound at the beginning of his name. Gnomes were one of our magical races. To a mundane, they appeared as shorter, stockier humans. But we fae knew they and their dwarfish cousins were skilled craftsmen, and they usually took on manual trades. G’Rex was the local fix-it construction guy.

Anyway, I told myself to remember to ask him to give the mechanism a clean and lubrication. It had frozen in place several times last winter, and I had to cast several heat spells to break it loose.

“Just replace the lock, dear. You’ve not run through all your reward money, have you?”

I shook my head. Solving that mystery in Wales had netted me a sizeable reward. More than enough to hire G’Rex to add on to the back of our shop, so I could have a real office and not a modified closet. “Not yet, but the repairs here and the new office extension took about a third of it.”

“I understand you want your own adventures. But preventative maintenance now will help more than hurt.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” I headed back to my computer in the back office and fired off an email to G'Rex. He had said he’d be in Fort Erie today getting the wallboard and trim he needed to finish up the new extension on our shop. Hopefully, he could order a new lockset, have it keyed to match, and get the enchantments placed on it. That might take a week or two. Even then, we’d still have to calibrate the lock spells to our personal wands.

“I will help you set the lock spells once the new deadbolts are installed.”

“Help? Me? Shouldn’t Gramps do it?”

“Yes, dear. You’ve got the talent. But Merlin hasn’t seen to your magical instruction the way he should have. I’ll be helping you with that from now on. I knew he’d be too forgetful and neglect your education.”

I continued turning on the bits of the shop that needed to be awakened. First, I ignited the flame spell on our gas log fireplace. Magical flame, and one that was well controlled. The exhaust gasses from the boilers under city hall were re-routed to businesses that wanted a bit of ambiance. The flame spell made the ceramic log appear like a mundane gas log fireplace. Cozy for our bookstore.

The bell on the front door to the shop jingled. I rose and headed out front. The stuffed owl perched to the side of our old cash register glowed with a light only fae could see. It was our mundane detector.

The woman from the donut shop drifted in and pulled her hat off once inside. She paused, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath.

“I just love the smell of books.”

That made me chuckle. “Are you a librarian? Some of us get into the profession just to breathe in the aroma every day.”

“No. Just a book lover.” She glanced around at the books. “History seems to be popular in this area.”

“It’s our specialty, along with some older reference books. Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?”

She smiled and drifted toward the trade paperbacks. “Perhaps some mysteries?”

“We’re not always up to date on the latest releases. Eerie Falls isn’t large enough to stock everything. But I can have any current title in stock in a day if you let me know early enough.”

“Judging by your conversation with that… fellow at the donut shop, I hope the rest of the town’s residents aren’t of the same character?”

I shook my head and smiled. “Fortunately, no. Drake is… well, he’s Drake.”

“He’s a bully, you mean,” she said, scanning the bookcase with our mysteries. “No D. D. Zarius?”

I closed my eyes, running through my list of authors in that genre. The name sounded fairly familiar. No luck going through my mental inventory, so I pulled my tablet from under the counter and started flipping through the online catalog. I found the author’s name and tapped to go to their listing. My eyes narrowed, and I looked up at the woman.

“That’s your pen name.” I didn’t make it a question.

“A sharp mind. I like that.” The woman reached a hand out. “DeAnn Powers. I’m on a writing retreat this winter.”

“You’re here all winter?” I shook her hand, then released it. She looked like her bio photo on the web page. It said she was from upstate New York, over in the States. Oh, joy. A mundane visitor running around Eerie Falls was the last thing we needed in our off-season. Winter was when we rarely had to hide our fae nature.

“Oh, yes. I rented a cabin from Mr. Bear. He was excited to have the business and said this was your off-season for tourists.” She grinned, a gleam in her eyes. “This is perfect. I want to write a series set in a small Canadian town. And without the tourists, I can observe and write based on what I see here.”

“Bubbles rented you a cabin for the entire winter? And you’re going to put Eerie Falls in a book?” That didn’t sound good. Especially not with a mundane as the author.

“Well, not this town, per se. I mean, who would name their town Eerie Falls? With two Es? Lake Erie only has one E at the beginning. Using two-Es eerie is just creepy. My setting will be a fictional town. Harmonica Cove, or such. I haven’t quite decided yet.”

“Eerie. It’s our local schtick,” I said with a shrug. She seemed nice and sincere. “Did you want me to order in any of your books, Miss Powers? Perhaps do a signing event?”

“Oh, no bother on my behalf. And I’m DeAnn. I hope I can be an honorary resident of… um… Eerie Falls.”

I made a mental note to call Bubbles and let him know he needed to better screen his rental clients for mundanes. As our resident werebear, he knew better than to book a mundane this time of year. I mean, he couldn’t shift into bear form and go frolic in the woods, or whatever bears do there, with a mundane on his property. She might see him change forms.

The front door opened again, and Gramps entered, holding the door open for a man behind him.

“Sammi, I was just out looking at the collection of Mrs. Grindlespool. You won’t believe what she’s got–”

“You forgot to dust the owl last night!” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at the mundane detector.

Gramps’ eyes narrowed, getting my meaning. Even the gent behind him nodded after he glanced at the owl. He wore a khaki-coloured coat with a military cut. Like something someone could get at a military surplus store. No patches graced it, though. A black ball cap with the US Marine Corps logo sat on his head. Several enamel pins, the kind with logos, decorated the sides of the hat’s front. He also wore a well-used pair of blue jeans, but his feet sported Birkenstock sandals, encasing a bright pair of multi-coloured striped socks. The tingle of a warming spell spiked the air. It wasn’t cold enough for us to use the spell in our jackets or mittens yet. The tingle had to be coming from his footwear.

“My grandfather,” I said to DeAnn. “This is DeAnn Powers. She writes mysteries under a pen name and is staying all winter in one of Bubbles’ cabins.”

“All winter, eh?” Gramps smiled and extended his hand. “So delighted to make your acquaintance, my dear. A writer? We’ll be sure to order in your books. I’m sure we can find room for a few more.”

“I’ve got over a hundred titles out,” DeAnn said.

“Perhaps we can get a few, then, and do a signing event.” Gramps nodded, then turned to the other man. “Sammi, do you remember Colonel Bruce?”

“Oh. I do. It’s been what, about three years?” I shook his hand, trying to remember when exactly I had seen him last.

“About that long, and call me Jonathan. I retired several years ago.” His smile was warm as was his handshake. He turned toward our mundane author. “Jonathan Bruce, Mrs. Powers.”

“It’s miss, and I’m DeAnn.” She pointed at his footwear. “I could never wear sandals in this cold. Your feet will freeze. Aren’t you worried about frostbite?”

Colonel Bruce shook his head. “I’m a Marine, Ma’am. It’s not cold enough to make Jack Frost brave enough to bite me.”

I chuckled. There was so much about this town, and our fae residents she wouldn’t understand, and we couldn’t tell her. Especially not about the warming spell Colonel Bruce probably had on his socks.

The door cracked open again, and in strode someone I’d heard enough about to recognize.

“Ah, Merle. My good fellow.” The newcomer was of a skinny build, with short dark hair and a wide moustache that curled out in waxy points. A woman, pixie from the colourful yellow highlights in her dark red hair followed him in.

Pixies were another of our magical races. They had two forms. Small, only three inches tall, with full gossamer wings. Or their human size with no wings. Fae could see the magic in their nature by how their hair highlights changed with their moods. Pink was an embarrassed colour. Red highlights? Well, no one wanted to be around a mad pixie. Her auburn hue was rare colour for pixies, but not unheard of.

The skinny gent glanced around the shop once but turned to Gramps. “Have you had time to locate any books on the Flaming Scotsman of Northumberland?”

Gramps got a thoughtful look, and I knew he was trying to remember where he left the book on the ghost ship. I caught a whiff of brimstone. That was usually a sign that the chimney over our gas log needed a cleaning. It had been a few years since the last cleaning, so I made a mental note to add that to G'Rex’s punch list.

“I can help you. Can you step over here by the owl?” I vaguely remembered him, from the few times I helped Gramps at the Puffin rescue, and suspected this was our town’s new restaurateur. Unfortunately, owning the only mystical book shop in southern Ontario meant almost all our patrons were fae, looking for magical tomes. And right now, we had a mundane in the shop.

“Delighted, young lady,” the man said with a glance at the owl by the register. His eyes widened enough that I was sure he recognized the mundane detector for what it was. He tapped the pixie-woman’s arm. A wedding band with an amber stone flashed once in the light as he tilted his head toward the owl. Her own eyes widened, and she gave me a slight nod. She had a matching wedding and engagement set, with amber stone, on her own hand.

“There aren’t many works on the phantom ship of the Northumberland Strait,” I said, tapping a few keys on the computer. Most of them were mundane books. “Just the usual works, detailing the various old wives’ tales about its origins and spooky sightings.”

The man cleared his throat. “Pity. I had hoped that having my new restaurant this close to a bookstore would be good. I enjoy the old pirate and ghost stories.”

“So, you’ve got the new restaurant going in next to the donut shop?”

“Sí. You’ll visit, no? The Perfect Pisto. My wife, Brigitte, is helping me with the menu. We’ll have some French dishes, as well as Spanish food on the menu.”

“Married her, did you? I hope you’re opening a vegan place, Carlos,” Colonel Bruce said with a heavy note of sarcasm in his voice. “I’ll not have to worry about you passing off common Boston Butt as Black Pig Secretos.”

“Oh. It’s you!” The man rolled his eyes. “You wouldn’t know a pork shoulder if the pig came to visit you personally.”

“Hardly, my good man. I’ve won a fair share of awards in our local grilling competitions. I can nail a rare, or medium rare, every time by touch alone. And I know the difference between an Iberian Black Pig and a common Berkshire.” Colonel Bruce shook his head.

“I swear, my ex-wife’s favourite butcher declared that to be an Iberian Black Pig!” Carlos threw his hands up, probably in defence of the accusation. “She saw to the hiring of staff. I only hired the chefs.”

Colonel Bruce shook his head and levelled a steely eyed stare at Carlos. “You’ve got to learn your meat. Don’t trust the grocery store meat cutters. And your servers were lallygagging instead of delivering good, hot food as soon as it was ready.”

“Gentlemen, please,” Gramps said, stepping between the two. “Carlos, my granddaughter will help you find the book you’re after. I’ll take Jonathan back to show him Sammi’s new office.”

“Ladies,” Colonel Bruce inclined his head toward me, then turned to DeAnn. “I hope to see you again, Miss Powers.”

Once he and Gramps stepped away, I turned to the restaurant owner. “I vaguely remember you from the puffin rescue a few years ago. Mr.?”

“Gallo, Carlos Gallo,” he said, extending his hand. “It was Brigitte’s idea to name our restaurant The Perfect Pisto.”

“Oh, a place without Eerie in the name. How wonderful,” DeAnn said, pulling a small notepad from her handbag.

Carlos slid his eyes from her back to our stuffed owl. I gave him a thin smile and nodded. We both knew we needed to watch our words around a mundane.


CHAPTER 3
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Courtney came with me and helped Gramps set up the decor in the banquet room above the Eerie Slice, our local pizza and Italian restaurant.

“Really, I can climb the ladder and help.” I glared at Gramps.

“You’re fine there, Sam,” Courtney said. Even after being in town for only a month, if that, she knew ladders and I wouldn’t mix well.

“Did you get Mr. Gallo’s request filled?” Gramps asked, holding aloft one end of the colourful paper streamer. It was cut in the shapes of a row of puffins, with their fat, curved beaks pointing towards the centre. Courtney stood on the stepladder at the other end of the wall. Both of them were quick to grab the streamer and head toward the ladders.

“Higher on your end, Gramps,” I called. “Another inch up. And yes, I started searching for a fae book on the flaming ghost ship Mr. Gallo requested. We don’t have it in stock.”

“Hmm! I’ll have to see if Mrs. Grindlespool has another copy in her collection.” Gramps chuckled. “Her husband, before he passed, specialized in old shipwrecks. He had quite the collection of maritime lore. Even said he got to meet Barti Ddu once.”

“I did too, Gramps. Remember,” I said and pointed up for Courtney to raise her end of the banner. “I was just in Wales with my friend Ebrel. If I had known I would need that book, I would have asked Captain Ddu about the flaming ghost ship. If there was ever an expert on pirating, it had to be Black Bart.”

Courtney glanced back at me. “Barti Ddu is really Black Bart the pirate?”

I grinned and nodded. “And he owns the pub right next to Ebrel’s coffee shop.”

“Ah, well, I’ll have a search of Mrs. Grindlespool’s collection to see if she’s got any books on that ship.”

Cleo’s chuckle echoed in my brain. “He’d actually have to look at her books to discover that.”

I shot Cleo a glare.

“He’s much more interested in her stockings than her book stacks.” Grams chuckled again, then set to licking a paw and wiping her face. “I’m happy for Merlin. It took him almost two decades since my death to decide to see someone. And she’s not a harpy like that Lenora Needles. That screecher tried to get her claws into him right after my funeral. The widows in this town are always shopping for a new partner.”

Hearing about my grandfather’s love life from an undead cat that housed the spirit of my dead gram wasn’t my idea of a fun night out. Even if this was soon to be the Puffin Rescue Society’s annual awards dinner. I pointed at the end of the banner Gramps held. “Umm. Courtney can’t go up any higher. Gramps, raise up another inch. Good. Tack it there.”

“That’s the last of the decorations,” Gramps said, stepping off the short ladder. “I’ll take this down and see how the food is coming along. Can you two see to checking in our guests? They should arrive any moment.”

I nodded but looked at Courtney. She gave me a smile and a small shrug.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to get you drafted to help. This was supposed to be a date,” I said and found my hand reaching for hers as we followed Gramps toward the door at the top of the stairs. He headed down to the restaurant below. Courtney and I dropped into chairs at the table just inside the door. Name tags of the sticky variety lay on the table.

Courtney kept hold of my hand as we sat. “I’m here to help my girlfriend get through the event.”

“You surprised me this morning with that. You are serious, right?”

She squeezed my hand. “You’re cute when you worry. Yes. I’m serious. You are too, right?”

I smiled and nodded, biting my lip. She leaned toward me, right as the door opened. We both jerked straight, looking at the door. My cheeks burning with embarrassment.

A woman and a man had entered. She was dressed to the nines, in the latest T3 designer line’s winter wardrobe. He wore a suit, fairly rumpled, from the last decade.

“Welcome,” I said with a welcoming smile. “You are?”

“Claire Gallo, and my brother Freddy Chaput,” the woman said. Her accent was French, but her last name was Spanish. There was a slight French lilt to her accent, but it was mostly generic Canadian. I must have let my surprise show at her last name.

“Yes, Carlos is my ex-husband. And business partner.” Her nail shade matched the dark blue dress, and grey pearls decorated both neck and wrist. From previous years following Gramps along, I remember her vaguely, surprised that she was there.

“Claire Gallo,” Courtney said, checking her name off the list of about two dozen attendees. “And Freddy… Chaput?”

Claire gave a nod, while Freddy just stared at the paper. He had the look of a guy trying, but failing, to dress semi-formally. Everything was rumpled, and I caught a faint hint of either brimstone or cigarettes.

“Your name tags,” I said, pulling them from the grid arrangement on the table. “You’re our first arrivals. The bartender should be here in a few moments, Mrs. Gallo.”

“Ms. Gallo.” She paused, staring at me. I smiled in return, not wanting to play dominance games with her. I’d found it best to just avoid those situations.

“I’m Sammi Cupertino. This is Courtney Montrose.” I almost added my girlfriend to the end of the introduction but resisted the urge. My eyes slid past her face, giving in to my neurodiversity urge to not maintain eye contact.

“Then you would be Merlin’s daughter? Granddaughter?” She kept her eyes on me but passed her coat to Freddy. He nodded and turned toward the rolling coat rack across from our check-in table.

“Granddaughter,” I said, letting my eyes slide back to her face. “Gramps and I run Eerie Tomes together. He dragged me out on the puffin rescue a couple of years ago.”

“Ah, yes. I think I remember seeing you on Merlin’s team. I don’t remember you from this year?” Claire said and finally looked away to peel the paper from her sticky name tag. Her nails were immaculate. Probably due to a recent manicure. My own tended to crack, and were never an identical length.

I took the backing paper from her and dropped it in the bin by the table. “I had a chance to visit Wales for some bird watching of my own.”

“Oh. That event with the Marocchino Sparrow. I remember now. You helped solve that mystery, didn’t you?”

Again, my cheeks flushed, this time embarrassed.

Courtney saved me from replying. “She definitely did. I’m proud of Sammi. She helped solve that mystery when she was in Wales.”

The arrival of several more members of the Puffin Rescue Society and the bartender coming up the stairs saved me from further discussion of my mystery solving in Wales.

The members moved into the room and started conversing with each other once they had drinks in hand. Carlos and his pixie companion entered at the tail end of the main wave of guests. We quickly found their name tags in the dwindling array.

Once they drifted into the scattered puddles of puffin rescuers around the room, we had a bit of a lull at the check-in table.

“Penguin rescue?” Courtney asked during a lull in arrivals. “I didn’t know birds needed rescuing.”

“Puffins. Gramps and Grams were big into the idea,” I said, pointing at the table of trophies. The largest was a four-inch-tall golden coloured puffin standing atop a fancy marble pillar etched with brass to simulate a golden look. “Each year the society moves through the coastal towns up in the Maritimes to find yearlings, new puffins, that need to learn how to migrate.”

“Birds don’t know how?”

I shook my head. “Every year, a lot of the younger birds get confused by the lights of the towns and fly inland, instead of out to sea and south. If they stay and roost here, they’ll die in the harsh winters.”

“So… this group finds them, then gives the birds lectures and travel brochures for wintering in Spain or Greece?” She grinned to show she was joking but still had a confused look.

“Almost. Puffins stay out at sea for a few years to mature. Then fly to land to mate and nest. The rescuers try to locate as many of the fledglings as possible, collect them, and then fling them off cliffs where it’s dark, and the birds can follow the light of the moon.”

“That sounds bad. Flinging off cliffs?” She cocked an eyebrow and dropped her chin to stare at me. “They’re just shorter penguins, right?”

I chuckled. “They’re not penguins. Puffins can and will fly. That’s how they migrate. The rescuers drive the birds to dark seaside areas to release them, so their natural instincts can guide them. Get them away from city lights, and the new puffins do just fine.”

“As long as no one is flinging penguins off cliffs to their deaths, I guess it’s OK.” She grinned, then leaned in so our shoulders touched. That made my tummy tighten with a warm feeling.

I squeezed her hand but pointed to one of the Puffin banners next to the podium. It was emblazoned with the Puffin Rescue Society’s logo, and a large photo of a black bird with a reddish-orange hooked beak. “Penguins and puffins are two different species. Penguins live in the Southern Hemisphere. There are no wild penguins in Canada.”

“Ok.” Courtney grinned. “Sounds like fun. Maybe I’ll get time off to go with you next fall. We might get to the see the flaming ghost ship while we’re up there.”

I was going to comment, but more attendees arrived to check in. By now Gramps was back, mixing with the guests. Colonel Bruce walked up the stairs and brought our mundane author, DeAnn Powers, with him.

“Is there room for one more?” Colonel Bruce smiled. “I asked Merlin, and he said there was plenty of food on order.”

“Of course,” I said, then bent to flip open the box of supplies I had stashed under the table. Searching for extra name tags, I discretely slid my wand out of my magical storage in my sleeve. With it, I cast a quick enchantment on one of the name tags, then passed it to Ms. Powers, along with a marker. The enchantment would make the name tag show the word Mundane under her name, but only fae would see it.

Once she wrote her first name in bold letters, Jonathan extended his arm so she could slide hers through the crook of his elbow.

“That was smooth,” Courtney said with a nod to the couple. “I barely felt the tingle when you magicked the name tag with a mundane alert spell.”

“Did you like the spell? I practiced it, recharging our owl detector.”

She nodded. “I like how the woman’s name tag glowed red, with dancing sparkles as soon as she smoothed it on her cardigan.”

“I should go remind Gramps to work the code word into his opening speech. Better to be proactive and keep Ms. Powers from learning about our town’s secrets.”

“Need me to stay here?” She pointed at the two unclaimed name tags out of the two dozen we’d started with.

“No. I think they can figure out who they are when they arrive.” I stood on my tiptoes, trying to spot Gramps. I groaned. He was chatting with Mrs. Needles.

“How about I get some wine for us, then?” Courtney asked, probably reading my face. “You look like you’ll need it to get through tonight.”

Five minutes later, with Gramps alerted, a glass of wine in my hand, I led Courtney around the room. Even though she’d been in town for almost a month, there were a few townsfolk she hadn’t met yet.

“Constable, good to meet you,” Mrs. Grindlespool said. “Merlin has been telling me all about you. And Sammi, dear, I do hope you and your grandfather can come for a visit soon. I love to cook, and with my house empty, I don’t do it often enough.”

“I told you they were having a bit of fun.” Cleo’s chuckle bounced in my mind. I’d brought her in her carrier, but she was staying out of sight under the buffet table. “Don’t be shocked, dear. Let them have their special times. Merlin deserves it.”

“I’d love to,” I told the widow. “Are you enjoying my grandfather’s company? I don’t want him to become a pest.”

“Oh, he’s no pest, I assure you. He’s been helping me get through Peter’s collection of old books and his journals. My departed husband was quite the buff on pirates of the age of sail.” Mrs. Grindlespool patted my arm, the one that wasn’t holding Courtney’s hand. “And you two are welcome to come by anytime, even if you don’t want to look at the books. I love afternoon tea but seldom have anyone to chat with. You can have tea when you’re on duty, right Constable?”

“And when I’m off duty, too,” Courtney said.

Chimes sounded as the catering host tapped a wooden striker against them. Everyone moved to their seats.

Gramps was at the podium, next to the table of trophies, and gave his welcome speech as host of the event. He was able to work in the warning phrase we used to let the attendees know we had a mundane present. I saw a few people at the back tables crane their necks trying to spot the unexpected guest. A few pointed at Miss Power’s back. She and Colonel Bruce sat at the six-top round table with me and Courtney. Mrs. Grindlespool sat next to the Colonel, and DeAnn was next to Courtney. Our only empty chair was for Gramps.

“Did your grandfather share the count with you?” Colonel Bruce asked, leaning forward once the welcome was over. Gramps had stopped by where Carlos Gallo and his ex-wife sat at the next table over.

“No. I’ve been too busy with the shop. Getting the guest list together and calling in the catering order was my contribution. He took care of the awards himself.”

“Just curious. I know my team racked up a lot of rescues. We should be first unless that crazy Spaniard cheated on his count.”

DeAnn’s eyebrow shot up. “You and Mr. Gallo have a friendly rivalry?”

“I wouldn’t call it friendly.” Colonel Bruce shook his head. “That bugger kept crossing into our zone. We had certain territories for each team mapped out. North of Chateau Street, near the sea, was Team Zulu’s territory, and I caught him searching our alleys more than once. Found him rapping on a door on Reese Street. Had to chase him off from there a few times.”

“Oh dear. He’s a cheat, too?” DeAnn shook her head. “Pity. I wanted to try his restaurant. What’s he calling it? Perfect Pisto?”

“It should be Tasteless Fare,” Colonel Bruce said.

Gramps returned right then, and we turned the conversation away from Mr. Gallo and his shenanigans. Dinner was a nice buffet of Italian food. Though I noticed that both Carlos and Claire Gallo avoided getting any of the meat dishes, preferring marinara on their pasta instead of the Bolognese sauce.

At awards time, Gramps rose, pulling Mrs. Grindlespool to her feet. She accompanied him and held the award trophy while he read the name.

“Our first award of the evening is for the rescuer who travelled farthest in their search pattern.” Gramps adjusted his reading glasses, then opened an envelope. “Lenora Needles and her son, Bob Needles.”

Polite applause rippled through the room.

“Consolation prize,” Colonel Bruce whispered to DeAnn. “She’s terrible at finding puffins. All the other teams comb her area once she calls it complete. We found a dozen fledglings she missed.”

Gramps read off a few other awards. Each going to different people. I could tell the awards were designed to spread out the glory and not concentrate it in one or two overachievers.

“And now, our final award. This season’s Champion Puffin Rescuer of the year.” Gramps pulled the last envelope from his jacket breast pocket. He pulled the paper out and flipped it open. “With two-hundred-thirty-six rescues, team Gallo is our top Puffin.”

Jonathan blew out a breath. “That cheat. I knew the ones he grabbed from Team Zulu’s area were going to get used against us.”

“You were not there, Señor Bruce,” Gallo said, rising. He accepted the trophy from Mrs. Grindlespool, shook Gramps’s hand, and returned to his table, where he proudly placed his trophy in the centre.

Colonel Bruce shook his head. “Someone should tie that trophy around his neck and toss him off a cliff.”


CHAPTER 4
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Courtney walked me back to my house. It was cold, but we still held hands through our gloves on the walk. In between Eerie Tomes and the donut shop, lights still blazed in the soon to be Perfect Pisto building.

“Looks like someone is working late,” I muttered, then tried to peek through the thin gap between butcher’s paper taped over the inside of the window. No luck. Cleo’s carrier hung from my free hand. She was being quiet tonight, which was fine. I wanted to enjoy my walk with Courtney.

“Ah,” I said once we walked past the alley between the buildings. I spied a familiar pickup in the alley, tailgate down. “That explains it. Drake is delivering something.”

“Huppe?” Courtney shook her head. “He needs to grow up. And fast. This isn’t high school anymore.”

“Good luck with that.” I felt my foot slip. Trust klutzy me to find the one patch of ice on the sidewalk. I grabbed on to Courtney’s arm. She tensed, spun, and grabbed me. I was off balance, leaning backward, staring at her face, our noses only an inch apart.

“Hey, you two lovebirds. Take it somewhere else.”

I blew out a breath. Trust Drake to pop out and ruin the moment.

“Shove it, Huppe,” Courtney called and pulled me upright. Once I had my feet under me, I shivered.

“Cold?” She slid her arm around my waist. We resumed our walk through the dim light of the streetlights.

“No. Just mad that Drake popped out right then.” I slid my arm around her. Even with our winter coats, this felt good. Neither of us said anything as we continued our slow stroll to my house.

Once we were at my door, I paused, not ready to reach for my keys and end the night.

“You want to come in for another glass of wine?”

“I shouldn’t. Gotta work tomorrow morning. And I’ve got evening call.” She stepped in close, just a tad taller than me, so I had to look up.

“I told you two lovebirds to stop that!” Drake called from the street. He normally had an amplifier running on his brimstone exhaust, so his truck sounded like a gas burner, not the quiet of the infernal cauldron, otherworldly magic infused engines we fae used. He must have followed us, keeping it quiet.

Fae vehicles might look like mundane cars or trucks, but ours had Infernal brand engines. Whenever fae authorities caught an infernal in our world, they captured them. Rather than risk opening a portal to their realm, when a few more might sneak through as they returned the wayward infernal, fae used the little brimstone belchers in our engines and boilers. When fed magical rock, called faerock, the little demons could belch out enough energy to run Drake’s truck. And without the carbon gasses of a mundane engine, Drake could be sneaky if he turned off the sound effects that mimicked normal truck sounds.

“Wait here,” Courtney whispered, then spun toward Drake.

“Huppe.” She strode out to the street. “You’ve got a taillight out. I noticed it in the alley.”

“Oh. Sorry about that, Constable!” He made sure to over-emphasize her title.

“This is your warning, Huppe. Make sure to get that fixed by tomorrow evening. I don’t want to see you driving with it still out once it’s dark.”

“Yes, Ma’am!” He flung her a mock salute, flipped a switch on his steering column, and stepped on the accelerator. The truck roared off, its exhaust pipe belching a cloud of brimstone and making enough racket that Mr. McGristle opened his door to see what was happening.

“It’s just Drake being a jerk,” I called out, waving.

“You OK, Sammi?”

“We’re fine. Thanks, Mr. McGristle.” I waved while Courtney stepped back next to me. My neighbour waved back, then shut his door.

“Nice of him to keep an eye on you. Maybe I will come in for a glass of wine. I don’t have to be on duty until six tomorrow morning.” She looked at me, a smile growing. “If the offer is still open.”

“It is,” I said and unlocked the door.
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“So,” Gord said the next morning at the donut shop, leaning on the short wall that separated my favourite table from his counter area. “Did you two get your first kiss?”

“Ummm…” My cheeks flushed. I looked out the front window for a minute, watching this morning’s light snowfall in the morning breeze.

Gord chuckled. “Good. That’s out of the way. You won’t look like a schoolgirl waiting to be asked out any more. How long did she stay? Overnight?”

“What? No! Courtney has her own place, the next block over, on Elm Street.”

“Just asking. You’d do the same to me if I ever got a date.”

“The Sugarwings girls are coming in today, Gordy,” his mother called from the far end of the counter. For some reason, Olivia loved trying to set her son up with the pixie girls. “You could ask one of them out.”

“Mom! With my luck, they’d be some of those rare flame pixies. Willing to lure me out to sea and drown me.” Gord’s cheeks went as red as mine had been. That made me chuckle. Next to him, the ghost-shaped mundane detector was lit up. I cleared my throat and tilted my head toward the ghost.

“Gordy, be careful with your talk.” Olivia nodded toward the table in the far corner. DeAnn Powers had a laptop set up, typing away. A pair of wired earbuds, running from the computer, were tucked in under her hair. Gord’s cheeks went red with embarrassment. Fortunately, the author, typing away on her keyboard, looked oblivious to our conversation.

I scrunched my lips sideways, then lowered my voice to just above a whisper. “Looks like our new friend is spending the winter in Eerie Falls. Remind everyone to be good.”

“Did she hear me mention flame pixies?” Gord had gone pale, realizing his mistake in blabbing about a fae race.

“Doubt it. Looks like she’s listening to music and writing.” I gave him a smile, trying to chase away his guilt. Something trivial, like spilling the beans to a mundane, could gnaw at his conscience for the rest of the day. “Besides, if flame pixies are real, they’re supposed to have a flame focus to help them control their flame. All you have to do is steal the pixie’s focus item, and they’ll agree to anything to get it back. Just like Selkies. Steal their seal skin and they’ll marry you.”

“Maybe that’s why Mom is trying to set me up with the pixies.” Gord kept his voice in a whisper. “You know she wants to marry me off.” He shuddered at the notion, then tilted his head toward my normal table. “You staying for your coffee this morning?”

“First cup, yes. Courtney been in yet?”

Gord nodded. “Yep. Since we’re the only place open for breakfast, other than Timmie’s out by the highway, it’s our coffee or get it from Lorne’s pot at the station.”

That made me chuckle. “She says whatever Lorne brews at town hall is closer to tar than coffee. Oh, and tell your mom to hold off on our celebration cake. With Court’s work schedule, we’d better wait for her day off.”

Gord nodded and slid my order to me. I pressed my wand, again shaped like a debit card, to the pay pad. “You coming over for lunch today? Gramps promised he’d be in to watch the store.”

“Unless you’re meeting your girlfriend? Don’t want to intrude.” He kept his eyes on the counter.

“You!” I pointed a finger at his chest. “I’m not cutting you out because I have a girlfriend. You can be her friend, too.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Be at the store about two. We’ll head over to Taps,” I said, raising my voice to be more authoritative. Gord was a good friend, and I didn’t want him to feel shoved out because Courtney and I finally formalized our fledgling relationship.

“Taps?” DeAnn asked from the corner table, pulling her earbuds out. “Is that the pub across from your shop? I’ve been wanting to venture in but wasn’t sure what kind of place it was. Mr. Bear said he lunches there, but…”

I nodded, understanding her meaning. “Bubbles is a big, hairy, scary biker type. That it might be a biker bar?”

DeAnn nodded.

“No worries about that. Darcy runs a friendly bar. This time of year, it’s mostly locals. Bubbles is about the scariest guy in there, and he’s a big teddy bear.”

I didn’t mention the other type of bear he could be. But we weren’t close to a full moon, so that wouldn’t matter. And she didn’t need to know about that side of his nature. I reminded myself I was going to call Bubbles but hadn’t gotten around to doing so yet.

“Well… If I may, could I invite myself along for your lunch? I’d love to see the place?”

I gave her a smile. “Sure. Going with familiar faces to a new bar is a good idea.” I pointed at the small cafe table next to her. She nodded and motioned me to take it.

Once I had Cleo’s carrier on the open seat, and dropped my coat across the back of the chair, I saw she had her laptop closed and was stowing it in her bag. She had her own insulated travel tumbler on the table. Its blue colour matched the decorative skin on her laptop.

“Get much writing done?”

“Some...” She raised her cup and took a sip. “I’m still not sure what profession to give my sleuth. I’m at the point I need to figure that out.”

“Bookstore owner?”

She shrugged. “That’s overdone in the genre. Well, almost all professions are overdone. Knitting shop owner, coffee or tea shop, retired spinster or widower…”

“What about a male protagonist?” I pointed to Gord, helping another patron at the counter. “Shy, quiet, son of the best baker in town. Got a bestie who’s a librarian and runs a bookstore.”

“Hmmm…. That might work. I was thinking more about a vampire bar owner who can only work at night.”

“Vampire?” I asked, around the Ghostly Bit donut hole I’d just popped in my mouth. “Bar owner?” What had she noticed? Had she been in Darcy’s bar before?

“Oh, just thinking out loud. I’m only making notes. But a town named Eerie Falls is giving me ideas in the paranormal side. My readers don’t normally go for paranormal stories. They like the little old widower stories. The only magic being the words on the page.”

“It’s probably better that way.” I nodded, suppressing a grin. “Who’d want to read about vampires, pixies, and magic? Especially in a whodunnit?” I did let a little sarcasm into my voice, but she didn’t catch it.

“Shh. Don’t mention vampire cats!” Cleo’s voice echoed in my mind. “We should keep that secret from everyone.”

I bit my lip, then took a sip of coffee to keep from replying. Cleo was correct. With a mundane in town, we all needed to watch what we said. This was the time of year we could normally relax a little, not watch our tongues, and just be fae.

DeAnn settled back in her chair, holding her cup between both hands. “You don’t have much in the way of winter tourism, do you?”

I shook my head. “No. We’re close to the lake but don’t have any shoreline here. All our access is through Port Rowan. And they’re as small as Eerie Falls is.”

“What about waterfalls? Is that how the town got its name?”

I nodded. “A few of the streams that feed into the lake have three- or four-foot-tall falls. Nothing spectacular. But in the summer, we get hikers and sightseers. In the autumn, we get visitors looking at the pretty colours. We’re just a small picturesque village.”

“See, that’s perfect for a cozy mystery setting.”

“That’s when the murders began, blood everywhere,” Gord said, coming out with his cleaning towel in hand. “Or is that a thriller genre?”

“Definitely thriller,” DeAnn said. “Cozy Mysteries don’t have blood nor gore.”

“But they do have a dead body?” Gord stopped wiping the table next to me and moved to the next one.

“Oh, definitely. It wouldn’t be a murder mystery without a dead body. Sometimes two.”

The door opened for more clients. Gord headed back to the counter to take their order.

“Are you sure you want to write based on Eerie Falls?” I shrugged, popping the last Ghostly Bit into my mouth.

“Small town, cute but eerie name, pardon the pun,” DeAnn said with a sly grin. “This place is perfect for a cozy series.”

I shook my head, swallowed, then took another sip of coffee. “But we never have murders here.”

“That doesn’t matter. This is fiction. And you don’t want to be a real cozy mystery town. The murders never stop. Any town with an amateur sleuth gets more murders per capita than even a major city.”

“Ugh. No thanks. We don’t want Toronto’s murder rate here.” I took another sip of my coffee, glanced at the clock over the front door. “I need to run. It’s almost nine. Gotta open the shop.”

“Can I walk with you? I wanted to go down and chat with the needlecraft storekeeper.”

“Oh, that will take all morning. Have you met Mrs. Needles yet?” We both rose and donned our coats. Gord motioned for us to take to-go cups of coffee with us. He had them on the counter, waiting.

“Mrs. Needles? How appropriate. See, this is the perfect town for a mystery series.”

Coffee in hand and bags hanging from our shoulders, DeAnn held the door open for me. A right turn, and we headed toward Eerie Tomes.

“Thanks, but no thanks about using our town as the mystery setting. I had my fill of murder a couple of months ago.” I shrugged, remembering my trip to the UK for what I hoped would be a bird watching adventure. It was definitely that but with murder on the itinerary.

“I smell blood.” Cleo leaped from the open top of her mesh carrier.

“Wait. Where are you going?” I called after her from the front of the alley between Eerie Donuts and Carlos’s new restaurant. Cleo paused at a drift of fresh fallen snow that had piled up on the side of the alley, opposite the donut shop, and poked it with her paw.

“Silly, cat!” I said, giving DeAnn a weak smile, then heading down the alley after Cleo.

“Call your girlfriend. He’s dead.”

The snow covering the body had melted around the hands and face. The crisp white was tinged red around his collar and under his head.

“Courtney…” I pressed my phone to my ear. “Umm… I’m in the alley next to Gord’s shop. Someone murdered Carlos Gallo.”


CHAPTER 5
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Willard Davis, our local EMS pixie, had the sense to pop tall before walking up to the mouth of the alley, where DeAnn and I stood. Normally, Willard would stay in his three-inch pixie form, fly in, and pop human-sized right next to whatever victim he was treating.

Holding a sprinkle-covered donut in one hand, he bent down and placed fingers, encased in a bright blue rubber or whatever they made medical gloves out of, against the corpse’s neck. A breeze blew into the alley and shifted the powdery snow enough for me to see the body’s hand. The only color on it was the yellow gem in Carlo’s ring. The flesh looked near frozen. My tummy churned, and it felt like a pit was opening. Even my time in Wales, dealing with that mystery, hadn’t really prepared me for finding a dead person. Especially not one with blood coloured snow on the back of his neck and head.

Standing from his examination, Willard took a bite of his donut, then muttered, “He’s dead.”

“Are you sure?” DeAnn’s face had gone white. She probably felt about like me. Not comfortable with this situation.

“Definitely dead.” Willard nodded. More of the donut disappeared into his mouth. That was normal for pixies. They needed sugar to fuel their hummingbird-like natures. I suspected that Willard’s nonchalant attitude was more of a coping mechanism than a lack of caring.

The mystery writer looked between the body and the medic, her face definitely paler than normal. “How can you eat at a time like this?”

Willard shrugged. “Gotta have energy.” He shifted his eyes to me.

“She’s American.” I put a little too much emphasis on American but couldn’t come out and say Mundane in front of her. “DeAnn is visiting Eerie Falls for the winter. She’s a mystery writer.” I hoped he’d get my drift. I’d been sure to tell Courtney that our mundane visitor was with me.

Willard nodded. Evidently, she’d passed that on in the call to EMS.

“Welcome to Eerie Falls. Sorry if this is your first look at our town.” Willard gave her a smile, then popped the last of the donut into his mouth. “Excuse me. I smell ghostly bits. I could use some and a coffee while we wait. Get you two anything?”

We shook our heads.

DeAnn watched him head into Eerie Donuts. “Donuts? At a time like this? Really?”

“Yeah.” I shrugged, unsure how to explain—and still not explain—that Willard is a pixie, and pixies need their sweets. “Willard loves donuts.”

Courtney and Lorne, our police force in Eerie Falls, crunched to a stop next to us in their SUV, lights flashing.

“What did you do this time, Sammi?” Lorne called. Courtney had the back hatch on the vehicle open, pulling a camera and several large plastic bags out of the back.

“Not me.” I shrugged and pointed. “My cat must have smelled blood or something. She jumped out of the carrier and ran down the alley.”

“Oh. Nice save on that one, dear. Don’t let the police blame you for anything. Your grandfather and I discovered that in Egypt in the 1950s. They wanted to accuse us of unleashing another plague. It was actually the mummy that was guarding the spell scroll that did that.”

I ignored Cleo and her tales of mummies. I’d heard most of them already. She was walking around the far end of the alley, but I could still hear her mental voice.

Willard came out and popped a donut hole into his mouth, then licked the sugar crystals from his fingers. He waved his coffee cup toward Carlos’s snow-covered body. “He’s definitely dead. Looks like blunt force trauma to the back portion of the skull.”

Behind us, a flash popped. With a non-fae present, Courtney’s camera looked mundane, without all the extra lenses and light spell spitters that would normally be apparent.

“So, your cat must have smelled a body in the alley?” Lorne had his tablet out, stylus in his gloved hand. “It looks more interested in mice in the dumpster.”

“Cleo is a good mouser.” I nodded toward where she was nosing around the garbage bin at the back corner of the new vegetarian restaurant. A similar one stood on the other side of the alley. That one was for the donut shop. Its flaps were closed. But behind where Carlos lay, one of the black flaps stood open on the dumpster for his restaurant.

“No mice in this bin,” Cleo told me. “But I smell something… Let me look.”

“You named your cat after your grandmother?” Lorne watched her for a moment, then shrugged. “How does your grandfather feel about that?”

“He called Grams Patty all the time, so I’m not sure if he’s noticed.” I shrugged.

“Oh dear. Have your girlfriend look in the bin. This will be something they want to find.” Cleo walked along the edge of the dumpster, keeping her gaze on something in it.

“Cleo is acting weird.” I pointed to direct Lorne’s attention.

“You said she’s a good mouser? There are rats and other critters that like to investigate garbage.”

This was getting complicated. How did I keep Cleo’s nature secret and get them to look in the garbage bin?

“That restaurant isn’t open. They’ve been bringing in equipment and doing renovations. There shouldn’t be food in it yet. No food, no mice.” I remembered Drake’s truck there last evening. “Huppe was doing a drop-off of some kind when Courtney and I walked by.”

“You and my constable walked by here?” Lorne raised an eyebrow.

“Would you tell your sweetie to look in here? This is important!” Cleo stared at me, then let out a loud meerrrrooow!

“Constable,” Lorne called. “See what that cat is grumbling about. Then shoo her off from there.”

Courtney popped another photo of area where she was about to walk. After a moment, she stepped over and looked into the dumpster, then looked at Cleo.

“Good kitty,” she said and stroked Cleo’s cheek. Another photo of the inside of the dumpster. Then another. Finally, Courtney tucked her leather outdoor glove in between her teeth, pulled it off, and donned a bright blue glove to match Willard’s. Her other hand pulled a plastic bag out of her pocket and shook it open.

The bag was fairly large. About two feet square. Courtney reached into the bin and pulled out a white and gold object, roughly club-shaped. My stomach flipped again. It was getting a workout this morning.

Courtney walked back toward us, sealing the top of the bag with the trophy inside. That was the puffin trophy Carlos had received last evening. As she passed it to Lorne, I saw a blood smear on the white marble just under the gold-coloured puffin. I repressed a shiver. DeAnn, however, had her notepad in hand.

“And you are?” Lorne said, staring at DeAnn, once he’d labelled the bag with a sharpie and stowed it in the SUV.

“DeAnn Powers, author.”

“She’s an American,” I said, emphasizing the term in case Courtney hadn’t had time to warn him.

“I see. And you’re in Eerie Falls why?” Lorne’s tone was polite but with a hard edge. Surely he didn’t suspect her, did he?

“I’m writing a new mystery series and wanted to set it in a small Canadian town. Cozy mysteries are always set in small, tight-knit communities.”

“If you’re into knitting, be sure to visit Mrs. Needles, then.” Lorne glance back at me, an inquisitive look in his eye.

I shrugged again, unsure of what to say about our new arrival.

Lorne chuckled. “Just be sure to give yourself an hour or two if you stop in. Mrs. Needles knows more about what happens in this town than I do.”

“Oh! The town gossip. A character archetype. How wonderful.” DeAnn nodded and scribbled again in her notepad.

“Sammi!” Drake Huppe called from his truck behind us, in the street. “In trouble? I warned you! Shoulda went out with me.”

He cranked his window up, then stepped on the gas, causing a backfire and a cloud of brimstone.

“He needs better fuel,” Lorne said, waving a hand to clear the smoke.

Pixie wings hummed and streaked past us. Willard, standing behind DeAnn by the back end of the police SUV, popped pixie and darted up.

My author friend looked up. “Hummingbirds? In the winter? Don’t they migrate?”

Lorne rolled his eyes, bit his lower lip, and touched DeAnn’s hand. A trickle of magic set my senses off. Her eyes glazed over briefly because of the freeze and forget spell Lorne used.

“And that’s another report I have to fill out. Hate to do that to our new American friend,” he emphasized American the same way I had. “But we need to keep some things secret.” He shrugged, then tapped her hand again to pull her out of the spell.

“Where was I?” DeAnn shook her head and glanced at her notepad. I waited to see if she forgot about the pixies, er… hummingbirds. “Oh, yes. Mrs. Needles. I’m always letting my mind wander off mid-sentence like that. She’ll definitely need to be in one of my books. I’ll have to change her name, though.”

“You do that often?” I pointed at the notepad. “I mean, put real people in your books?”

“Of course. I’ve got one series where I killed another author, a friend of mine, over and over. Once in each book. I had to get his grandmothers’ maiden names and used every different ethnic variation of his first and middle names. He was a good sport about it. He’s my most numerous victim.”

Lorne cleared his throat. “You probably shouldn’t refer to your imaginary characters as victims in public. We do have an open murder investigation now, thanks to you two.”

“Oh. So very glad to help, Inspector,” DeAnn said, shifting her pencil to her notepad hand and extending for a handshake. “You are?”

“Sergeant Lorne Pebblebrook.” Lorne actually let a thin smile settle on his face. “Not an inspector, I’m afraid. And if we can’t wrap this up fast, I’ll have to call in to RCMP to get a real inspector on the case.”

“Well then, Samantha and I shall devote our energies to helping solve the case.” DeAnn straightened, standing tall. “This is perfect. A real murder case to investigate. And I’ve already written one hundred twenty-seven mysteries. This should be a piece of cake.”

“One hundred? That’s a lot of books, but I don’t think–”

“One-twenty-seven, actually,” DeAnn interjected. “And Sammi here has a degree in library science.”

“Two degrees,” I muttered. Lorne shot me a glare. Evidently, he wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of our new local mystery author doing his job for him.

“You should both leave this matter to Courtney and I. We are trained law enforcement professionals.”

“Oh, of course, Inspector Pebblestone.” DeAnn grinned, so I wasn’t sure if her mispronunciation of his name was intentional or not. “We’d never think of overstepping. We’ll just keep our eyes and ears open, and let you know if we find anything suspicious.”

Lorne stared at her for a moment, ignoring her misremembering of his last name.

“Sammi?” He looked at me, his stern expression made that into more of a command than a question.

I raised my hand. “Scout’s honour. I have no plans to interfere.”

“Carlos!” a female voice cried with a strong French accent. Coming up behind DeAnn and me, Willard walked in his tall, human form. Brigitte, in her tall form as well, must have been the pixie flying in that Willard popped small to intercept. She wore only a light jacket and clutched a paper napkin from Eerie Donuts, dabbing her eyes, then reached out toward the corpse.

Lorne stepped away to intercept them before they reached the alley. He held his arm out to stop Brigitte from advancing closer.

DeAnn looked at me, a grin growing across her face. “This is so exciting. Our first mystery.”

Exciting? We just found a murder victim. And she was excited? What made her shift her emotions? She’d been just as pale as I was. Was her mental shift because she was a mystery writer?

“Well,” I thought back to my time with the bird watchers in Misty Valley. “This is actually my second one. A bird watcher was murdered in Wales while I was there. A friend and I helped solve that case.”

“Oh, how exciting!” DeAnn’s eyes were wide, and she turned to watch Lorne interview the pixie girl. “We should talk with her, too. I wonder who she is.”

“Mr. Gallo’s wife, if I remember correctly.”

DeAnn gave a knowing and sly smile. “Not just that, but beyond wife. Every character in a mystery has a backstory.”

“Sammi,” Lorne called, leading the girl toward us. “I need to finish working the scene. Courtney and I will have our hands full for a few moments. Can you take this young lady into the bookstore? Give her some coffee until I can get in to finish our interview?”

“Um… sure.” I gave an uneasy nod. Caring for an emotional, distraught pixie wasn’t how I expected to start my morning.

“And take Miss Powers with you, please. You two are what the young lady needs right now.” Lorne levelled his cop gaze at DeAnn. “But leave the questioning to the professionals. Agreed?”

“Of course, Inspector Pibblebrooks.” DeAnn nodded, taking the girl’s arm.

Brigitte dabbed her eyes and sniffled, staring down the alley where Carlos’s body lay. Her hand reaching out again.

I gave Courtney a last look and a smile before I took Brigitte’s other elbow. My girlfriend was photographing the body now and didn’t look up.

“Come on. We’ll make some coffee for you,” I said, taking hold of the girl’s arm.
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Iused the key to the front door instead of magic to pop the lock, since DeAnn was along. The lock still sounded rough. The CLOSED sign bounced against the glass when I shut the door. I didn’t bother locking it, so Lorne and Courtney could enter without using their police keys.

Since this was a bookstore, we had several chairs set throughout the lower level of the shop. I steered Brigitte toward one of a pair, with a small side table in between them.

“Let me turn up the heat, then get some coffee on.”

DeAnn shrugged out of her coat, then sat in the chair next to Brigitte. She passed me her travel tumbler. “Go ahead, Samantha. I’ll help the young lady.”

I ducked back into my office and cast a quick control panel spell. It allowed me to see all the various enchantment levels that Gramps and I maintained in the shop. The mundane wards and illusions were still in the upper eighty per cent. Good. We’d have another month before we needed to refresh them. They should keep DeAnn from noticing any questionable titles or other magical bits and bobs around the shop.

After I hung up my coat, I ventured out to the main part of the shop and turned the dial on the thermostat. Water, turned to steam by the town’s infernal battery of boilers under town hall, hissed into our radiators. I scooped some of my favourite coffee into the filter, slid the basket in, and flipped the switch on the restaurant style coffee maker. We’d have fresh coffee in a few minutes.

I ventured out to where DeAnn and Brigitte sat. As an afterthought, I started up the gas log to add a bit of winter cheer to the morbid topic at hand. With our human friend’s nose full of Drake Huppe’s brimstone cloud, I hoped she wouldn’t notice the initial zing of brimstone from the magical fireplace.

My author friend patted the pixie girl’s left hand. “Poor dear says she didn’t realize her husband hadn’t come back last night.” Brigitte dabbed with her soaked napkin at her eyes.

I grabbed the box of tissues I kept on the counter and held them out, my other hand open. She dropped the napkin into my waiting hand and took a fresh tissue. I left the box, then headed back to the counter to toss the napkin.

“How do you take your coffee?” I asked both women but suspected DeAnn would be the only answer.

“Mine black as night,” DeAnn called. “Poor Brigitte would like honey in hers. Do you have any?”

“Of course,” I called. Silently, I added, this is a fae town. We know pixies love honey in their coffee and tea. Pixies need the sugar, and honey was their preferred source.

I pulled out one of our Eerie Tomes paper cups, complete with the ghost reading a book logo of our shop, for Brigitte. After filling it, and the travel tumblers for me and DeAnn, I took theirs out front with the honey bear. When I returned to grab my travel cup, I brought along the rolling stool we kept behind the counter.

Once I sat, DeAnn looked over my way. “The poor girl didn’t think anything of Carlos being gone last night. She said the restaurant was all he focused on after their wedding.”

“How long were you married?” I asked, trying to come up with something to chat about. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring that up again.”

“Carlos… We married just after the puffin rescue,” Brigitte muttered. “He wasn’t fond of his ex-wife. But she controls the finances he needs to build his restaurant.” Brigitte closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then reached for the coffee on the side table. After a sip, she reached for the plastic bear full of honey I had set with her cup. She gave it another good squeeze, then spun the stir stick in the cup.

“Where are you and Carlos staying?” I asked, knowing neither of them were long-term residents of Eerie Falls.

“Bowies,” Brigitte muttered. Her French-Canadian accent made the establishment sound upper class.

DeAnn leaned forward. “Oh, I haven’t been yet. Is that a hotel? I wasn’t aware this quaint little town had one.”

“Cabins, like Bubbles’s, where you’re staying.” I almost laughed at the thought of Bert and Bertie Bowie running an upscale hotel. “It’s also got a tourist knick-knack shop, if you need souvenirs to take to folks back home. And they run the trading post with the outdoor gear, in case you’re thinking of fishing or hunting.”

“Fishing? Would I have to touch the slimy thing?”

I chuckled and gave a nod. “You do have to take it off the line so you can catch another. Bert Bowie runs several excursions in the summer and fall. I think Bert ran his last hunt a week or two ago. We probably won’t get any more tourists in for several months.”

“Whatever would one hunt in a quaint little town like this? I mean…” DeAnn shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Why would anyone want to shoot an animal?”

I smiled and waved toward the front window. “In between the various farms of Southern Ontario is a lot of wooded area. Those areas are home to deer, bear, and the odd moose or two. The deer will overpopulate an area quickly and be into the crops if they aren’t kept in check.”

“Oh.” DeAnn didn’t look happy about the idea.

“You should stop out at the trading post.” I nodded toward the window again. “Bertie makes a mean venison chili. Of course, they always eat what Bert harvests. During the summer, she keeps a full lunch counter going for their clients. She’ll make boxed lunches and such. This time of year, it’s mostly just them at their cabins, so she usually trims back to a pot of chili.”

“I’ll need to stop by there, of course,” DeAnn said, but for once, she didn’t make a note on her pad about it. “They sound like an interesting couple. Married?”

“Oh yes. Definitely a couple.” I chuckled, unsure how else to describe the Bowies. “Just wait until you have time to meet them.”

DeAnn stared at her notepad for a moment, then looked back at Brigitte. “Where did you and Carlos go after the awards last evening? Jonathan and I didn’t see you at the bar.”

“I… I flew back to our cottage.” Brigitte shrugged. I understood her to mean she really flew. This was about the last week or two pixies would be able to fly. If the temp dropped too much lower, they risked shattering their wings. Fortunately, DeAnn ignored the obvious meaning and took it as a euphemism.

“So, you raced back to the cottage? A little celebration with your husband about his award?”

Brigitte shook her head. “Oh no. Carlos was waiting for new equipment to arrive. A mixer and oven. And some of the steel tables for food preparation. He found a good used set and hired a local man to bring them in from Fort Erie. He was to be out all night, awaiting the deliveries. I did not worry about his absence.”

She sniffled and reached for another tissue. There was a growing pile of wet tissues on the small table. I rose a little too fast, then sent the stool sliding backward. Instead of grabbing at it. I let it roll back, closing my eyes to wait on the crash. There was only a heavy bookcase in its path. With my penchant for being clumsy, I’d long since learned not to dive after such inadvertent occurrences. Better to not compound any damage.

“Let me fetch a wastebasket,” I said, ignoring the thunk of the stool against the bookcase. Gramps and Grams had the cases bolted to the walls and floor once they confirmed that I did indeed have the klutz-curse.

The bell on the front door jingled along with the pop of the weather seal around the door. Lorne and Courtney entered. Behind them, I saw the black SUV of the doc from Port Rowan pull away from the curb.

“Sammi,” Lorne said, nodding a silent greeting at us. “Mind if I use your office to interview the young lady?”

“Not at all.” I tilted my head toward it. “G'Rex is working on the addition today. Just keep the back door closed and it should stay private. You want some coffee?”

“If it’s ready, sure.” He relaxed enough for a friendly smile, then held out a hand. “Miss?”

“Madame Gallo,” Brigitte said, rising. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I am ready.”

I followed them back to the checkout counter, waving Lorne into the office at the back of the shop. A moment later, I passed him a full cup of black coffee and set a refreshed cup next to Brigitte, along with the honey bear. I had another for Courtney, just the way she liked it with a dash of half & half. I took it out front, where Courtney sat on the chair vacated by Brigitte. After setting her cup on the table, I turned to retrieve my wayward stool.

“We’ll be a few minutes here, Sammi. I’ll see you at the counter?” Courtney looked back toward the rear of the shop. Then up at me, her face unreadable.

I gave her a slow nod. She was working. Getting witness statements. DeAnn first, then probably me. Separately. That way, we didn’t influence each other’s stories. Good police work, I guessed.

Waiting on Courtney to finish gave me time to finish my opening-up sequence. I logged in to the payment kiosk, alerting the leprechaun banking system that we were open for business again. This time of year was slow for us, so I wouldn’t have trouble finding time on the schedule to go inventory and appraise Astor Xilous’ collection. That meant a trip into Toronto. If I timed it right, I might be able to get Courtney to meet me there, and we could have a nice night in the city together.

While I was daydreaming about a potential date night in the big city, she finished her interview. DeAnn sat in the same chair, scribbling away on her notepad.

“So,” I looked at my girlfriend. “My turn for the questions?”

She shook her head. “Lorne has to be the one to take your report.”

“Oh.” I paused with my mouth open.

“We’re dating, remember?” She finally let a smile leak through.

I giggled. “Do they teach you that stern cop look in police school?”

Courtney giggled, then repressed it, almost snorting. “No, and yes. We’re standing at attention so often that we dare not smile. I suppose it’s programmed in early. Then they teach us to watch the suspect’s emotional tells.”

“What are my tells?” I asked, daring her to read me.

“You’re cute… and you’re scheming something…” She dodged my question, raising an eyebrow. “It isn’t about…?” She tilted her head toward the alley where we’d found the body.

“No… I was thinking of setting up a visit to Astor Xilous. He’s just outside of Toronto and wants his collection appraised.”

“Hmm… let me put my academy training to work here.” Courtney grinned. “You’re thinking that after your appraisal, a trip to the big city might need a special friend along? Maybe catch a play, fancy dinner out? Night in a swanky hotel?”

“Well, not too swanky. The appraisal will probably turn into a purchasing trip. I’ll be spending money, not making it.”

Courtney’s face slid back into her stoic cop look. “One question first, Sammi. You didn’t kill Mr. Gallo, did you?”

I cocked my head and stared at her. “No. Why would you ask that?”

She let out a slow breath. “I had to ask to be sure. This is my first murder case.” She kept her voice quiet.

The door to my office opened, Lorne leading Brigitte into the shop.

“Constable, will you see that Madame Gallo gets back to her cabin at Bowies?”

“You want me to drive her?”

Lorne nodded toward where DeAnn was still seated. “She’s distraught over her… husband’s death.”

“This way, Madame Gallo,” Courtney said, passing the girl her coat.

Lorne stood silently, watching them depart.

“Sammi. I need to get your statement, too.”

I followed him back to my office.
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Gord and I met up again for a late lunch, this time at Eerie Taps. I was finally getting used to carrying Cleo’s soft-sided carrier everywhere.

“Sammi! Gord is waiting,” Darcy called from behind the bar and pointed to a booth at the far side of the room that was clean amidst the detritus of unbused tables from their lunch rush.

Gord sat waiting for me, his soda already in front of him. “Wow! Eventful morning.”

“Did the commotion hurt your business at all?” I asked, setting Cleo in between me and the wall, then flipping the top flap wide open.

He shook his head. “Even Huppe stopped in. That drove a couple of regulars to ask for to-go orders.”

I remembered what Brigitte had said earlier and raised an eyebrow. “What did Drake have to say about the murder?”

“You sure it was murder?” Gord cocked his head, looking at me.

“Sammi, what will it be today?” Darcy ventured out with my pop in a to-go cup, straw already inserted through the x-shaped cut in the lid. She knew I had the klutz curse, and cups with lids helped keep the table clean.

The bar-owner slid a small bowl on a saucer in front of Cleo. Darcy had the same special diet as Cleo, and she usually brought a dish of synthetic blood to my cat. With only Gord here, she didn’t put an illusion on it to make it look like cream. Gord was one of the few people who knew Cleo and Darcy were both vampires.

“Umm…” I glanced over at the chalkboard sign where Darcy posted the daily specials. I wasn’t in the mood for the salad listed there. “Burger is fine. Thanks for taking care of my cat.” I was careful to say cat. That was how I was training myself to avoid saying “Grams” when I referred to Cleo.

Darcy looked at Gord. He thought for a second or two.

“Burger. Change the fries to poutine.”

“Mine too,” I said and grinned. Gord loved gravy the way pixies loved sugar. “Gravy sounds good. Right, Gord?”

“Two moos and a large plate of Canadian prátaí. Got it.” Darcy used the Irish word for potatoes. She winked at me, then looked at Cleo. “Your grandfather ever notice what’s special about her?”

Notice that my gram’s spirit had taken over a cat’s body and was now a blood sucking undead mouser? My tummy rolled for a moment. Had Darcy figured that out?

“You know, about her diet.” Darcy chuckled. “You almost look like you saw a ghost when I asked. Don’t worry. Being a vamp isn’t a bad thing. She seems well behaved.”

“I should hope so. I have never been accused of being uncultured.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief, ignoring Cleo’s voice in my head. Darcy, being a vampire herself, had been the first to notice Cleo’s undead nature.

“No. Gramps gets so wrapped up in whatever book he’s studying, he ignores everything else. I usually have to remind him to do laundry.”

“He forgets laundry?” Gord rolled his eyes.

“Yep. I can tell when he’s running out of clean clothes. He only has five pairs of matching socks. Once he starts wearing the mismatched socks, I know to remind him to take a book home and do the wash.”

“I’ll get your moo and poutine going,” Darcy said with a chuckle. “Good luck with your grandfather.”

“You’ll need all the luck you can get, keeping Merlin on track,” Cleo said in my mind, while she licked the last of the synthetic blood out of the saucer.

“He’s only got five pairs of socks?” Gord looked confused. “Couldn’t you buy him more socks?”

“Every time he tries to purchase more, I visit and take enough singles out of his drawer so he only has five matching pairs. I need a way to know when he skips laundry day.”

“Wait… you steal your grandfather’s socks?”

“Smart girl. You’ve done well learning how to manage him.”

I stroked Cleo’s head and chuckled. “Only one sock from each pair, and only from the oldest sets. Gramps never notices. Did you know…” I glanced around the bar, making sure no one was close enough to hear. “He’s been seeing Mrs. Grindlespool?”

Gord hunched his brow, staring at me. “You mean like dating? Or worse?”

“Worse? What do you mean, worse than dating?”

“Don’t make me say it.” His cheeks flushed red. “I don’t want to think about him and Mrs. Grindlespool like that.”

I chuckled. “We need to find you a girlfriend.”

“Why? Mom keeps trying to get me married off. Don’t you start, too.”

“You really don’t want to date?” I asked, watching him. Until now, I always assumed it was because he was awkward. But something was poking through into my brain about my bestie.

Gord shrugged. “I just don’t care about dating. I mean, maybe I’ll find the right person, but I’m not Drake Huppe, chasing every girl in town, trying to get a kiss, or worse.”

“That’s the second time you’ve alluded that sexual activity isn’t what you’re after.” I watched my friend. He kept his eyes on the table, and a lot of Gord finally made sense. “You’re ace, right?”

He gave a slow nod. “I’m just not into that part of a relationship. That’s why I like you. Why we’re such good friends. You’re interested in girls, and I can just be me. You don’t try to set me up all the time.”

For as long as we’d been friends, I was surprised I had never made the connection about Gord being asexual.

“I’m glad you’re my friend, Gord.” I held my hand out, balled into a fist. “Friends forever?”

He smiled and completed the fist bump. “Friends forever, Sammi Cupertino.”

“So…” I thought back to the activities of the morning. “What exactly happened this morning? Did you notice anything odd about any of your patrons?”

Gord raised an eyebrow, watching me. “Are you working on figuring out who killed that Carlos guy?”

“Just curious. It’s not every day we have someone murdered in the alley next to your donut shop.”

Gord paled. “Like I asked before, you sure he was murdered?”

“You weren’t there when Willard arrived,” I said and took a sip of my coke. “He said it looked like blunt force trauma to the back of the head.”

“Maybe he fell? It snowed last night.”

I shook my head. “Cleo found the murder weapon. Or what I think is the murder weapon. His Puffin Society trophy. It was in the restaurant’s dumpster.”

“Your cat found it? Was there blood on it?” Gord glanced at Cleo, who was licking a paw and wiping her whiskers.

“Yep. She found the body, too. My guess is she smelled the blood on both.”

Darcy brought our food right then, sliding a burger in front of each of us, then setting a plate full of gravy covered fries and cheese curds between us. I passed Cleo’s empty bowl over to her.

“Can vamps smell blood?” Gord asked her. “I mean, like if someone is hurt and bleeding?”

Darcy tilted her head, then slowly nodded. “Yes. Undead have better senses than you normal fae. And we can smell blood easily. Just like you can smell the grease on the burger and fries.”

“Or the gravy. Gord loves his gravy,” I teased.

“I would love it too,” Darcy said, raising her head with eyes closed, inhaling the aroma. “Unfortunately, smells are all I get to enjoy from mortal food now. You two enjoy the meal. Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Thanks, Darcy,” Gord said, then used his fork to slide a large portion of the poutine onto his plate. “Mmmmm. Graaaayveeee!”

I laughed. Gord was good natured about how I teased him and usually played along with it.

After a few bites of my meal, I tilted my head toward the street. “You said Drake stopped in this morning. Did he say anything about Carlos?”

“Oh, boy did he.” Gord rolled his eyes and forked another bite of the gravy-covered fries into his mouth. “Huppe was grumping that he wasn’t going to get paid for his deliveries last night.”

“Hmmm…” I nodded, slowly. “Huppe probably should have asked for cash on the spot. Courtney and I saw him making a delivery to Carlos last night.”

“Three,” Gord said around another mouthful. “Three trips up to Fort Erie and back is what Huppe said he did. Mixer, oven, and some steel prep tables. A restaurant up there closed, and Carlos got a good deal on the equipment.”

“Not so good if he got killed in the process.” I paused, thinking back to the awards at the Puffin Society dinner. Only one person there had a motive to smack Carlos.

“Sammi! Do you mind if we join you?” DeAnn asked. I looked up to see her and Colonel Bruce walking toward us.

My cheeks started to burn as I realized I was looking at the man I had just been debating about being a murderer. Across from me, Gord was already scooting over to make room. I hid my discomfort by pulling Cleo onto my lap and dropping her carrier on the floor under the table. Once we had our food slid over, DeAnn and Colonel Bruce sat next to us. Girls on one side, guys on the other.

“Jonathan had quite the day, so we thought we’d stop in for an appetizer and drinks,” DeAnn volunteered. “Don’t let us interrupt your meal.”

“Too late for that,” Cleo told me across our mental link. I was glad no one else could hear her.

“Troubling day?” I asked the colonel after introducing them to Gord.

“Even in death, that charlatan of a puffin rescuer complicates my life.” Jonathan shook his head, then turned to wave Darcy over.

“Your inspector had quite the interview with Jonathan.” DeAnn pointed at the dwindling supply of gravy covered fries. “May I?”

I pushed the plate toward her. I’d already had enough, and Gord could spare a few fries. She used her thumb and forefinger to pry one fry from the edge of the plate.

Darcy appeared right then.

Jonathan ordered a Diet Dr. Pepper and paused for DeAnn.

“Um… something with alcohol. And tropical. I want a drink with a little umbrella in it. Something mango. I forget what it’s called. That mango thingie I had down in Tampa was splendid. I just wish I could remember what it was called.” DeAnn shook her head and pulled another gravy covered fry off our almost empty plate.

“A mango thingie?” Darcy chuckled. “I can whip something up. I just need to see if we have any little drink umbrellas.”

“And a plate of poutine, please,” Jonathan added. “Where do you source the cheese?”

“A local dairy near London,” Darcy said. “This part of Ontario has plenty of dairy cattle, as well as farms for produce. I try to get as much from our region as possible.”

“Excellent. I love an eatery that sources local.”

“Jonathan is quite the foodie,” DeAnn volunteered. “I don’t believe the inspector cared about that, though.”

“Oh he did,” Colonel Bruce said. “An hour and a half of chatting with him, and that sergeant kept focussing on my dislike of Carlos. He had quite the rundown of the reasons I dislike the man.”

Gord paled, “You didn’t kill him, did you?”

“What? No.” Jonathan shook his head and blew out a breath. “DeAnn told me that she and Miss Cupertino found the stiff in the alley by his restaurant. If I was going to do someone in like that, I wouldn’t have left the body where two ladies would find it. I’m much more of a gentleman than that.”

DeAnn gave a nod with a broad smile. “Even if you wear sandals in winter–with socks, no less–I quite agree. You are a gentleman.”

“Bah! Lousy day!” Drake Huppe called, seemingly to anyone within hearing distance as he pushed open the door to Eerie Taps. He plopped down in a chair near the middle of the pub. He pulled off his toque and dropped it soundlessly on the table. “That crazy woman won’t settle her ex-husband’s debts. I need a stiff shot to wipe her out of my mind. Make it a double, Darcy. I’ve had my fill of that wench.”
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“And that is local bad-boy, Drake Huppe,” I whispered to DeAnn and Colonel Bruce.

Colonel Bruce turned to watch Drake. “Did he play hockey? Or football?”

“Both,” Gord said, rolling his eyes. “He was an all-star bully in high school. Since then, he’s only spent one season on the ice for a semi-pro team. Most of that was on the bench.”

“I thought he was the star, making hat tricks every match,” I whispered with a grin.

“Hmmmm…” DeAnn tapped her chin, thinking. “Once we finish here, perhaps we should go chat with the inn keepers where the unfortunate victim was staying?”

“Without me, unfortunately,” Colonel Bruce said, shaking his head. “I’ve got a dinner date with some friends from the Royal Canadian Navy up in Fort Erie.”

“Oh. I suppose I should see about renting a car, then.” DeAnn pulled out her phone. “I’d hoped to avoid the expense and just use my feet to get around.”

I nodded agreement with Bruce. “If you’re here all winter, you might want to consider it. Walking in minus twenty- or thirty-degree weather isn’t fun. I only do it because I live so close to the shop. The cabins you’re in are a good mile from the village.”

DeAnn scrolled on her phone. “I don’t see a local rental shop.”

“Closest is in Fort Erie, or even farther away if inventory is low.”

“Here’s your food, hon,” Darcy said and slid their appetizer between them. “Are you in need of a local room?”

“Yes. I didn’t see any listed. Only the cabins and Mr. Bear’s were the closest to town.”

“Well, I don’t tell everyone, but I rent rooms upstairs. We could tell Bubbles to bring your luggage to town if you want to move.”

“I don’t know. I mean, I signed the rental agreement.”

“Let me call Bubbles and explain the situation,” Darcy said with a grin.

I paused, debating if I should agree with Darcy or DeAnn. Moving her to town would cut Bubbles out of a small income this winter. But I didn’t want our mundane trying to walk to town and freezing. Surely, Darcy knew DeAnn was a mundane and not fae? Darcy’s mundane detector had run out of energy. It was dark now, like a lot of the others in town after tourist season closed.

“Oh, she can smell the mundane-ness,” Cleo told me. “I can smell it on her. Keeping a mundane away from the lycanthropes at Bubbles is probably a great idea.”

I nodded, remembering that Bubbles liked to invite his old motorcycle gang in for the winter. They’d spend time ice fishing, drinking, and, of course, shifting. We locals knew to stay away from his cabins when the moon was full. Shifters were normally nice folk. But they got grumpy when the moon was full. I wasn’t sure what got into Bubbles to make him rent her a cabin at this time of year. He’d normally only rent to fae.

I glanced at Darcy. “You sure you want an author staying here? I mean, she might write you into a book.”

“Oooo! Can she make me into a vampire?” Darcy asked, pulling her arm across her face, as though she was hiding all but her eyes behind a cape. “I love the old Boris Karloff movies.”

I wasn’t sure joking about our real natures in front of the mundane author was a good idea, but I forced a smile to match Darcy’s proclaimed jest.

DeAnn laughed. “I only write about small towns. No spooky stuff. Just murder mysteries.”

“Murders aren’t spooky?” Gord’s voice cracked just slightly as he asked.

“Well, not a cozy murder.” DeAnn raised her drink, peering over the rim. “I mean, there are rules in cozy mystery. No gore, no cussing. No sexy bits on the page.”

“No sexy bits? So, no shirtless men flexing?” Gord glared at me about that last one. He loved to tease me about the suggestive book covers whenever I restocked the romance section.

“What? I keep the romance stack for our tourists. They love a good hockey-bad-boy romance when they’re trying to escape for a week or two.”

“Did someone say they wanted a bad-boy for hockey?” Drake asked, coming our way. I instantly regretted getting the booth by the restrooms.

Colonel Bruce cocked his head slightly, locking eyes with Drake. “Who’d you play for?”

“Fort Erie Rumbling Trolls, about ten years ago.” Drake stood taller and shoved his chest out as he named the all-fae junior league team.

Bruce nodded. “I coached the Colorado Snow Yeties for several years. I don’t recall your name on any of our opponents’s rosters.”

“He only did a season,” I volunteered. Gord’s mouth was open. But I didn’t want the town bully to focus on my bestie. Drake was just annoying to me.

“Pulled up to warm the bench, eh?” Bruce smiled. “We did that too, whenever our major team pulled someone to help their roster. Did you get any play time?”

Drake was staring at the table now, unable to bluff his way around his dismal career. “Only about a dozen minutes.”

“Not bad for a first season bench warmer in that league.” Bruce tilted his head toward the street. “Back home, our best benchwarmer coached a high school team. He had a great strategic mind and was able to spot weaknesses in the other team’s lineup. I started listening to him whenever I needed to make a substitution. You should spend some time as a coach. See if you’ve got a talent hiding.”

“I dunno. Do coaches get to be on book covers?”

DeAnn nodded. “Of course they do. If they’re the shirtless main character.”

“Shirtless?” Drake rolled his arms in, trying to flex. I had to stifle a giggle. His belly was sticking out behind his shirt.

“Better get some PT time in if you want to be a cover model,” Bruce jerked a thumb at Drake’s tummy.

The bully’s face reddened; his eyes flipped to the retired Marine’s hat. He took a small step back.

“I’ll do that, um, sir.” He leaned in close. “If you’re into a little gambling on the leagues, let me know. I’ve got a contact up in Fort Erie who specializes in alternate lines.”

Colonel Bruce stared at Drake for a few long seconds. Huppe shifted from foot to foot, looking away under the stare.

“That’s a hard pass,” the colonel finally said. “I like to keep the game clean of outside influence.”

Drake looked like he was resisting the urge to flash a salute, then turned, and headed down the short hall to the restroom.

Darcy stepped up and reached over to clear the plates in front of Gord and I.

“Just talked to Bubbles. He said it’s fine to move you here. With his biker buddies coming in for Christmas, he was going to suggest you find other quarters, anyway.”

“Well, how much is your room?” DeAnn didn’t look worried about the price. “I mean, I should ask before I switch contracts.”

“Ten per cent under Bubbles’s rates. But since you won’t have a kitchenette, I can add a discount on meals. For breakfast, you’ll want to visit the donut shop. The best I can do here is coffee, since I won’t have a cook in then.”

“Perfect. Can I move my stuff today?”

Jonathan looked at DeAnn. “I’ve got to head in to Fort Erie, and I don’t have time to bring you back. Can it wait until tomorrow?”

DeAnn glanced at me. “I hate to ask, Sammi. But with the murder of that poor fellow, I feel I should be here to watch events unfold. Is that OK, can I get a ride there and back?”

“Sure.” I didn’t have anything better to do this afternoon. And Courtney was going to be busy with the murder investigation. Driving my new friend around seemed like fun.

A half-hour later, I pulled my SUV into the snow-covered gravel lot in the centre of Bubbles’s cabin complex.

The bearded, hairy, rugged—I was running out of words to describe him—had his jacket off and a long-handled axe in hand. A pile of already split firewood was evidence as to what he’d spent his afternoon doing.

“G’afternoon Sammi, Miss Powers.” He waved, then thunked the axe down on the stump he was using to stand the firewood on.

“Hey Bubbles. Still working on firewood, eh?”

He flashed me a grin. “My biker friends go through a lot of it.” He shrugged. “We don’t get gas out here, so it’s electric and wood for heat.”

“I hesitated to ask before,” DeAnn said, climbing out of the passenger seat. “What was the name of your, umm… gang?”

“Club, Miss Powers. We call ‘em Motorcycle Clubs. And we were the Infamous Cubs.”

“Cubs?”

“Like bear cubs.” Bubbles flashed a toothy grin. “We might look scary, but me and my friends are just looking for fun, and we’re happy to ride to raise money for charity.”

“Are you sure it’s no problem for me to move to town?” DeAnn paused, drawing her coat tighter in the winter chill.

“No problem at all. I didn’t bother to check the dates when I emailed back confirming your stay.”

“You should start using an online booking system,” I suggested.

Bubbles shook his head. “Email is too techie for me, but I make do.”

“Let me go pack my things then,” DeAnn volunteered and headed toward one cabin.

“Do you need help?” I called after her.

“Thanks, but no. I’m particular about my packing.”

Once she disappeared inside the cabin, I turned to Bubbles and cast a quiet spell, so our voices wouldn’t drift in the chill air.

“You need to be more careful about mundanes.” I had to raise my chin to look him in the eyes.

He rolled his lower lip in, something that I could barely notice thanks to all his facial hair.

“Sorry Sammi.” He shrugged. “You know I hate to mess with tech. Darcy already grumped at me about letting a mundane in during off-season.”

“Well, get your email upgraded to show mundanes in a different colour than fae emails.”

Bubbles shrugged and looked away.

“Gord helped you with the email spells two years ago, right?”

Bubbles kept staring away, not looking at me.

“I know how Gord handles those tech spells. He would have made colour coding part of the system.” I reached out and touched his arm, clad only in a flannel shirt. “You’re colour blind, aren’t you?”

Bubbles nodded.

“Silly bear! That’s nothing to be ashamed of.” I chuckled and tapped my chest. “At least you didn’t get the clumsy curse. I’ve got so many spell wards on my apartment and the shop, just to keep me from knocking stuff all over.”

“Yeah. Well, it’s not something bears talk about.”

“Maybe that’s the problem.” I planted my hands on my hips. “Try it. Your friends won’t care. That’s why they’re your friends.”

“Well, I’ll get teased. That’s never fun.”

I nodded, but a grin grew. “I’ve heard you and your biker friends. You always tease each other. What’s different about being colour blind?”

“Well, it’s true.”

I nodded, aware that being teased about something I didn’t like about myself made the teasing even worse.

“Well, sometimes a curse can be a superpower. Does it help you at all?”

“Yeah. I can see shapes and patterns much better than the others. We go hunting. I look for leaves that don’t rustle in the breeze. Those are almost always animals.”

“There you go.” I nodded. “When they tease you, point out something you can see that they won’t notice. It’ll remind you and them that it’s really a superpower.”

“Maybe. We’ll see.”

“Either way, I’ll tell Gord you need him to tweak your email alerts. Would sound work?”

“Oh yeah. I got good hearing. I heard a fella arguing with a woman when I ducked out of Darcy’s last evening for a smoke.”

“You know cigarettes aren’t good for you.” I gave him my best glare.

Bubbles only chuckled.

“Well, what did you hear?”

“That murdered fellow? He wasn’t happy with how she’s handling his money. I try not to listen in on stuff like that, but they were in the alley, and you know how sound travels in cold air.”

I nodded, knowing that the bricks and the cold would have made it hard for a shifter, with their better than normal senses, to not eavesdrop. “Did you hear any kind of fight? I mean, physical?”

“No… Just that he said he was glad they were divorced. He’d hate to think so poorly of his real wife.” Bubbles chuckled. “She laughed and told him no woman in their right mind would marry him.”

“Did he say anything?” My mind flashed back to Brigitte the pixie and her pile of soaked tissues as she grieved for Carlos.

“He laughed right back at her and said something like, We’ll see about that… and… when I find it. Then I heard the door to the shop slam shut. That woman and another guy came out and got in a car and headed off. Back to the Berts, I assume.”
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DeAnn sat in the passenger seat. I pointed to the door. “Don’t forget to buckle up.”

“Oh. Sorry. I forget those all the time.” DeAnn shrugged, her cheeks going red as she grabbed at the strap and buckled in.

I had more than the standard anti-collision wards on my new SUV. With my curse popping up from time to time, I didn’t want to waste money at the body shop, or worse, more insurance because I got klutzy with a passenger along.

“Stop worrying about that, dear.”

I shot a glare at Cleo in the back seat. She sat upright in her carrier.

DeAnn chuckled, not privy to Cleo’s mental comments. “I can’t believe you’d take a cat out in this cold.”

“She only grumps if her paws get cold.” I shook my head, then backed the car up and around. “Back to town?”

“Oh, if you don’t mind, can we go see the other cabins?” DeAnn watched me with an inquisitive smile on her face. “You know, the game is afoot, to steal a phrase. We should head out there and investigate.”

“Why are we investigating?” I pulled back onto the road and made the turn to head to the Berts.

DeAnn chuckled. “You should read some of my books. The police never solve murders in small towns. It’s always the amateur sleuths, like us.”

“Isn’t that just how you write your books? I mean, it’s not real life.”

Again, she laughed. “Yes, but this is soooo much a cozy. Think about it. You’re in a small and remote town. A newcomer is murdered. The small police force is competent but not quite up to the task. A couple of nice women pop in, ask a few questions, and solve the case. Toss in a few red herrings and a slow burn romance with that handsome Sergeant Lorne Stumblestones, and you’ll be set. We need to get you two connected somehow.”

“Ummm…” I bit my lip at the thought of dating Lorne, even in fiction. Cleo’s chuckle echoed in my mind.

“What?” DeAnn’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You look like I’ve just uncovered the town secret. You two aren’t really dating, are you?”

“Ummmm… Courtney is my girlfriend.”

“Oh! Perfect.” DeAnn clapped her hands together. “That’s even better. You’ve always got backup if the perps get frisky, so to speak. And cute backup, at that.”

“You’re not really going to write us into your books, are you?”

“Only as inspiration, Sammi. Unless you want me to use your real name? I only do that with permission. Of course, I’ve got a list of former boyfriends I’m slowly killing off in my books. And some past supervisors at jobs. They make great inspiration for perps and victims. I’ve got a tea mug that says Honk me off and I’ll kill you off in my next book.”

“How does someone know if they’re the Joe, Bob, or Harry in your books?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to be in a book, but I had made friends with a writer.

“Well, most of them would never read my books, and if they do, that wasn’t really them. All names are changed enough. Only I know if the Fillip in book 87 is the same Philip that stood me up for the prom.”

“You got stood up at the prom?”

“Well, he claimed he got called in to work, but his old girlfriend announced her impending baby two months after that. Still, he was the victim, and she was the perp three books later.”

“I’m sure I don’t want to be in one of your books.” I shuddered at the thought of getting pregnant. Courtney and I had barely started dating. We’d have a few years before I even wanted to think about getting serious enough for that kind of discussion about in-vitro stuff.

DeAnn laughed. “Well, I’m already plotting Samantha Snowbird Mysteries. But that’s only a working title for the new series. I’m still getting a feel for your village and all its quirks. Oh!” She pointed ahead at the Berts’s sign. “Is that it? Bowies B&B&B? Too many Bs for Bed and Breakfast. What’s the extra B for?”

“Bert and Bertie and Buckshot.” I turned the SUV into their parking lot. Several vehicles sat in the lot, only one covered in fresh snow from this morning. Behind them, log cabins and a matching two-story lodge building stood. “You don’t get more outdoors than Bert Bowie. What he lacks in stature, he makes up for in knowledge of hunting, fishing, survival. Heck, he’s been married to Bertie for a couple of decades. That alone makes him either more daring than, or crazier than, the average man.”

“Oh! One of those marriages. Charming, I’m sure.”

“Just wait until you meet them.” I made sure to grab Cleo’s carrier, then headed to the lodge’s thick wooden front door.

The aroma of a pot of venison chilli mixed with a woodsy fire, canned fruits, and vanilla greeted us. Followed immediately by the slobbering mess of fur and tongue that was Oswald, the resident husky and greeting committee for all things at The Berts. He was also Bertie’s familiar, the animal companion who helped her channel and direct magic. Most familiars were more than just animals and could talk, with almost-human levels of intelligence.

“I smell a mundane!” Oswald yelped. Fortunately, Bertie kept a spell on his collar to limit his voice to fae hearing only. DeAnn wouldn’t notice it.

He immediately bounded up, gave me a sniff and a lick on my outstretched hand. Then he cocked his head toward Cleo, took a careful sniff.

“Your kitty smells funny?”

“He should smell himself sometime! Dogs! They smell even worse now that I’m feline.”

I ignored Cleo and watched Oswald. He laid his ears back but didn’t growl. Just looked at Cleo for a few seconds, then turned and locked his nose and tongue on DeAnn.

“He’s a good boy!” She knelt down to let Oswald shower her face with kisses.

“Good boy smelled a mundane from across the room!” Oswald’s voice, unhearable by DeAnn, snuck out between kisses in that rolling lilt of a yapping bark that huskies used.

DeAnn chuckled at the short, happy-sounding doggie barks she heard as Oswald talked. She rubbed his ears and got even more kisses.

After a dozen more licks, he trotted over to the door and used his teeth to pull down on a bell rope.

A throaty ding-dong! sounded in the great room of the lodge. Magical sparkles danced along the shelves stocked with Bertie’s canned vegetables, jams, jellies, and other whatnots. Her sewing and quilting display also lit up. The Christmas tree, standing tall next to Bertie’s holiday display of cookies and sweets, doubled its brightness, and the lights started dancing in an iridescent display. The mundane warning system.

“Lovely,” DeAnn said with a nod to the tree, while she reached out to rub Oswald between his ears. “So nice that this good boy pulls the rope to make the tree light up.”

That was a relief. Sometimes mundanes had a lurking fae gene or two in their DNA, and they’d develop sensitivity with longer exposure to magic. That was never good for our town, and we tried to get those folks to move on quickly.

“She’s very mundane, dear. She’ll be able to stay in Eerie Falls for generations and not notice a thing.”

“Sammi!” Bertie Bowie called, coming around the wall that blocked her kitchen area from the front of the lodge. To one side, a dining area with rough cut wooden tables and benches sat. The little caddies of salt, pepper and condiments sat awaiting a client for some of Bertie’s homemade dishes. “I figured you was Drake Huppe coming back to grump at our guests. I ran him off once already today. Never mind that, now. Though. What can we get you?”

“We just stopped in for a visit,” I said, looking around the empty lodge. “Does Drake normally stop here?”

“Rarely. He wanted to speak with Ms. Gallo. Her brother was keeping him checked when I got to their cabin.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. Bert and Bertie could take care of themselves and their guests quite well.

“Mind you, we don’t get a lot of tourists now, but when we get them, they come in busloads. Oswald is ringing the bell a few times a day. Having our billboard right next to Timmies always helps bring in the… tourists.” She caught herself from saying mundanes.

“Well,” DeAnn said, standing and looking around the store again. “You’ve certainly got quite the variety.” She paused to look at a display rack with the triple-B venison jerky vacuum-packed sleeves. That rack sat right next to the triple-B strawberry jam display on a wooden table. “Is jerky made with real meat?”

Bertie chortled. “I’ll ask Bert if he shot a real deer or one of those tofu ones. Did you find a stray tourist, Sammi?” Bertie cocked an eyebrow at me and came out from behind the counter. She had her ever-present pistol strapped to her skinny leg. Overall, she was tall and thin. Just thin enough to make one think she was a pixie. Bright red hair, green eyes, and one of the sassiest mouths I’ve ever heard. Most of the time she used that sass on her husband, but tales of her chasing off a troublesome tourist surfaced every summer. For a standard human-style fae, she had the looks of a pixie, minus the hair highlights, and the attitude of a cheesed-off sailor. I was surprised she hadn’t started swearing yet.

“What a marvellous place,” DeAnn said, drifting in-between the various displays. Oswald trotted obediently after her. “Do you make all this yourself?”

“Well, the ladies from Mrs. Needles’s sewing club do most of the needlework. Our stock is getting low. Ski tourists are stopping in and cleaning out our inventory. I handle the baking and preserving.” Bertie looked at me. “You and your friend staying for dinner? I pulled some of this season’s salmon out for tonight. We should have enough to add a couple more.”

“No, we had a late lunch. DeAnn just needed a ride from Bubbles to Darcy’s. She wanted to stop in here on the way back.”

Bertie didn’t say anything but did raise an eyebrow. Evidently, she wanted to hear more about our resident mundane.

“She’s a writer and found our town,” I tried to explain. “Bubbles’s cabins are a bit far out for her to walk to town each day.”

“I’m DeAnn Powers, I write mysteries,” she said, holding her hand out toward Bertie. “There is quite the mystery in Eerie Falls right now. Sammi and I wondered if you’d noticed anything strange about any of your clients?”

Bertie shrugged after the handshake. “Well, if I had, I would have called Lorne. Put him to work for real, instead of harassing our clients about the hunting and fishing permits.”

Oswald’s ears perked up, and he trotted back toward the kitchen door. “Mmmm. Jerky time. Maybe Bert will drop one. Yeah! I’ll help him drop the tray.”

Bert Bowie strode through the swinging wooden half doors, carrying a tray loaded with more vacuum sealed packages. He looked my way, grinned a greeting, then headed toward the jerky display with the tray held high, keeping it away from the husky’s reaching nose.

“Bert. This here woman thinks she’s a detective. Did you notice anything suspicious about our guests?”

Bert, who was about a foot shorter than me, and I was about five and a half feet tall, shook his green head. “Nope.”

“He’s a goblin of few words,” Cleo said with a mental chuckle. “I see why Bertie scooped him up so fast. There are days I couldn’t get your grandfather to be quiet and let me think.”

I wasn’t sure what Bertie wanted in a husband—choosing an outdoorsman—or would that be outdoors-goblin? Of course, goblins were the children of human and orc couplings. Rare in number, compared to their green-skinned fathers. Though occasionally, an orc woman paired up with a human male.

The side door to the shop opened, and Claire’s brother Freddy stepped in. A moment later, the less than desirable aroma of cigarette smoke drifted around the shop.

“You here for dinner, Freddy?” Bertie called, pointing to the wooden barrel full of sand by the door. Freddy snuffed his cigarette out in it. She then waved him toward one of the tables when he nodded. “Finally, here long enough to eat a meal. You’re always in and out.”

Freddy sat at the table as his eyes slid around the room. DeAnn and I got nary a reaction. He shrugged out of his coat, fished in a pocket, and pulled out a plastic lighter. His hands on the table in front of him, his thumb sliding down the button to click the ignition on the lighter. He stared at the flame for a second, then doused it. Click. Another flame.

“He’s the one caught in the middle of all that commotion,” Bertie said, dropping her voice to just above a whisper. “Henpecked by his sister. She’s a number, I tell you. Sending him off at all hours for errands. She keeps sending him off to Fort Erie, though for what, who knows.”

“If Bertie calls someone a ‘number’ that’s more than the pot calling the kettle black.” Cleo chuckled again.

DeAnn stepped forward and dropped her own voice to a whisper. “Did anything suspicious happen here the night Mr. Gallo died?”

“I’ll tell you the same thing I told Sergeant Trouble-brook. That Carlos fellow was so smug about winning his trophy. Brought it in here to show Bert. Oswald wasn’t taken with him, even after Carlos waved his trophy around. I always trust Oswald’s instincts.”

“What about his wife? How’s she doing?”

“Wife?” Bertie snorted. “That little trollop he’d been shacking up with? I’d be surprised if they’re really married. I see little of her. Figures. With my pixie genes, I probably scared her off.”

“Pixie jeans?” DeAnn cast an eye on Bertie’s outfit. “Is that a new label from Valentino? I’ve heard they have some interesting designs coming out soon.”

I shot a stern glare at Bertie. Now wasn’t the time for her family’s old-wives-tales about their supposed but highly unlikely lineage. We had no record of pixies and any other race combining to produce children. Bertie was related to pixies, the way I was related to Oswald the husky.

The door opened again and Claire walked in.

“Salmon dinner tonight, Ms. Gallo,” Bertie called.

Claire made a dismissive noise that was only slightly above a grunt of dismissal and sat on the stool opposite Freddy. I wasn’t sure what she said, but one phrase was understandable. “Did you find it?”

The side door opened again, and in walked Brigitte, the French pixie in her tall form. She and Claire locked eyes. Claire’s face went hard, no emotion.

Brigitte rolled her lower lip under, took a deep breath, and stepped into the lodge’s dining area. Her eyes scanned the room, and she took a seat at a small table off to the side.

“Wow!” DeAnn muttered. “We can cut the tension in here with a sharp knife. Maybe I don’t want to talk with the ex-wife right now.”


CHAPTER 10
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Iparked in front of Eerie Taps, the bar Darcy owned, and helped DeAnn wheel in her bags. Darcy saw us and sent her evening staff to carry the bags to the guest rooms on the upper floor. The author followed them, after telling me she’d be down for drinks after she got settled.

“Not too busy yet, no worries.” Darcy headed behind the bar to take over the drink orders the server had stepped up with. I slid onto a seat at the bar. Only one other local sat there, and I took a spot at the other end. Cleo and her carrier went onto the stool next to me.

“I added an energy crystal to the mundane detector.” She pointed at an old iron pipe, about an inch in diameter, that ran around the main room. Old steel plumbing taps interrupted the empty pipe’s run at regular intervals. An eerie green glow normally hung in a large drip from each tap, almost ready to fall. They were just lighted plastic but gave the old taps an eerie look. Now the drips were red. Red for mundane alert. My guess was they’d be red drips all winter long, as long as DeAnn was with us.

“I hope moving her here isn’t costing you more than you’re charging?” I knew recharging with an energy crystal wasn’t cheap. Purchasing a crystal full of magical energy that could be used to power long-lasting enchantments. A mundane detector tied to an illusion like her water taps, could cost a few hundred dollars. And with a full bar and dining room to cover, Darcy had to have a stronger spell than our little shop needed.

“Oh, no worries. I’d rather have her here, where more of us can watch over her than out with Bubbles and his werebear buddies. Those biker-bears get out of hand quickly. I put them on daytime hours only if they stop here.”

My phone buzzed, so I checked my messages. Courtney.

Where R you?

Eerie Taps - dinner? I replied. If DeAnn came down, she could join us.

Sure

Just finished evidence sweep

Get me a cottage pie. B there in 5

“Courtney’s coming in,” I told Darcy and moved off to a booth. This time I chose one away from the hall with the restrooms. Drake might come in tonight, and I didn’t want him to have an excuse to stop by our table again.

The server stopped by, and I put in an order for two cottage pies and a dish for Cleo.

A few minutes later, my girlfriend came in, wearing her police uniform. She hung her coat on a hook by the booth. I popped up for a kiss, hoping she’d oblige. She did but only a quick smooch.

“Order is in,” I said when we sat opposite each other. I’d ordered her a coke to match mine, and the server had brought it out in a to-go cup. The wait staff in town all knew about my klutz curse. The best way to offset it was to avoid creating conditions that would trigger it. Like no real-glass drinking glasses full of liquid. Far easier to just give everyone I dined with to-go cups with lids. “Did you and Lorne get any good leads?”

“No. I can only talk about what’s in the official reports that the press has access to.” She gave me a smile but punctuated it with a shrug. “Lorne called in RCMP. He and I both agree this isn’t just open and shut. He’s spent most of the day up in Fort Erie at their post.”

“There aren’t many at that post who are fae, are there?”

“Only one Bobbie with an inspector rank and a few others.” Courtney shook her head. “That’s why I got this assignment here. If the Bobbies liked the cold of Ontario, I’d be out of luck and have to apply for a mundane police post.”

Bobbies were the orcs in the fae world. Big, green, tusky, with a love of the name Robert. All male orcs were named Robert, followed by a series of numbers. Hence, they were known as Bobbies, like the British cops, since most of the orcs went into law enforcement. We didn’t get enough of them in Canada to bother remembering their numbers. Just their first name. Which was easy. Robert.

“And did Robert at Fort Erie have any great pronouncements? Or ideas about who killed Carlos?”

Another shrug from Courtney. I guessed that was all I was getting from her.

“So, what’s in the official report that you can share?”

“Not much. Death from blunt force trauma to the back of the head. Occurred between midnight and four a.m. Probably on the earlier side, but the doc couldn’t pinpoint it because of the way the alley sheltered the body from the snowfall. Normally, the body heat would melt off some of the fresh snow, and we could compare depth to that a foot away.”

“Yeah. Alleys don’t get as much, or they get drifts. That one was drifty. You never know,”

The server showed with our dinner. I spooned the contents of the low-profile, oval ceramic dish around to help the lower parts cool enough to eat. Each end of the dish had a molded handle as part of the dish. These had a low enough center of gravity. My klutz curse wasn’t likely to spill them.

Instead of stirring the contents and waiting, Courtney just scooped hers up and blew across the fork to cool the cheese and potato covered beef.

I didn’t want to dig in yet, so I asked, “Was the puffin trophy the murder weapon?”

She shrugged, then took a bite. Then fast-grabbed the to-go cup for a sip of her pop. “Drat. Should have let that cool more. Now my tongue is burned.”

“Are you dodging the question?” I gave her a devilish little grin. “Or fishing for a kiss to make it better?”

“Well, I’m in uniform for another two hours.” She returned my grin. “If you can stay up, and nothing else breaks that I have to deal with, we can discuss the latter back at my place.”

“That sounds fun!”

Courtney smiled and tried another bite of her meal. “This would be good if I could taste it. I hate burning my mouth on the first bite.”

“Well, you can’t do that on the last bite. It cools too much for that.” I raised my first bite, careful to blow until the steaming stopped. Instead of eating, I asked again. “What about the murder weapon?”

Courtney paused before raising the third forkful. “The report says preliminary indications of the wound and the trophy match. They’re running DNA to confirm that the blood and hair match the victim. It’s too much to hope that the perp cut themselves and bleed on the weapon.”

Next to me, Cleo finished lapping from her saucer and settled back in her carrier. Courtney pointed her fork that way.

“You ever find out how your cat caught the undead bug?”

That was a loaded question. A few people, like Darcy, Gord, and Courtney knew Cleo was a vampire. None knew about how my grandmother’s spirit had been watching me when Drake Huppe bounced a cat with his truck, killing it. My grandmother used a spell from the old tome my grandfather was studying to merge her spirit into the cat, taking over its body.

“Don’t share that, dear. She’s not ready to meet the real me.” Cleo seemed to be reading my mind again, even though she claimed she didn’t have that ability.

All I could do was shrug. How to explain it away without lying to my girlfriend? “Umm… probably a spell from some musty old spell book. Gramps is always studying stuff like that.”

“Very good dodge, dear.”

After only a few weeks of being able to hear my grandmother’s voice in my mind, I was getting good at not letting my emotional reaction to her comments show.

“Who’d make a cat into a vampire?” Courtney shook her head, then shivered. “Sorry Cleo. You seem nice, and Sammi likes you. So I do, too.”

That made me grin. “Score one for Courtney on the girlfriend points. Like me means liking my cat.”

“I like her too, dear. She has potential. Let’s give her another few months to make sure she’s a keeper.”

I almost giggled but shoved another forkful of my dinner into my mouth. That was the best way to cover my amused reaction to Cleo’s appraisal.

“What?” Courtney must have noticed my lack of a poker face.

“Cleo likes you.” I held my hand up to cover my mouth and tried to talk around my mouthful of food. “You should have noticed by now.”

“Well, she did head-butt me a few times at your place last night. That’s a good thing, right?”

I nodded, letting a smile fill my face again. “Of course. If she didn’t like you, trust me, I’d know.”

“Careful, dear. Don’t give away family secrets.”

DeAnn appeared again, walking into the bar and scanning the room. She waved, then paused, noticing Courtney.

“You mind company?” I asked Courtney and pointed my fork toward the author.

“Not at all. Sounds like she’ll be here a while.” Courtney waved DeAnn to join us, then slid her plate and drink to my side.

I scooted over, pressing against Cleo’s carrier. Courtney slid in next to me. She had enough gear on her belt that our hips didn’t touch, but her legs shifted enough to press against mine.

“Don’t forget my dish, dear.”

Even though the ambiance was dark in Eerie Taps, I didn’t need a saucer with a few traces of synthetic vampire food on the table. The illusions of cream might not show if the dish was mostly empty. So, I set it in Cleo’s carrier to get it out of sight.

“Settled in?” I asked once DeAnn sat across from us.

“Yes. It’s a marvellous room. Oh, that looks yum. Shepherd’s pie?” She grinned, then turned to the bar and raised her hand when she got the server’s attention.

“Cottage pie, actually. They use beef in the recipe.”

“That’s what I’ll have then.” Once she’d placed her order, the author leaned forward. “I suspect that this building used to be a house of ill repute back in the day. Those look like working girl rooms upstairs.”

I nodded, scraping the last of my dinner from the dish. “Darcy said this was used as a bar and brothel back in the 1800s. After she purchased the building, she spruced up the rooms and made a couple of nicer suites. Did you get one of those?”

She nodded. “A bit less room than the cabin at Mr. Bear’s complex. But I won’t need a kitchen if I’m right here in town. Though I may need a new wardrobe being this close to those heavenly donuts.”

“Yah. Ghostly bits are going to be my downfall.” Courtney smiled and plucked at her uniform shirt. “I don’t want to order up another size. I have to order through the supplier in Fort Erie, and my classmates from the academy will find out if I keep bumping up sizes.”

“Well, we’ll need to exercise more.” DeAnn grinned.

“Or eat fewer donut holes,” I suggested.

Both Courtney and DeAnn stared at me like I’d just pronounced their doom.

All I could do was shrug. “I grew up here. We just learn the normal balance of donut hole consumption versus our clothing sizes.”

The server dropped off DeAnn’s drink. The author raised an eyebrow at the to-go cup. “I wasn’t going to leave before dinner.”

“Sorry.” I shrugged. “I seem to have the word Klutz stamped on my forehead. Trust me, if you’re at a table with me, your clothes will stay drier if your beverage has a lid.”

Courtney nodded. “Yah. Our first date was a night to remember. I didn’t believe her, and ordered drinks specifically in real glasses.”

“Oh, no!” DeAnn glanced between us.

“No worries. Nothing a trip to the ladies’ room and a few soggy napkins couldn’t fix.” I knew my cheeks were red with embarrassment. And we’d used more than a few dry spells, and the servers were quick with their unspill spell rags. “But it’s something everyone has to experience to believe. The staff in the local restaurants know about my klutz curse and use the to-go cups to offset it.”

“You’re saying if a drink is uncovered, you’ll spill it?” She didn’t seem to believe me.

“Yep. Didn’t you notice I sat between my grandfather and Courtney at the awards banquet? All three of us had to-go cups for our beverages. Well, except for Gramps’s glass of whisky, which he kept on the other side, away from me.”

“Oh dear. You poor thing.” DeAnn’s face flooded with concern.

“But she’s both cute and smart.” Courtney grinned and leaned in toward me. My cheeks had to be red as hot as they suddenly felt.

“You two are SO going into my next book.” DeAnn raised her to-go cup in salute.

Courtney stiffened. “That may not be a good idea.”

“Oh, I mean you’ll be inspirations for characters. The cute couple dating amid the mystery. Names and descriptions changed to protect the embarrassed.”

DeAnn held her to-go cup in front of her, both elbows on the table, and grinned over the lid at us. Until her phone buzzed. Her face fell when she glanced at the message.

“Oh dear. The police have detained Jonathan in Fort Erie. He’s going to have to cancel our plans tomorrow morning.”
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Iglanced at Courtney. Her face had gone stoic.

“You knew?” DeAnn asked, but it wasn’t exactly a question.

“I can’t talk about the investigation.”

DeAnn looked at me, an inquisitive look on her face.

All I could do was nod. “She only shared what’s in the official report that the press sees. I had no idea they’d arrested anyone.”

“Not arrested,” Courtney said, looking down at her almost finished dish. “Asked to come in for questioning. The American Colonel knew to ask for legal representation as soon as they approached him. Inspector Robert had to wait for the attorney to show. Sounds like they’re taking a break in the questioning if he’s texting.”

“How long is he going to be there?” DeAnn crossed her arms, watching Courtney.

My girlfriend shrugged. “That’s up to the inspector in Fort Erie.”

DeAnn shook her head. “Why Jonathan? He’s such a nice man. And a Marine Colonel.”

I bit my lower lip, thinking back to all the crime dramas I’d watched on TV. “There must be something to link him to the murder. Or is it just that he was mad that Carlos cheated to get the trophy?”

The server brought DeAnn’s meal right then, so the conversation paused.

“Let it cool first,” Courtney warned. “Trust me. You won’t taste any of it if you dig in too fast.”

DeAnn let a smile finally appear. “The voice of experience?”

Courtney nodded, moving her mouth, probably to scrape her tongue against her teeth. “I hope I can taste the cinnamon and caramel sugar on my donut holes tomorrow.”

“Well, how is Jonathan going to get out of this?” DeAnn looked at Courtney after stirring her cottage pie around.

Courtney raised both eyebrows, then dropped them in a sort of facial shrug. “He has an attorney with him. Lorne and the inspector will respect his rights.”

“But this can go on all night,” DeAnn suggested, raising her fork and blowing on the food.

“Give it another minute.” Courtney pointed at the food. “And the interview will go on as long as Inspector Robert has questions.”

“Oh. That’s sad. He’ll be there all night, with the bright light shining in his face. No food or water as they try to break him.” DeAnn scrunched her lips sideways, probably thinking of another trope from the cop shows.

Courtney laughed. “We don’t actually do the light in the face bit. That’s only on TV. The interview rooms are sparse. But water is offered and they’ll probably have soft drinks. He can actually walk away any time. His attorney will tell him that.”

“So, he’s not actually arrested?” I wasn’t sure what the difference between detained and arrested was.

“He’s being interviewed.” Courtney tried to explain. “Since he’s a foreign national, we have a lot more rules to follow. If he were in real trouble, they would have officially detained him.”

“He’s not detained?” DeAnn asked, activating her phone and opening the text app. She had it laying on the table next to her food.

“Things are tricky with foreign nationals, especially an officer of the US Marines.” Courtney paused to take another sip of her pop. She turned to me. “I should get back out. One more patrol tonight, then to town hall, and finish my paperwork. You still coming over tonight?”

“Sure.” I smiled, glad that she remembered. “You actually get to go home?”

“As long as I don’t get a call. Mrs. Needles is worried and has already called in three suspicious vehicles today. One was our police SUV when I drove the last patrol around town.”

I gave her a knowing nod. “That sounds like Mrs. Needles.”

Courtney leaned over, and I closed my eyes for another quick kiss.

“You two really do make a cute couple,” DeAnn said with a laugh.

Once Courtney headed out, stopping to pay her bill at the bar, the server showed up to clear our dishes. I remembered to get the bowl out of Cleo’s carrier and set it inside my dish. But I moved too fast and with too much force. I missed the main well of the boat shaped dish and hit the raised end. That sent the fork flying toward the server. Oh, no! My curse kicked in.

The server girl ducked, but DeAnn snatched the errant fork out of the air.

“Wow, you’re fast.” I un-scrunched my shoulders, letting them relax.

She passed the fork to our server. “Reflexes honed by raising two children. You’d be surprised how many things I’ve kept from crashing over the years.” DeAnn paused, staring at me, a look of concentration settling on her face.

“What?”

She tapped her phone. “Poor Jonathan. I wonder if the police have found something tying him to the murder?”

That made me shrug. “His reaction at the puffin awards probably put him on their radar. I mean, he wasn’t happy about losing out on the award.”

“Oh. He explained all that to me that night. He wasn’t mad that he lost.” DeAnn shook her head. “Only that the person who bested him kept going into other territories to grab the puffins. Territories were drawn by lot. Carlos complained that his area had so few the year before.”

“So, it’s down to the cheating?”

DeAnn nodded. “Being a Marine, I suppose that gives him a sense of honour stronger than most people. At least Jonathan’s honour is far better than that Carlos fellow. And, I mean, a silly trophy is no reason to kill, is it?”

I rolled my lower lip in thinking, then shook my head. “Gramps has only spoken highly of Colonel Bruce. He’d tell me they have the wrong person.”

“What about fingerprints?” DeAnn dropped her chin to stare at me. “Any chance you can sneak some information out of your sweetie tonight?”

“Uh… no. We’ve just started dating. I don’t want to jeopardize that.” My head shake must have been emphatic enough to dissuade the author from further questioning. Her lower lip protruded for a few seconds. Then she nodded.

“Right. We’ll let officer Courtney do her job. No sense in putting pressure on her. Tomorrow, we’ll start questioning the other suspects.”

I cocked my head. “What other suspects, and why do we have to investigate? That’s why Lorne called in the inspector from Fort Erie. Shouldn’t we let them do their jobs?”

“Of course. They’re doing what they’re supposed to and probably by the book.” DeAnn took another bite of her dinner, and a sly smile returned. “That’s why the amateur sleuths in the book have an advantage. We don’t have to play by the normal rules.”

“What? We can’t do anything illegal. I’d be mad at myself if Courtney had to arrest me.” And I probably wouldn’t get any more kisses. Not losing my girlfriend smooches was soooo worth not getting arrested. But I wasn’t going to mention that.
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“So,” Gord asked me the next morning, “where were you until two a.m.?”

“What? Are you my grandfather now? Tracking my movements?” At least I was the only client in the shop right then. That could change any minute.

Gord laughed and slid my coffee in its to-go cup across the counter. I’d already draped my coat over the chair next to his barista station. Cleo poked her head out of the carrier on the chair opposite mine.

“We gotta get up and make the donuts, remember? Today was my day to come in early so Mom could sleep in. I was getting ready and saw you drive by and pull into your garage.”

“Gah. I knew it was a mistake to buy the house across from you.” I glared, then winked at him. “It’s nice to actually have a friend looking out for me. Thanks.”

“So, late night with Officer Courtney?”

“Hmmm. What we did or didn’t do isn’t up for discussion.”

“So, you got what, four hours of sleep?” Gord laughed and passed me my Ghostly Bits in a little paper tray. “I added two extra. You’ll need the energy to stay awake today.”

Gord was correct. I was yawning by the end of the first hour at the bookshop. I had a couple of inventory requests come in via email, that were easy to look up and reply to. With a little luck, I might have a sale pending in a day or so. I monitored auction prices, and in the fae world, rare magical tomes fetched a nice price.

The bell on the front door jingled, and the small owl I kept on my desk lit up with red again. I rolled my own eyes.

“Hi DeAnn,” I called once I was around the corner and spied her coat back by the mystery section.

“Oh. You really need to refresh your mystery section. There are so many new authors in the genre.”

Cleo trotted past us, a dead mouse in her mouth, DeAnn’s expression shifted to one of concern, with, perhaps, a touch of surprise. That deepened when Cleo dropped her catch in the trash bin by the counter. The author’s eyebrow arched up with a questioning look at me.

“She’s a tidy mouser.”

“That was behind the case with Spriandel’s Spiffy Spells of Superfluous Surprise. That was always one of my favourite sources for annoying little cantrips to bug Mrs. Needles with.”

I rolled my lips in, trying not to react to the idea of my grandmother pranking the town busy-body and rumour monger with annoying little spells. I shot a glare at Cleo once DeAnn turned to drop her coat on the same chair she sat in the day before.

Cleo looked up at me, mid lick along her paw. “Mrs. Needles deserved every cantrip I used on her. She was always sticking her nose into other people’s business, then spreading any dirt she uncovered.”

I ignored Cleo and watched DeAnn turn from the stacks. “Did you hear any more from Colonel Bruce?”

DeAnn nodded, sitting in the chair and leaning back on her coat. She already had her travel tumbler of coffee. “He texted about a half-hour ago that they released him. Well, not released since he wasn’t detained. But they ran out of questions or burned out their bulb in the bright interrogation light.”

I laughed at the mention of the light. And sat in the other chair. “I’m sure the bright light thing is only in the old Noir films.”

“Did your sweetie tell you anything more about what was going on?” She raised both her cup for a sip and an eyebrow for watching me.

I felt my cheeks flare. “I… um…”

“No worries. Your relationship is new.” DeAnn chuckled. “I might be up for another one someday. I just need to find a good man.”

“You’re not with someone?” I asked, trying to shift the discussion off me and Courtney, whether it was about our relationship or about the murder investigation.

“Divorced.” She shrugged and held it for a few seconds. “My ex and I drifted apart long ago. My writing takes care of me now. And all the author events. I get so much energy from hanging out at a convention and talking with other authors. But back to the case. I think we should compare notes and see who might have had a motive to bash in Carlos’s skull.”

“I get the sense that might be a long list.” I shook my head, thinking back to the Puffin Awards dinner. “He didn’t seem to be well liked. Either in the restaurant trade or in puffin rescue.”

“Well,” my grandfather’s voice sounded from behind us. “Carlos Gallo wasn’t known for his ethics. He and Claire were always going at each other in business. He dreamt big. She kept a tight hold on the wallet. He married into their family for the money, only to discover there wasn’t as much of a fortune behind the Chaput name.”

“Chaput?” DeAnn asked.

“Claire’s maiden name.” Gramps rolled the stool out from behind the counter and sat with us. “Her family was into shipping on the Great Lakes. They had quite a thriving business back in the 1920s. Rum running over to Detroit to keep the Americans in booze during their prohibition.”
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“Rum Runners! Oh, how thrilling. That’s a plot twist, for sure.” DeAnn’s head bounced with an enthusiastic nod.

Gramps swirled his coffee cup, then took a sip. He loved slow-playing his stories.

“Get on with it, Gramps. DeAnn isn’t used to your wandering tales.”

Gramps gave me a devilish grin, then sighed. “The Chaput family ran boats across Lakes Erie and Michigan. The mafia in Chicago, Detroit and other towns used them as one of the many suppliers of illicit booze.”

“I think I saw a show about how they got the booze into Detroit,” DeAnn said. “A lot of the basements of houses along the river opened right up to the river. It was easy for a booze boat to anchor on the Canadian side of the river. Send the contraband over at night in a smaller boat.”

Gramp raised his cup to acknowledge the point. “Exactly. Even in the winter, the river froze solid enough for enterprising souls to pull sleds over the ice and bring back cases and kegs. I’m sure other cities had similar arrangements. Smuggling under the cover of darkness.”

“So, Carlos married into her family. Why?” I had a suspicion but wasn’t sure. You know, speaking ill of the dead and such.

“According to Claire, it was for her family’s money. Carlos denied it. The divorce only became official last summer.” Gramps chuckled and took another sip of coffee. “They had been on the same team. Because both of them insisted on participating in the puffin rescue separately, we had to redesign our normal search grid. I’m afraid Carlos wasn’t happy with his, and he accused the committee of favouring his ex-wife.”

DeAnn shook her head. “But Jonathan said that the search teams drew lots for which territory they got.”

“Exactly. And each team could use up to three people, including one pixie. Claire brought her brother in and kept their usual pixie member. A nice fellow from the Maritimes. Dizzy Scarwings.”

“Pixie?” DeAnn raised an eyebrow. I shot Gramps a glare and mouthed Mundane.

“Pardon me, my dear. I should have phrased that better,” Gramps said and reached over to pat her knee. I sensed the same freeze and forget spell that Lorne had used on DeAnn outside by the alley.

“Dizzy is known for flying upside down but still an excellent hunter.” Gramps winked at me, then released DeAnn from the spell.

DeAnn shook her head to clear it. Her mind seemed to have forgotten the last minute or so. “Right? They drew lots for the search grid sections?”

Gramps nodded. “Yes. And Carlos had the unfortunate luck to get the one that was low on rescues the previous year. He groused about it the entire week. He tried to trade with Jonathan three times. No luck. Then, our erstwhile colonel complained several times they’d observed his Pix–, what do you kids call those remote-control flying things?”

“Drones?” I was glad Gramps had caught himself before he finished saying pixie again.

“Yes. Drones. Evidently that nice young lady with Carlos at the awards dinner was flying the drone into the other team’s territory. Our rules call for any puffins rescued from outside your territory to go into a neutral count. Carlos wouldn’t have gotten credit for it, but neither would the team for that sector. Colonel Bruce was the only one to catch Carlos in a photo, outside of his territory. That one was the only one we could put in the neutral pool.”

Gramps shook his head slowly, pausing for another sip of coffee. At least with him inventing the idea of drones for searching, we had an excuse for using flying terms. Never mind that each team had a pixie as a team member. DeAnn didn’t need to know that. Drones were a much better idea for our new mundane resident.

DeAnn frowned and raise a hand, palm up. “If you got a photo of Carlos cheating, why did he still compete?”

“We do this as a friendly competition,” Gramps said with a shrug. “There were no rules in our bylaws for dealing with cheaters. We’re there to help the poor puffins. The best we could do was dock Carlos five rescues and put them in the neutral pool.”

“You didn’t actually take his puffins and put them back in the nests?” DeAnn cocked her head slightly, watching Gramps.

“Of course not!” Gramps scoffed. “We’re there to rescue them. We just reduced his team’s score. I suspect that Carlos used his third team member to scour his own sector, while Carlos and his… um… girl with the drone ran along the edges of the search sector.”

“Who was his third?” I asked, sorry I had missed going this year.

Gramps scratched his chin, looking into the distance. “A nice local fellow from the Maritimes. He wanted to join in our cause, and the only team open was Carlos’s. I could look up his name. The fellow didn’t come to the awards. I should send him a message and let him know his team won. Or rather, he won. That’s the only reason their team scored high. Their sector was overflowing with fledglings.”

That made me laugh. “So, the real winner was the local guy at his first puffin rescue?”

Gramps nodded. “I should print up a certificate or something. Carlos and that, um, girl with the flying drone-thing had married, so she’s now the owner of the trophy.”

“Wouldn’t the trophy go to Jonathan?” DeAnn asked.

Gramps stroked his chin again, thinking. “I’ll need to converse with the committee about that. Again. I can’t think of anything in our bylaws that covers such an occurrence. Technically, Carlos’s team won the event. And we’ve no direct proof of him grabbing birds outside of his territory that haven’t already been accounted for.”

He rose and pushed the stool back towards the checkout counter.

DeAnn looked my way and tilted her head towards the door. “I think we should try to speak to that ex-wife. Do you have time to go with me today?”

“You should have stayed yesterday at the Berts’s lodge.” I shrugged, still not sure I wanted to insert myself into a murder investigation.

“Did you see her glaring at Brigitte? The poor thing just lost her husband, and the ex-wife was right there.”

I sucked in a deep breath, then nodded. “Yeah, there was a lot of tension in the room. It was wise to leave right then. We can go during my lunchtime.”

“Take the afternoon off,” Gramps called from the back. He poked his head around the corner. “I promised I’d take Mrs. Grindlespool a rough estimate of her books tonight. We’re going to discuss negotiations over dinner.”

“Um-hmm… is that what you young kids are calling it now?” I grinned and winked at DeAnn. She tilted her head and scrunched her brows down, trying to understand my jest.

“I have no idea what you mean, young lady.” Gramps’s cheeks flushed red. He ducked back into the stairway, muttering to himself about kids and expectations.

“Oh, they’re definitely canoodling.” Cleo’s voice echoed with a chuckle. “When I was in spirit form, I watched Betty try to get his attention these past five years. I’m glad he finally noticed her. He’s been paying her visits several times a week.”

I rolled my lips in to keep from saying anything.

DeAnn tilted her cup back, draining the last of her coffee, then stood. “What time should we meet?”

Did I really want to go? No, but I couldn’t think of a way to get out of it. Gramps has said he’d cover the store, with DeAnn right here. “How about two? I need to take a late lunch. We can stop by Eerie Sam’s and get a sammich before we go chasing her.”

“Sammich? I thought only American men called them that?”

“Well, Sam’s an American and loves the word. Everything on the menu is labelled as a Sammich. With a capital S. So we just call them that to humour him.”

“OK. Sammiches it is. I’ll head back to my room and get some writing in.” DeAnn pulled on her coat, grinning widely. “This case is so intriguing. It has to go in a book. I’ll type up my notes and any recollections I have.”

The rest of the morning flew by. I had several internet orders to package, then prepare for shipping. When it came to teleporting people or things, none were better than the leprechauns. Combine them with the gnomes, who loved tasks like driving for pickup and delivery, and we had our own Fae-X package service. Leprechauns had an innate teleporting ability. They could send a package across the globe without breaking a sweat. For anyone else of average magical strength, teleporting a piece of paper across town would leave us shaking and breathless.

So, I opted to pay their fees and send the tomes out with their service. The gnome driver for the Fae-X truck would pick them up on his trip through town this afternoon. Since the nearest Fae-X facility was in Fort Erie, it was cheaper to pay for the pickup than to drive up there myself.

DeAnn came back right at two, and I called up to Gramps to let him know I was leaving. He grunted, which was about all I’d get out of him unless the front door’s bell rang again, and that was doubtful this time of year. Most of the locals already had their first few books for the winter reading season. Drake Huppe was about the only one in town who hadn’t stopped by for a book. Reading had never been high on Huppe’s list of entertainment.

“Do you need to drop your cat off?” The author pointed to Cleo’s carrier as we headed outside.

“Oh, you should take me along. I’m dying to hear Claire tell us everything Carlos did wrong.”

“Nope. She loves to hear gossip first hand.” I grinned, mostly for DeAnn’s benefit, hoping she’d interpret that as a jest.

“Bye, Gramps!” I yelled out right before I shut the front door to the shop.

Outside, we turned to head down toward Eerie Donuts. I knew it was too early for Gord to be able to go with us. But we could wave through the window, before we crossed the street. But we got distracted by a car in the alley between Carlos’s restaurant and Eerie Donuts. Blocking it in was Drake Huppe’s truck. Drake’s voice, loud and angry, drifted into the alley.

“Isn’t that the truck the obnoxious jerk drives?”

I nodded, not wanting to be around Huppe again.

“Oh, this is juicy!” DeAnne headed down the alley, squeezing sideways to get past the truck’s mirrors and toward the open alley door.

I shrugged, then followed along. Inside the kitchen area of the now defunct restaurant, Claire and her brother Freddy stood by a stainless-steel serving table. Large white sheets of paper, covered with blue lines, probably the blueprints for how the shop should be laid out, littered the table next to them.

“I want my delivery fee for these tables and that oven.” Drake stood across the table from them, one hand in the other, cracking his knuckles. His dark hat on his head above his ears. My eyes were drawn to the contrast of his light skin under his dark toque.

DeAnn charged right in. “Carlos didn’t pay your delivery fees?”

“Who are you?” Huppe glared at her.

“DeAnn Powers, I write mysteries and this is sooooo intriguing.”

“Miss Powers,” Claire said, stepping forward, hand out. “So nice to meet you. We didn’t get a chance to do so at the awards.” Claire’s eyes flicked back to me. “And Miss Cupertino. Nice of you to stop in.”

“I, um…” I wasn’t sure what to say. “We’re not interrupting anything, I hope.”

“I’ll say you are!” Huppe shifted his glare to me. “That dead guy owes me the second half of the delivery fee.”

“This young man was about to leave.” Claire looked at her brother. “But we don’t want to cause a scene.”

“Right. No scene,” Freddy said. His voice had the same French-Canadian accent as his sister.

“Oh, we’ll have a scene if I don’t get my money, or if this ape doesn’t put these tables in the back of my truck.”

“As I said earlier,” Claire glanced at DeAnn and me with a businesslike smile, “send us copies of your contract with my business partner. If all is in order, we’ll take care of the matter.”

“You know I don’t have a contract. Just a handshake.” Huppe started cracking his knuckles again. “Tell ‘em, Sammi. Around here, your handshake is your word. That’s all the contracts we need.”

I shrugged, unwilling to get between them.

“As I said earlier, Carlos went outside of our normal suppliers and didn’t inform me of his decision to have you deliver this equipment. You’ve already provided the name of the supplier, and we’ll make our own arrangements to return these for a refund. If you want to be considered for the removal and return trip, we’ll need a bid in writing from you.”

“In writing?” Huppe crunched his brow down.

“Does the lad even know how to write?”

I ignored Cleo, afraid I’d start laughing.

“In writing.” Claire glared at him, hands on her hips. “Now, if you don’t leave, I’ll call that nice detective fellow. Monsieur Pebblebook, I believe. His card is right here in my purse.”

“This isn’t the end of the matter!” Huppe spun on his heel and pushed past me to get into the alley.

Cleo hissed as he strode past, her ears laid back, almost flat.

“And tell your cat to mind her own business, Cupertino!”

Huppe slammed his truck door, gunned the engine, then tore out backward from the alley. A horn blared and brakes screeched, but I didn’t hear a crunch or a crash. Just more of Huppe’s big engine roaring away.
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“Hey, Sammi. You here for a Sammie?” The voice from the far end of the prep counter called.

“You bet, Sam!” I called back and pointed to the mundane detector at the far end of the counter. “Brought our new friend from your side of the border in. Did you get a new Uncle Sam figure?”

Sam the sammich-maker turned and glanced at his life-sized Uncle Sam figure, made of some sort of plastic, holding out an equally plastic sub sandwich. The statue’s hat normally glowed with an inner array of lights, alternating between red, white, and blue. Now it stayed stuck on red.

“I heard we had a visitor. Welcome to Eerie Sam’s, home of the best sammich this side of the border. We do both hot and cold.” Sam grinned and made a flourish with his arm, encompassing both the grill and the sub prep area.

A gent at the row of tables along the front windows stood, dumped his tray in the bin, and gave Sam a wave on his way out. I caught a faint whiff of fish odour.

“Anything strike your fancy, ladies?” Sam asked us. “Anything except the tuna salad. That gent just finished off this bin. I’ll make up new for tomorrow.”

“Philly cheesesteak please, no fungus,” I said.

DeAnn surveyed the menu board. “Oh, that sounds good. Me, too. But her um… mushrooms on mine.”

“Everyone says I’m a fungi!” Sam pronounced it as fun-guy. “Two Phillies, one no fungus, one very fun-gus.”

Sam tossed meat and onions on the grill behind the counter. We slid down to the register on the far end, near the Uncle Sam statue, and ordered pops and chips from Sam’s helper.

“My treat,” DeAnn said, passing her debit card to the girl at the till. I let her pay, filled my cup at the pop dispenser, then grabbed a booth by the window and set Cleo’s carrier on the window side of the wooden bench.

A few minutes later, Sam brought a tray out with our cheesesteaks. “Heard that congrats are in order, Sammi.”

I blushed, immediately thinking of Courtney.

“Oh, they do make a cute couple, don’t they?” DeAnn smiled, looking at me.

“Yes, they do. You need to bring the constable in here for lunch sometime,” Sam said, a huge grin on his face. “I’ll make you a Philly for two. You can share it like in the movie where they eat the spaghetti.”

Oh, great. Now the people in town were trying to get me and Courtney to kiss and romance in their eateries. It was bad enough that they were trying to be nice about being nosy.

“Courtney said she likes your pizza sub,” I said, trying to sink farther into the wooden booth, embarrassed by the attention.

“You two decide. I’ll help you celebrate. One time on the house.” Sam grinned again and turned as the bell over the door jingled again. Bert Bowie walked in and headed toward the counter.

DeAnn unwrapped her cheese-steak. “What a great vibe this town has. Does every shop give out freebies to a new couple? I might have to find a boyfriend here if they do.”

“First, I’ve heard of it. Oh!”

“What?”

“I just remembered that Olivia is baking a cake for Courtney and I, and I already had to delay it once. She wants to know when we’re coming in. But Court is pulling long shifts while Lorne is working with the inspector in Fort Erie on the murder.”

“She can’t break for lunch?”

I tore open my bag of chips and dumped them out on the sandwich wrapper. “Not today. She texted to say she was full up with calls and running errands for the inspector.”

“They must have quite a few clues.” DeAnn looked up at me, then dropped her voice to a whisper. “She’ll be a good source for our investigation. Sleeping with a local cop is always a good way to get insights we couldn’t normally get.”

I sighed. “We’re not sleeping together. We just started dating. And she won’t tell me. Said they always keep details back, to see if a witness or a suspect has knowledge they shouldn’t.”

Bert Bowie grunted a basic Bert greeting at the counter girl taking his payment. After he got his drink, he took the table behind DeAnn.

“Hey Bert!” I said, trying to shift attention away from discussing my new relationship. “You in town for anything special?”

“Yep.” He slid into the booth and started unwrapping his sandwich. “Lorne brought that inspector from Fort Erie in. Talking up a storm. Too many words. Bertie sent me to town.”

I thought for a moment and remembered several almost empty displays at the Triple B. “Pick up at Mrs. Needles?”

He grunted and nodded.

DeAnn raised an eyebrow in question, then tilted her head in a quick jerk toward the booth behind her.

I gave her a knowing smile. “Like I said. Bert’s a man of few words.”

That made Bert grin. “Tourists heading up to Niagara cleaned us out yesterday. Busload stopped at Timmie’s, then our lodge.”

I smiled. “Bert must like you. He gave us two entire sentences.”

Bert chuckled. “Bertie said to tell you to bring your girlfriend out for dinner soon. Call her. She’ll whip up some fresh biscuits and give you a jar of apple butter to go with them.”

“Three more sentences,” DeAnn grinned. “And an invitation for you and Constable Courtney. This is such a sweet town.”

Bert snorted. “A nosy town. Everyone wants to see the new couple and get a read on them. They’ll start gossiping about how long it will last.”

DeAnn sucked in a surprised breath. “They wouldn’t! How could they!”

I nodded agreement with Bert. “You haven’t met Mrs. Needles yet.”

Bert laughed. “Don’t go anywhere near her, dear. She’s the biggest gossip of all.”

DeAnn looked thoughtful. “The way everyone talks about her, perhaps I need to stop in at her shop soon. She’ll probably have the one clue we need to solve this case.”

“I’ll leave that to you.” I chuckled and flashed DeAnn a grin. “She’s probably already gossiping about you.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes, each working on our own lunch. I had a thought, so asked, “Have you heard from Colonel Bruce today?”

DeAnn nodded. “He’s back for another round of questioning. Said they’re fishing. Looking for a good alibi, but he was in his room, alone through the night. No way to prove or disprove it. So I’m sure they’re trying to pin the murder on him. As a US Marine Colonel, he’s too smart to have done it. He’d know he’d be suspect number one.”

I wasn’t sure about either of those assumptions, so I glanced over at Bert. He’d devoured most of his sub by now.

“Bert. Have you got any way to track when a guest comes and goes from your cabins?”

The goblin shook his green head. Of course, DeAnn would see him as more of an olive skinned, Italian complexion. Disguise spell hid his true nature from mundanes. “Nope. We give privacy. No tracking… uh… apps on the doors. No cameras, either.”

Bert popped the last large bite of bread into his mouth, chewed and swallowed. He rose, taking his tray with him. After he dumped it in the bin, took a long sip from his drink, he turned and waved. “I’m done talked up my entire winter’s worth of words. Call Bertie, so she doesn’t grouse at me.”

DeAnn stared after Bert, heading back to town as he walked by the windows.

I just grinned. “Bert must really like you. He wasn’t lying. That’s about a month’s worth of talking for him.”

“Or he likes you and your girlfriend. He just ate. What’s he doing now?” DeAnn pointed out the window. Bert had headed into Eerie Donuts, even though the CLOSED sign was in the window.

I grinned. “Bert’s got a sweet tooth. Bertie always calls in an order for a mess of donut holes when she sends him to town. Olivia bakes him an entire tray of Ghostly Bits.”

DeAnn nodded toward the donut shop again. “Hmmm… What can we do to get Jonathan off the hook? I know he looks like an obvious suspect, but I’m sure he didn’t kill that Carlos fellow. No matter how much of a cheat he was. My guess is his ex’s brother is the culprit. We need to figure out how to prove it.”

“Are you sure it was him?” I didn’t really want to investigate the murder, but maybe I could humour her while we ate?

“Hmmm… good question. The ex always has a motive. And this one has a brother that looks like hired muscle. It was probably them together. She distracted him, then that Freddy conked him on the head. All to get his money.”

“Claire said she was the money connection, not Carlos. Right?” I grinned to show her I was mostly jesting. “If you think it was Claire and Freddy, then how? Why? What about motive? They’re business partners. You don’t stay in business with an ex if you really hate him. Especially when you’ve given him money.”

“Well, being divorced means they didn’t get along somehow.” She took a sip of her pop, then stared out at the alley next to the Perfect Pisto restaurant. The rental car we’d seen earlier was still there. Claire, the ex, crossed the street toward the sandwich shop. No, not toward Sam’s. She headed to the hardware store next door.

Paper still covered the inside of the windows of their soon-to-open restaurant, but I could see the glow of the lights in the thin strip not covered at the top of the windows.

“Are they even going to open the place up now? I mean…” I paused searching for the rest of the idea I was chasing. “Was Carlos the primary visionary for the business? That was the idea I got when we saw him at the bookshop two days ago. Why would his ex take him out, then keep the place going?”

“Oh! I’ve written about that before. The killer, the husband in that case, got mad at his wife. They were on the way to divorcing, but neither had broached the subject. She was running a restaurant in the little town, and he kept it going to cover his tracks. I wrote him in such a way, so he played the grieving spouse too well.”

“Well, Claire doesn’t seem to be grieving much.” I shook my head, wondering if she really could have done him in? We both sat for a moment, lost in our own thoughts. “I’m just not sure about Claire. Who else might have done it?”

“What about that Huppe fellow?” DeAnn asked. “I mean, if Carlos was trying to stiff him on the bill for his deliveries?”

“Drake Huppe? Kill someone?” I laughed, then let it fade. “Maybe… I mean, he is the town bully. But he always talks big, without the follow up. He was the enforcer for his teams on the ice, but usually only because the other players had more talent. The coaches would give Drake ice time when they wanted to let the other team know they weren’t going to take aggressive checking.”

DeAnn nodded. “He seems like a hothead. He’s the type to fly into a rage if he isn’t getting his way. I write those characters all the time. Sometimes they even did the crime. Did your girlfriend say if there was any sign of a struggle?”

I shrugged. “She won’t talk about it.”

“You two aren’t living together? Yet, I mean?” DeAnn smiled, probably to soften the intrusive question. “You said you’ve only been dating a few weeks? Right? So you don’t have much talk time, that isn’t just romance? Maybe you could ask tonight? You’re going to see her tonight? Right?”

“Well, maybe tonight…” I pulled my phone out and checked. Nothing new from Courtney. “We’ve mostly texted yesterday and today.”

I flipped the phone face down. No sense in letting DeAnn see the silly little I miss you texts I’d sent recently.

“Let’s see.” DeAnn drummed her fingers on the table, pausing to think. “Two potential suspects. The ex and the town bully. Then there’s the brother of the ex and the new wife. We’re up to four suspects without Jonathan. My hunch says it’s the ex. You’re right that the bully is too obvious. He probably couldn’t even hurt a cat if he tried.”

“I beg to differ,” Cleo’s voice intruded on my thoughts. “He killed this poor creature with his truck. Fortunately, I could take over its body thanks to his carelessness. Though my hip still aches from bouncing off his truck.”

Again, I ignored Cleo. Talking to her with DeAnn present would be awkward at best. “Why couldn’t Colonel Bruce be a suspect? I mean, he is a US Marine. They’re trained to kill, aren’t they?”

DeAnn shook her head. “Too obvious. In a murder mystery, it’s never the obvious suspect. If I had to pick, I’d say the ex’s brother is the prime suspect right now, not Jonathan.”

“Well, maybe it was Freddy?” I pulled my lips in and shrugged. “But why? What’s the motive?”

“That is what we must investigate to discover. Ready?” DeAnn’s smile betrayed confidence I didn’t feel. I’d been lucky in the UK figuring out a mystery. Why did I need to figure this one out? Because my mundane friend was a mystery writer? And she insisted?

“Ready to investigate? Nope.” I shook my head. “That’s a job for the police. I know, because Courtney kept telling me that last night.”

“Well, we can at least wander by and see if we notice anything at the restaurant. It’s on the way, after all.”

DeAnn piled our sandwich wrappers and chips bags on the tray. We both took the last noisy sip from the straw in our paper cups. At least at a shop like Sam’s, I didn’t need to pretend they gave everyone covered cups. Because he did. This was as close to fast food as Eerie Falls had.

I zipped my coat before picking up Cleo’s carrier. Outside, I looked at the sidewalk, trying to avoid any bits of frozen slush still on the sidewalk. We crossed at the corner and waved at Bert when he exited Eerie Donuts. Gord waved and grinned, then locked the door behind Bert.

We neared the donut shop as Bert pulled his old pickup away from the curb. Beyond him, Freddy Chaput stumbled from the alley, clenching his midriff with one hand and his head with the other. The side of his face was red, and one eye was starting to swell. He collapsed to his knees at the edge of the street and scraped slushy snow the plow had pushed to the curb. He pressed the greyish mass up to the side of his face.

“Oh. What happened?” DeAnn bent down next to him. “You look like you’ve been in a fight.”

“No…” Freddy mumbled. “I slipped.”
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“Freddy! Whatever did you do?” Claire walked across the street, a bag from the hardware store in her hand.

“Slipped. Sorry,” he mumbled again, climbing to his feet.

“You’ve had more than a slip, young man!” DeAnn’s stern, motherly voice blossomed. She tugged at his arm. “Come on. We’ll get you an ice pack.”

His sister stared at him, slowly shaking her head.

“He looks like he’s been accosted,” DeAnn said. “Is there an urgent care in town? He should really get that eye looked at.”

“I’m fine.” Freddy took a step away from the author and swayed.

“Let’s get him inside,” Claire suggested but looked around. “Is there anywhere to get ice? Something better than the dirty snow from the street?”

“I’ll ask at the donut shop.” I spun and peered in through the glass of the front door. Gord was still wiping down the tables, so I rapped to get his attention.

A few moments later, I stepped carefully down the alley, walking far to the side of where Carlos’s body had lain the day before. The rental car was still parked there. We got little traffic in alleys, so a lot of businesses used them for short-term delivery parking. I assumed it was Claire and Freddy who had parked their rental there.

Inside the Perfect Pisto, I found Freddy collapsed on one of the wooden chairs in the front of the place. He clutched a wet rag to his swollen eye. I passed the bag of ice from the donut shop over to him.

“Merci,” was all he said, wrapping the bag with the cloth before pressing it back to his head.

Claire leaned forward against the hostess station just inside the front door, her eyes closed. She raised her hands, with her nails still in the dark blue I had noticed at the puffin society awards dinner. A heavy sigh escaped as she pressed her hands against her cheeks.

“Freddy… how am I going to make this place run? This was Carlos’s dream, not mine. Our chef is showing up in two days. We’ve got to get the kitchen flipped, so our new equipment will have a place to go when it arrives tomorrow. How can I sell the place if you…” She let that thought trail off incomplete, and dropped one hand to the desk, the other holding up her head, palm under her chin. Her fingers on the desk rapping out the rolling beat of nails clicking as she drummed her fingers. Three staccato raps and a thump from her forefinger.

“So you’re planning on selling?” I asked, watching Claire for any sign of devious plotting.

“I have little choice.” She straightened and waved her hands around the kitchen. “Carlos took my name off his life-insurance policies when we filed for divorce. His estate still controls half of this place, though my attorney is searching for the paper trail that shows who controls that estate.”

“His wife Brigitte?” DeAnn interjected.

“Wife. Hah! I’ll need to see the certificate of marriage. She’s a gold-digger, plain and simple. If her name is on those life insurance policies, that explains the murder.” Claire leaned forward again, and continued drumming her manicured nails on the desk as she glared at her brother. “Please tell me you arranged the pickup of this equipment. I’ve already contacted the salesman who sold it to Carlos and let him know that I’ll expect the full amount refunded to our account when it’s returned.”

He must have felt the weight of her gaze. His eyes popped open, then shifted down. Freddy pulled the ice pack down, adjusted the wet rag and pressed it to his head again.

Freddy stood, still clutching the ice pack to his head. “I need a smoke.” He tottered past us into the kitchen. I assumed he was heading for the alley.

“You don’t like the tables?” DeAnn asked.

“Carlos tried to save money, but we already had a signed contract with a supplier for new equipment. I’ve used them in all our past ventures. And they’re friends of my family. Carlos didn’t tell me he was cutting them out of the project. They would be very insulted if they knew he had tried. And we already had a contract.”

The dining area of the restaurant had a Mediterranean feel, with an Ontario twist. Lodged in the centre of the dining area was a raised square fireplace with a gas log. It was cool now but lined on all four sides by the steel mesh curtain to keep the flames contained. DeAnn leaned back against one side of it. I slid in next to her.

DeAnn waved an arm around the restaurant. “I thought shipping was the line of business your family was in?”

I shifted a half pace behind the author, then mouthed Mundane at Claire. She noticed and gave a very slight raise of her eyebrow.

“Shipping. Here on the Great Lakes. Though we’ve sold off all but a few local lines.” Claire shrugged. “It is only because I was married to Carlos that we got involved in restaurants.”

DeAnn nodded. “I remember now. Sammi’s grandfather said your family was involved in the rum running trade back during prohibition. Mafia connections and all that. How exciting.”

“Well, not that exciting.” Claire shook her head. “My grandfather tried to divest our ties to the dark side of business after prohibition ended. When I took over the business, there were still a lot of connections I had to cut to get out from under the weres–” She almost said weresharks, the part of fae society that was almost always connected to the mob.

Yeah. Weresharks. Just like werewolves but of the fishy variety of shapeshifter. Most of them came out of Russia and had ties with the mob there. But I couldn’t tell our mundane author any of that. Nor that there was a wereshark-run gambling boat that sailed Lake Erie. Mundanes didn’t get to visit it. The wereshark boats were just for fae gamblers.

“Warehouses… I watched a documentary on the bootlegging.” DeAnn filled in Claire’s inadvertent slip with her own mundane understanding.

Claire nodded and opened the door to the kitchen, peering in. Beyond her stood the stainless-steel oven, still covered in blue plastic wrap. Freddy leaned in the doorway to the alley, his cigarette on the alley side of the doorway, but enough of the foul, almost brimstone smell drifted in to make my nose twitch.

Claire stepped close to her brother. “Did you get the truck scheduled for today? I got word that our new equipment is arriving tonight.”

Freddy mumbled a simple “Yes. Six tonight.”

“Good. We need the refund from this stuff to cover our payment for the new equipment. Only the best for our new chef. He doesn’t want to work with anything less. And take that foul stench into the alley.”

Freddy shrugged and headed into the alley, turning toward the back end by the dumpsters.

“That must be some chef,” I said. “Pisto is a Spanish dish, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Carlos is… was from Barcelona and wanted to focus on his local cuisine.” Claire shook her head, “I told Carlos this was our last venture together. I had no idea I was that prescient.”

“Why’d he pick Eerie Falls for a restaurant?” I shook my head. “And opening after the tourist season is over doesn’t make sense.”

“It took a while for me to secure financing for everything.” Claire shifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Our shipping business keeps us solvent, but these little restaurants of Carlos’s drained our savings. I couldn’t afford to keep supporting his unwise decisions.”

A rap on the door frame drew our attention. Courtney, in her police parka and toque, stood watching us.

“Pardon the intrusion. But we’ve had a call about the car in the alley. The trash truck has already had to pass here once. They’d like it moved to get to the dumpsters in the alley.”

Claire nodded to Courtney and motioned her in, then headed into the alley.

“Freddy! I told you to move the car to the curb!”

“I’m going.” His voice drifted back to us. “You don’t have to shout.”

“Evidently, I do. You never do what I tell you.” Claire’s scolding sounded full of exasperation.

Freddy didn’t reply. He just walked past the kitchen door toward the car. On the way, he handed the towel wrapped ice to his sister. Courtney shifted her gaze in from the alley. Her eyes caught mine.

“Funny finding you two here.” She gave me a slight smile but flicked her eyes to DeAnn, then back to me.

“We were helping Freddy,” I said with a nod toward the alley. “He said he slipped and hit his head. We saw him trying to use snow from the curb as ice for the swelling, so I got him ice from Gord’s shop.”

Her gaze took in the ice pack Freddy had given Claire, so she nodded.

“Officer?” Claire asked. “We are clear to swap our equipment here, correct? I’ve got a truck showing tonight to get the old out, and bring the new.”

Courtney nodded. “Inspector Robert in Fort Erie released the property yesterday, so you are free to make any changes to the interior you need.”

Out in the alley, the engine of the rental chugged to life. Fortunately, for our mundane in the area, all Infernal brand engines came with a mundane sound package. It sounded like a gas engine, though with EVs and hybrids becoming more popular, the need for gas-engine sounds would be obsolete soon.

I wanted to ask Courtney what she was doing for dinner tonight but, with Claire and DeAnn present, that probably wasn’t wise.

Courtney glanced into the alley, a bit of smoky brimstone smell wafting into the kitchen when she pushed the door open wider.

“Sammi? A word with you?” Court cocked her head toward the alley.

Oh! Great minds think alike, I hoped. We could discuss dinner plans. I was already considering takeout and inviting her to my place.

Once outside, I waved my hand to clear the brimstone. The problem with rentals was that the cheap faerock fuel the rental companies bought made the smoke stink worse. Freddy didn’t seem like the kind to purchase top end faerock.

“So. What happened to the tough guy?” Court asked me. Figures she was doing her cop thing, instead of thinking about a dinner date.

I raised an eyebrow and looked at my girlfriend. She tipped her head toward the street.

I shrugged and started walking that way, resisting the urge to reach for her hand. “He said he slipped and hit his head.”

“He’s banged up, holding an ice pack to his face. That eye looked swollen. Who hit him?”

I took another step and shook my head. “What makes you think someone hit him?”

“That was blunt force trauma. No cuts or gashes.” She stayed next to me as we ambled slowly away from the door. “All the tables in the kitchen, and in the front of the store, have hard edges. Hit your face on those, and you’d probably split the skin. Fall onto the bricks out here. You’d have abrasions.”

“You don’t believe him? I thought he looked fishy. What if he fell into one of these snow drifts?” I kicked at the one that had melted, then refroze near the sunny front of the alley. Something metallic popped loose and skittered out across the sidewalk.

Courtney took a step out and retrieved it. Freddy wandered back right then and pointed a block away.

“That far enough away?”

“You’re not in front of the hydrant, are you?” Court stared at him. “You probably don’t want me to have it towed for blocking a hydrant.”

He sighed, then turned to head back to his car.

“Definitely got punched,” Courtney muttered, then looked at me. “Did you see anyone with him?”

I shook my head. “DeAnn and I were coming out of Sam’s Sammich Shop when Freddy staggered out of the alley clutching his belly and his face. He fell into the plow drift to get some ice and press it to his face.”

“Hmmm. So, his assailant might still be in the area.”

“Pardon,” Brigitte’s French accent interrupted. “Officer. Has your inspector said when he will release my husband’s personal property? I would like to collect the items soon.”

“We understand,” Courtney replied, still wearing her stoic cop expression but letting a bit of compassion leak into her eyes. “But with a murder investigation ongoing, the Inspector may need to hold on to them for a few days, at least.”

Freddy drove by right then, his car making normal gas engine noise.

Brigitte, biting her lower lip, popped pixie as the smell of the infernal exhaust drifted by us. “Please let me know as soon as I’m able to retrieve them.” She spun in midair and darted off into the cold like a hummingbird. Her red and orange gossamer wings catching the sunlight.

I smiled, my eyes following her. “I love to watch pixies fly. So pretty.”

Freddy came up, lit cigarette dangling from his mouth, and pointed with a grunt. His car was on the opposite side of the street, in front of Darcy’s bar now.

“Better,” Courtney said. “You want to file a report on who punched you?”

Freddy stared at her for a few seconds, taking a drag on his cigarette. He blew out the smoke and tamped the butt out against the brick wall.

Courtney glared at him as he tucked his middle finger in along his thumb, ready to flick the butt into the alley. Instead of flicking, he pushed his hand, with the butt, into his coat pocket.

“I slipped. Hit my head.”

“And your stomach?” She raised an eyebrow, watching him.

“I hit my head when I slipped.”

“Suit yourself,” Courtney said. “You know where to find me.”

Freddy headed back inside, the stench of stale cigarette smoke, almost like brimstone, following along the alley. Once he was inside, I turned back to Courtney, dinner plan request on my lips. But they died as I caught sight of a plastic evidence bag in her hand. The small metal piece she’d retrieved from the sidewalk inside. She had the cap to a black marker in her teeth and was writing on the bag.

Inside glinted the vibrant colours of a Veteran of Foreign Wars pin, just like the one I’d seen on Colonel Bruce’s hat.


CHAPTER 15
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My stomach flipped.

Courtney looked at me when she recapped her marker and slid the evidence bag into a zippered pocket on her coat. “Mums the word on this, please. I don’t know what it means.”

“Yes, you do.” I shook my head. “Colonel Bruce is going to be spending more time chatting with the inspector in Fort Erie.”

She sighed. “Probably. His alibi for the murder is thin. Says he was on a call with a Marine buddy back in the States for several hours in the dead of night.”

“Did they pull his phone records?”

Courtney nodded. “He gave permission, and his lawyer approved it. He even showed Lorne and Robert the recent call log on his phone.”

“So, he’s off the hook.”

She shook her head. “Fae cell phones have better privacy than mundane ones. We can’t tell where he was when he made the three-hour call. Just that he used local towers. It will take a court order to negate the anti-tracking spells on the towers. Even then, it might not prove he wasn’t here instead of up at the Berts’s cabins.”

“Hey! You two making plans for dinner?” DeAnn walked up from the alley. Courtney looked relieved to see her and to stop talking about the case.

DeAnn pointed toward Darcy’s bar. “I’m going to spend my evening up in my room typing up my notes from this case. Man, that Freddy is a character. I wonder if it was that hockey fellow that punched him?”

Courtney looked at me with a hint of a smug smile, her See, I told you he didn’t fall look.

I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Ok. He didn’t fall. But who punched him?”

DeAnn grinned. “My money is on that hockey bully. Duck Hupton.”

I giggled at her mis-remembering his name. “Drake Huppe. He’s mostly talk. I’ve only seen him hit one person.”

“Me!” Gord said, coming up the alley from the back door to the donut shop. He rubbed his shoulder. “I can still feel that punch. PE class, third period, sophomore year.”

Courtney dropped her chin to stare at him. “Did you punch him back?” She said it like she wanted Gord to have fought back.

“No.” Gord’s face fell.

“I slapped him when I heard him brag about punching Gord,” I said, laughing. “Drake and I both got after school detention for a week. Though the principal said he felt bad giving it to me. The detention teacher told Drake to take his usual seat. She had me sit up near her, and we talked about reading lists and books the entire week.”

Courtney grinned. “That’s my girlfriend. Slapping bullies around as needed.”

Gord rocked back and forth, probably uncomfortable with talking about getting bullied. “You wanna get a pizza tonight, Sammi? The Slice just got their new wood-fired pizza oven going,” Gord asked, then shifted his eyes to Courtney and back. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to intrude. I can wait if you’re planning a date.”

Courtney sighed. “I’ve got to run to Fort Erie. Better plan without me. I may be a few hours.”

“Who takes over when you’re out?” DeAnn asked.

“It’s a small town. We just need someone on call most evenings. Willard is our first reserve officer,” Courtney said, then looked at Gord. “Did he get his donut today?”

Gord chuckled. “Yep. He said to give him a few extras in case he had to cover for you and Lorne this week.”

“Pizza sounds good,” I said, and we set a dinner time, inviting DeAnn along. She warned us to start without her, saying she ignored the time when she wrote.

After we parted ways, I headed back to the bookstore. Gramps was inside at the counter, typing with his two index fingers. A stack of books sat next to him.

“Ah. Sammi. So glad you’re here. Mrs. Grindlespool had several books on the topic Carlos was interested in. She dropped them off while you were out.”

“Well, Carlos didn’t prepay for them, so we’ll just put them in regular inventory. What did she bring in?” I set Cleo’s carrier on the floor, and she hopped out and sniffed the air.

“Another mouse or four snuck in. No worries. I’ll get them.”

“That’s a very strange cat,” Gramps said, watching Cleo sniffing along the bookcases.

“And you’re a strange grandfather,” I said, hanging my coat on the hook back in my office, then stepping back to the counter. I tapped the stack of hardcover books. “You don’t have to hide behind Mrs. Grindlespool’s books. I can tell you’re dating.”

“What! We are… Whatever gave you that idea?” Gramps sputtered, his face going red.

“Girls can tell.” I glared at him, then smiled. “I think it’s cute and fine. You two make a nice couple. Where is the date tonight?”

“We are not dating!”

“Not ready to let Mrs. Needles know, hmmm…” I winked at him. “Courtney is working tonight, so Gord and I are going to get pizza. Oh, and you should probably announce your dating status soon. Every business in town is offering Courtney and I free meals.”

“Betty is a fine cook. Says she loves to whip up a lasagna. I’m to select and bring the wine.”

I chuckled. “See, you two are dating. Better drag out the offer on her book collection. You know, give you more time to keep returning to investigate her collection.”

Gramps cheek’s flared red again, then his brow dropped. “How do you know about the free meals for new couples?”

“Courtney.” I stared at him. “You’ve been so wrapped up in Betty, looking at her stacks, that you haven’t noticed I’m dating?”

“Oh. The nice young constable.” He smiled. “You will make a good couple. She seems very pleasant.”

“Exactly. And if you need to hide your reasons for dating Mrs. Grindlespool, keep up the ploy of appraising her collection. But that will only work for another week.”

He nodded and sighed. “Yes. Betty went for more yarn today before dropping off these.” He tapped the books he was trying to enter into our inventory system. “Mrs. Needles gave her the third degree, and then some, about why I was spending so much time there.”

“Hiding your relationship from Mrs. Needles will just make her even more nosy. That woman can smell a good gossip topic a mile away.” I looked at the stack of books. “Now scooch out of the way. I’ll enter these. You go freshen up for your date. Do you have your bottle of wine chosen yet?”

“Oh, yes. A very smoky and earthy Chianti Classico.”

“Good.” I pushed him toward the office. “Go freshen up. I don’t want you smelling like an old stack of books for your date.”

“We’re merely having dinner together.”

“Um-hm. She’s baking lasagna, and you’re taking a fairly expensive bottle of wine. Go.”

Once I got Gramps out of the shop, I turned to the stack of books from Betty’s collection. It took only a few minutes to get them logged in to our system. The books were all on the topic Carlos had requested when he and his wife stopped in the store. The Flaming Scotsman of Nova Scotia. One book’s author, Mark Leslie, was a Canadian fae, who I recognized as having written on other ghostly topics. The few other books in the stack were written by mundanes, so I headed out to shelve them right away. A book didn’t sell sitting on my counter.

But the Leslie book, that one I decided to pursue while the store was slow. I made myself a cup of tea, then settled in to one of the easy chairs facing the gas log. My only interaction was with G'Rex, our handyman, who was trailed by Drake Huppe.

“I have to run to the enchanted crystal shop tomorrow,” G'Rex said. “That will take me most of the day. Too many mundanes have discovered that store. Good thing they keep normal crystals out front to distract them.”

“What about the cabinets?” I tried to remember what was supposed to arrive for the expansion this week.

G’Rex tilted his head toward his helper. “Drake will drop off the new cabinets that are coming in tomorrow morning.”

If Huppe hadn’t had been with him, I would have rolled my eyes. Instead, I just smiled.

“What’ya reading, Sammi?” Drake asked.

“A book with words, Drake.” I raised it off my lap so he could see the dust jacket.

“Oh! The flaming ship. The one that dead guy was interested in.” Huppe grinned, then shook his head. “Too bad he died before we could find the treasure. Wanna go along when I look for the cave?”

I glared at Drake.

G'Rex cleared his throat and pushed Drake back toward the new addition at the back of the shop. “Sorry I have to be gone, Sammi. Let me know if Drake gives you any problems.”

The last hour passed quickly. I jerked when my watch buzzed with the closing alarm, one I learned to set since I often passed time by reading in the shop.

I slid in one of our shop’s Eerie Tomes bookmarks to mark my place. Fifteen minutes later, after closing up the shop, I and the Leslie book were en route to The Eerie Slice. Cleo elected to stay at the bookstore.

Gord was already in a booth when I arrived. Our to-go cups of soda on the table.

“I ordered a large in case your mundane friend shows up,” he said, glancing at the door. “And mom said she’d hold off on baking your cake until things quiet down enough for Courtney to get a day off.”

“Good idea.” I was still amazed at how everyone in town was making a big deal about me and Courtney. I kind of expected it from Olivia. She’d become a mother figure for me once Grams died. But everyone else in town was hiding their nosiness behind their invitations.

“Is the mundane girl going to show?” Gord nodded toward the shop’s door. “I don’t mind leftovers if she doesn’t make it. And I wasn’t sure what toppings she likes.”

“DeAnn said she likes almost anything on pizza. I texted her right before I closed up the shop.” I pulled the Leslie tome out of my bag. “Let me know if she comes in. This isn’t a book she needs to read.”

Gord’s eyes scanned the title on the dust jacket. “Oh. The flaming ghost ship! I remember reading about that in school. We should take a week off and go up to Prince Edward Island and look for it.”

“I’d have to call my friend Ebrel to come help. She sees ghosts and can talk to them.” I scrunched my lips sideways, thinking. “That might not be a bad idea if we want to track it down. The author believes the ship sank in a storm, after taking damage from the US Navy’s anti-privateer patrol.”

“Privateer, hm? That means treasure? Even better. Let’s plan a trip this summer. Can your grandfather handle the store by himself?”

“I hope so. He and Betty Grindlespool are snogging now.”

“Seriously?” Gord’s face blanched. “I didn’t need that visual.”

I chuckled, watching him make a yuk face. “Sorry. I forgot you aren’t into snogging.”

“I fast forward through all the kissing parts in movies. You should know that by now.”

“Yeah, and it makes sense, now, why you do it.”

Gord let a smile come back. “I mean, I’m glad for them and for you and Courtney. I know those relationships make you happy. But that’s not what I want.” He paused. “Didn’t you tell me that the dead guy was interested in getting that book?”

“Well, not this specific book, but I bet he would have wanted it. It’s the only fae-based title on the subject. All the other books are by mundane authors.”

“Why would he be after stories on a flaming ghost ship?”

“Not just any ships, one of the early schooners.” I flipped open the book to a line drawing of the ship. “Schooners are better for coastal waters than the brigs that the pirates normally liked to use.”

“Brig, schooner, what’s the diff?” Gord asked, pushing his mouth sideways as he shrugged.

“According to this author, triangular sails on the schooners, instead of the square sails on brigs. Better control and finesse for hugging the coast. Plus, a shallower draft.”

Gord gave a slow nod. “I can see how that would help a pirate ship.”

“Well, the author points out that the ship was an authorized privateer during the War of 1812 with the US. The British Crown allowed small ships like this one to raid US ships.”

“Do we even know which ship it was?”

I nodded. “The Perilous Puffin.”

“Seriously? The Puffin?”

“The Perilous Puffin.” I tapped the book cover. “Carlos was killed with a puffin trophy, while interested in books about a ship with a similar name. Very perilous. It earned its name.”

“Ironic.” Gord nodded, then paused while the server slid our pizza between us, then passed over plates.

“Yeah. The Puffin, the boat,” I said, pulling a slice of the hand-tossed pie onto my plate to cool, “was originally a privateer during the American Revolution, then again a few years later in the next war. The Royal Navy couldn’t be everywhere, and they used privateers to wreak havoc on supplies going to the new colonies. This one had a cool schtick when it chased a merchant ship.”

Gord used a fork to cleave off a hunk of his pizza, then blew on it.

“Give it a minute,” I nodded to his fork. “Courtney burned her tongue, eating too soon.”

“Ugh… are you going to talk about snogging with her?”

“I wasn’t going to.” I stared at Gord for a long second, a grin on my face. “But I could if you really want to know about it.”

“No… that’s all right.” He looked at his fork and blew steam off the hunk of cheesy pizza. “What was the deal with the puffin boat?”

“Oh. They had an awesome way of getting a boat’s attention. The captain would lie in wait for a merchant ship coming in at night. Since fae have better night vision than mundanes, Captain Korey would spot one, raise his sails to intercept the ship.”

Gord swallowed the bite he finally dared take, nodding at my story. “Sounds basic enough. But didn’t the fae queen issue an edict forbidding our involvement in mundane wars?”

“Have you ever known a pirate that would follow rules?”

“Good point.” Gord nodded and cut another chunk off his slice. He took the bite, then reached for his pop, panting with his mouth open.

“Told you that you’ll burn your tongue. Let it cool.” I used my fork to cut a few bites off my slice but let them cool. “The best part is what Captain Korey did as he approached. His ship would burst into flame right as he pulled close. That panicked the other ship’s crew and gave his men plenty of light to see their quarry and its defences.”

“Wouldn’t burning his ship be counterproductive?” Gord tilted his head like an inquisitive puppy, his eyes narrowing.

“Mr. Leslie believes the captain had a salamander or fire-mage on board. Someone that could make a convincing and large inferno spell, then feed it enough energy, so it wouldn’t use the ship as fuel for the fire.”

“Kinda like how we use faerock and brimstone gas to fuel our gas logs.” Gord nodded and tried another bite of pizza. “Only half my tongue got burned. I can still taste it.”

He paused a moment, looking at the illustration on the dust jacket of the flaming schooner. “Didn’t setting his own ship on fire cause other problems?”

“I’ll say. But not the kind you’re thinking of. Whatever mage was involved kept the ship itself from burning.” I paused and shrugged, then tapped the book. “Leslie reported that the US Navy, fledgling as it was, still managed to lay a trap for the Puffin. Baited with a juicy merchant ship. They closed on the Puffin once it lit up.”

“Did they sink it?”

I shook my head. “Leslie says the reports are sketchy, because the US Navy didn’t have any fae on board their ships. But reports of fire spreading to each of the warships were detailed. The US crews were busy dousing the flames instead of repelling borders. Worked out well for the pirates.”

“So, the flame wizard, or salamander, or whatever lobbed some fireballs at the US ships.”

I nodded, trying a bite of pizza. “Yep. The Puffin got back to the Northumberland strait, with two of the warships in pursuit. Fortunately, a Royal Navy fourth rate was in the area. Captained by Robert Maynard, the guy who took out Blackbeard. Since fae can live for a millennium or longer, he was using a different name by then, due to aging out of his first mundane identity. But the author gave his fae name. Maynard gave chase after the US ships.”

Gord paused, his fork almost up to his mouth again. “So, what happened to the Puffin?”

“Leslie thinks Captain Korey was making a run to the St. Lawrence River, where the larger ships couldn’t follow, when he sank off Prince Edward Island. Lucky shots from the US guns as they fought Maynard and his squad or whatever they called several ships.”

“Hmmm. What about his treasure? Pirates always have treasure.”

I nodded slowly. “Leslie says rumours abounded, but Captain Korey was often seen on Lakes Ontario and Erie. No one knows, but treasure hunters have been trying to find a hidden lagoon or underwater cave, where the crew might have hidden their loot.”
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Ginny, the owner of the Eerie Slice restaurant stopped by our table. “How’s the pizza?”

“Good,” I said but pointed at the blackened parts of the crust ring. “Is that normal with wood-fired ovens?”

“It is, unfortunately. Eight hundred degrees cooks a pizza fast. The bigger the pie, the longer we have to keep it in there. And…” Ginny shrugged. “It’s always a challenge keeping the brimstone smell of the gas out of the air in the oven. So, I thought this might be a good alternative.”

Gord leaned in and sniffed. “Only a little brimstone.”

Ginny nodded. “We use gas to preheat the oven and light the wood. I thought about trying to hire a flame pixie to dance in the oven. But they have a bit of brimstone around them, too. And they’re scarce. So they’re pricy. It’s easier to just purchase the wood and not have to have brimstone filter spells installed.”

Gord tilted his head. “I always thought these mythical flame pixies were pixies with fire magic. You mean they’re actually infernal?”

“Well…” Ginny shrugged. “Rumour has it that the first of the flame pixies came about when an infernal and a male pixie hooked up. And male pixies are a randy bunch. They’ll snog with anything.”

“Ugh! No more talk of snogging.” Gord groaned and rolled his eyes. His eyes shifted toward the door. “Oops. Your writer friend is here.”

Gord was correct. Around the restaurant, the themed decor wall art of ghosts tossing, baking, and eating pizza all started glowing with red light. DeAnn must have tripped the mundane detection spell. Of course, she wouldn’t see the glow. Only fae would.

Ginny excused herself and headed over to the next table of guests.

I slid the book into my purse. It was large enough to fill the entire bag, had the bag not been magical.

“You won’t believe it!” DeAnn slid in next to me. “They arrested Jonathan again. Something about a medal found at the scene.”

Gord tilted his head when he looked at her. “That’s the colonel? Or is he a general? I can’t tell them apart?”

“Colonel. US Marines.” DeAnn sounded exasperated. “Sorry. I’m grumpy at the inspector, and I’m letting it show when it shouldn’t.”

“Did they really arrest him?” This time I raised an eyebrow, remembering what Courtney said about dealing with US Colonels.

“Well, he only said called in for more questions.” DeAnn pulled her phone out and tapped on the text app. “Yep. Questioning. He used a not very nice term along with it.”

“He’s a Marine, all right,” I said, looking at the text and spotting the word in question. Our server set a plate and napkin-wrapped flatware in front of DeAnn, then left with a promise for drink refills when she brought out DeAnn’s diet soda.

“How are we going to help Jonathan?” DeAnn asked, sliding a slice onto her plate.

Gord pointed at the pizza. “That’s hot. Let it cool.”

DeAnn looked down at the slice, Gord’s words seeming to register. After a second, she looked back up. “The only way I can see to help is to find the real murderer. Have you discovered anything?”

“Pirate puffin treasure,” Gord said with a nod. I almost kicked him under the table. But he might be correct. Get DeAnn distracted with a treasure hunt based on a ghost story. That might keep her out of Courtney and Lorne’s investigation.

“Puffin treasure?” DeAnn asked, raising her fork to her mouth.

“Hot!” Gord warned.

DeAnn rolled her eyes and blew on the bite first. Only a little steam rose from it, so she shoved it in her mouth.

“That’s really good,” she added. “What’s this about a treasure?”

“Remember,” I pointed back out toward the general direction of the bookshop, “Carlos, when he came into the store was asking about a certain book? Turns out it was about the flaming ghost ship of the Northumberland Strait.”

DeAnn looked confused. “Isn’t Northumberland in the UK?”

Gord chuckled. “Canada was a British colony longer than your states were. A lot of geography is named after parts of the British Isles, or monarchs, or…”

DeAnn nodded. “Just like our original thirteen states, and then some.”

“Right,” I said, finishing my slice and reaching for another. “The ghost ship has been seen, on fire, between Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island.”

“Nova Scotia? The early residents named it New Scotland? Right? And I assume Edward was a British crown prince?” DeAnn asked.

I nodded. “Son of King George III, Commander of British North America, or some such. I’d have to look up official titles. It has been awhile since history class. Anyway, the ship in question might be a former schooner that sank after raiding US merchant ships during your revolutionary war.”

“So, a pirate ship from over two centuries ago comes back as a flaming ghost ship?” DeAnn turned to look between Gord and I. “How is this supposed to help Jonathan?”

“If Carlos was interested in finding the treasure,” I said, watching Gord for an indication of where he was thinking of going with this. He just nodded. “Then you might think about trying to unravel the mystery of the treasure from the ship, and see who else is going for the treasure. You just have to connect the dots to know who to peg for the murder.”

“You really think Carlos was here looking for a pirate treasure? Isn’t Nova Scotia way over there?” She waved vaguely eastward. “And I live in New York State near Niagara Falls. Doesn’t the falls stop ships from getting this far across the Great Lakes?”

I nodded. “It did then. A schooner might have made it through the St. Lawrence River to Lake Ontario. But…”

Gord nodded. “Pirates, merchants, everyone heading inland would have to portage around Niagara Falls. At least until the locks opened in 1829.”

“Porridge?” DeAnn tilted her head to look at Gord. “They made oatmeal to get around the falls?”

“Portage, not porridge. That’s when you haul a boat onto land and pull it around the obstacle. Usually on rollers so you don’t break the ship apart.” Gord shook his head. “But in this case, I doubt the pirate captain went to all that trouble. Probably easier to leave his ship in Lake Ontario, then head inland around the falls. Pick up another boat in Lake Erie. With the falls in the way, would the American think he’d actually come to Lake Erie? Especially to hide treasure?”

DeAnn shrugged, then sat in silence for a moment, cutting another bite from her slice.

“So…” She pointed with her fork over her shoulder toward the front door. “How do we find the treasure to clear Jonathan?”

I smiled a devious grin. “You don’t have to find the treasure. Just figure out who else is looking for it.”

She jerked a fist, thumb extended to point over her shoulder toward the road. “Mallard Huffinton! That hockey bully!”

Gord laughed at her misremembering the name. “Drake Huppe, but you were close.”

“Of course. Him.” DeAnn pointed a finger at Gord. “He was with Carlos the night of the murder.”

I shook my head. “Well, Courtney and I saw him only briefly, then he drove by in his truck. We’ve no idea how long he was with Carlos that evening.”

“That Duck fellow seems like the type to go after treasure.” DeAnn blew on another bite of pizza. “Carlos probably let something slip when they were getting all the restaurant equipment delivered.”

“Why him and not the wife or the ex-wife?” I glanced down at my rapidly disappearing slice of pizza.

“Hmmm… Good question.” DeAnn paused and took another bite of pizza, staring off past Gord’s shoulder. “The current wife doesn’t seem like the type to do a fellow in just for treasure. She did seem rather distraught that morning. She kept talking about getting to see him one more time.”

Gord nodded in between bites of his slice. “Ex-wife then.”

“Proof?” I raised an eyebrow, staring at him. “That’s a serious charge. Has she said anything to make you believe she’s interested in the treasure?”

“Well…” DeAnn tapped her chin with her index finger. “Claire was talking about being careful with the money involved in the restaurant. Still, she stayed in business with her ex. Why would she kill him off?”

DeAnn shrugged. “So, we’re back to Duck Mallard, then.”

“Yep. Duck did it.” Gord grinned. “He’s definitely the type to chase after pirate treasure.”

“Well, where would the pirate hide his treasure?” DeAnn went back to tapping her chin with her finger.

The door opened and a chill breeze brought in the smell of cigarette smoke again. I looked to see who it was but didn’t need to. Freddy and his sister Claire had wandered in.

A server waved them to a table while she gathered menus.

Claire Gallo looked around the restaurant and tightened her lips. I assumed she was regretting spending time slumming it here in Eerie Falls, based on her expression. Her brother sat opposite her, his ever-present lighter in his hand. The swelling around his eye was down, but he was sporting a dark circle.

“Look what the cat drug in,” DeAnn muttered, then glanced at me, her cheeks reddening. “Sorry, didn’t mean to insult your kitty. Where is she?”

“Back at the bookstore. She seemed more interested in catching mice than eating pizza.” Which was true. Cleo insisted that there was another nest of mice hiding in the walls. Grams had always been a little nuts when she suspected mice had gotten through the rodent wards.

“Well, no offence meant.” DeAnn kept glancing over at Claire and Freddy, while she ate. Once they placed their order with the server, Freddy pulled a sheet of coloured paper from his shirt pocket and spread it out on the table.

“Looks like a map,” Gord said. “Wonder what they’re looking for?”

“For or about?” I shrugged. “There are lots of reasons to look at a map.”

“He could be right,” DeAnn added. She slid a second slice onto her plate, putting the ring of singed crust from her first piece back on the metal pizza pan. “They could be looking for pirate treasure.”

DeAnn chuckled. “Just have to find an island in the lake and look for the big X. That’s where we dig.”

Gord shook his head. “The islands in Lake Erie are mostly down in the south-western part of the lake. Close to Ohio. We’re closest to the deepest part of the lake here.”

“So, a cave somewhere.” DeAnn nodded. “Put some traps in place. Rolling boulders, poisoned darts to guard it.”

“Um. Yeah. I’ll see if I can find Indiana Jones to help us recover it.” Gord laughed.

“So, is the restaurant…” I tilted my head toward the street, “just an excuse to come here and look for a pirate treasure?”

“Good question,” DeAnn said and glanced again at Claire and her brother.

“I’ll go get a box and pay,” Gord said, sliding out of our booth. DeAnn and I sat quietly, each lost in our own thoughts. I was wondering if Captain Korey had really come to an area around here to hide his treasure?

“Either of you two want the leftovers?” Gord asked, using the pie server to lift the last few slices into a cardboard box.

DeAnn looked at them for a moment, then shook her head. “I don’t have any way to warm them in my room.”

“Cold pizza is good pizza,” Gord said with a grin. “Sammi?”

“You and your cold pizza.” I shook my head but grinned at him. “You paid, so you keep them.”

“Yum… something good for breakfast. A man can’t live on donut holes alone.”

We stood and donned our coats. As we headed past Claire’s table, Freddy slid one of the menus over his map, blocking it from my glance.

“So, how many books on the flaming ghost ship did you get in?” DeAnn asked me on the way out.

“Four or five.” I paused at the door, pulling on my mittens and toque. “I’ve already got them shelved. Should I pull them for you?”

“No.” She too pulled on gloves and a hat. “I’ll swing by after you open and look them over.”
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The next morning, I met up with Courtney at the donut shop. Olivia had Misty, one of her helper pixies, working the counter since Gord had the day off. For once this week, Drake Huppe wasn’t in the shop, so Courtney and I got to share a table without his obnoxious innuendo.

“Did you get any breaks in your case?” I asked, watching her sip her coffee. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Her toque with Eerie Falls Police embroidered on the front was jammed into a pocket of her jacket. The coat had a badge stitched on its left breast, with her last name, Montrose, underneath.

Courtney shook her head. There were a few others in the shop, each reading their phones or staring out the windows at the cold Canadian winter air.

“What about Colonel Bruce?” He was nice, and I hoped he wasn’t the murderer.

Courtney sighed. “His alibi checked out. You know I can’t say any more than that.”

Gord’s mom, Oliva, bustled out of the kitchen, another tray of caramel and cinnamon sugared donut holes in hand. Once she slid them onto the rack behind the counter, she paused and looked at Misty.

“Tell me again, dear, about how to catch one of the fire-pixies?”

Misty was looking our way and rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what you want to catch one of them for. They just like to burn things.”

“It’s for Gordy. He’s so lonely.” She leaned against the counter. “He just doesn’t seem interested in any of the girls around here. Not even the pixie girls. He needs a little fire in his soul.”

“And you think catching a fire-pixie will make him want to date?” Misty shook her head. “IF you can find out what they use as their focus to keep from always flaming, you take it. Just like a Selkie without their sealskin, they’ll agree to anything to get it back. You might convince one of them to visit Gord once. But if he doesn’t want to date after that, they’ll be free after the first night out. You’d be magically compelled to return their focus.”

Courtney turned toward Olivia. “You know that stealing a magical creature’s focus is against Her Grace’s law. I’d hate to hear that you ended up in the Fort Erie jail and the town was without these wonderful donuts.”

Olivia’s cheeks reddened. “Oh dear. I hadn’t thought of that. It would be very rude of me to pressure a pixie into looking at my son. I’d certainly not want to do anything like that. I just want a chance to chat with one. Explain to her how nice of a boy my Gordy is. None of the pixie girls around here are interested in him.”

“Oh, don’t worry about girls,” Misty said. “There isn’t a pixie girl alive that wouldn’t want to settle down with someone in a business like this. We love our sweets!”

“But?” Olivia gave the pixie girl an inquisitive look.

I sighed, not wanting to have this talk, but knowing I should. Olivia really wanted to set her son up and get him married off. That wasn’t what Gord wanted, at all. I needed to help Gord and not crush Olivia’s motherly instincts.

“Gord just isn’t interested in dating. He’s a great friend, and that’s all he wants.”

“Oh, we’ll just have to find him the right girl to meet, that’s all. Maybe I should send him off to college again. He met so many people in Toronto. He could work on another degree.”

A buzzer in the kitchen went off, and Olivia turned, then called back over her shoulder. “We’ll find him a girl to date, won’t we, Sammi?”

The swinging half doors into the kitchen swallowed Olivia and saved me from having to answer.

“Poor Gord,” Misty said, looking at me.

I nodded. “He doesn’t want that kind of relationship.”

She slowly nodded, puffing out her cheeks to blow out a slow breath. “Good luck convincing Mrs. McKenna of that.”

The door opened and Colonel Bruce walked in. His brightly coloured socks, today in an aqua blue with bright orange clownfish, showed through the straps on his sandals.

“Oh, how do you wear those?” Misty pointed at his feet. “It’s cold enough that we pixies can’t keep our wings warm enough for flight.”

“I never walk faster than the warming spell on my sandals.” He chuckled. “You pixies are always in a hurry.”

Courtney’s radio vibrated. She pushed the earpiece into her ear, so only she could hear the dispatcher. One eye roll from her and I suspected I knew the nature of the call.

“Mrs. Needles,” Courtney said, then stood, pulling on her coat. “She says there are strange footprints behind her shop, and the surrounding snow is all mashed down. She thinks there is a peeping Tom in the area.”

That didn’t sound good. “Her shop is only a few down from the bookstore. I hope not.”

I was surprised when my girlfriend leaned down for a kiss. But I was happy to return it.

“If nothing else breaks, we’ll do supper tonight? Lorne says he owes me a night off.”

“Sure.” I grinned as she headed out on her call, carrying her thermal travel tumbler of coffee.

“Mind if I join you?” Colonel Bruce asked, his tray with coffee and an order of ghostly bits in hand.

“Not at all. You need the company after all the talking you’ve done?” I said and sat still.

He chuckled at my words but looked at Misty, who held out a paper coffee cup and a lid.

“Go ahead and take it,” I said with a smile. “You haven’t been around here long enough to understand my curse.”

He raised an eyebrow but set the cup on his tray.

“I’ve got the klutz curse. My grandparents were often off on adventures, recovering rare lost books. They took my mom and dad along on one. Little did they know mom was pregnant with me.”

“Ancient Egyptian mummy? They set off a trap?” He guessed and took a sip of the coffee still in its ceramic mug.

Cleo, in her carrier under my chair, chuckled in my mind. “That was a fun mission, dear. Be sure to tell him about your grandfather’s obsession with the jade idol. I had the Dickens of a time getting him to leave it alone. Otherwise, we all would have been cursed. Or worse.”

I sat very still, ignoring Cleo and trying not to move. It had taken me several years to learn not to talk with my hands, like so many other people did. There was always something close by to knock over. “Peruvian, actually. One of the old temples. The book they recovered fetched a very nice price and helped Grams and Gramps add the study above the bookshop. But Mom had tripped a curse spell. She only had a few months of clumsiness until I was born. I was the one the curse caught.”

“Surely, it’s just exaggeration? You couldn’t be that bad?” He set his cup down and popped a donut hole into his mouth.

“She is,” Misty said, back behind the counter again. “Notice she hasn’t moved at all since you sat down? If you want to wear your coffee out, keep it in the open top cup.”

The colonel raised an eyebrow and glanced back at me.

“Seriously,” I said. “All the shops give me and anyone I’m with to-go cups. I aways bring in my wide-bottom travel mug to keep from spilling my coffee. That seems to belay the worst of the curse. Even after I pay to get anti-curse charms.”

“Ah… that explains why your grandfather was always cautious about where he sent you on the Puffin hunts.”

I nodded and sat still while he poured his coffee into the to-go cup. Once he had set the now-empty ceramic mug on the table, I relaxed and shifted in my seat. Of course, my knee hit the centre column of the table, causing it to rock. Colonel Bruce caught the mug as it toppled off the table. Misty came out to collect it, and keep it from breaking, if I hit the table leg again.

“You didn’t do that for my benefit, did you?” Bruce dropped his chin to stare at me.

I shook my head and held up my wrist. A charm on the silver bracelet I wore had shifted to black. Only three more remained silver. I pulled the now useless black one off and set it on my tray.

“Yep, this one burned out. Should have looked closer this morning. Time to order another set.” I activated the next charm to take over warding me, then looked at him. “You evidently didn’t have a good evening?”

He shook his head and took another sip from the paper cup. “I much prefer open cups to smell the aroma of the coffee. But, no, it didn’t begin as a good evening.”

“Courtney won’t talk much, but she said your alibi checked out.” I wasn’t fishing, but I was curious, so I threw him the open invitation to chat.

He nodded and paused. Probably collecting his thoughts.

“The night of the murder, I had a phone call that went for several hours. The topic wasn’t mine to share, so I didn’t.”

“Top secret Marine stuff?” I grinned to show I was jesting. Kind of. His explanation left that as a potential scenario.

“Kind of.” The colonel looked around. Enough people had left that we were actually alone, other than Misty at the counter. “One of my buddies from the Corps was having a rough time. He’s dealing with a lot of PTSD from our time in Afghanistan. I spent the night convincing him to get checked in to a psych ward instead of doing something much worse to himself.”

I suppressed a shiver. I knew several mundanes who had served in the never-ending, mundane wars. The trauma was something they’d be dealing with for all their lives. “Oh! I’m glad you were able to help.”

“I am too.” He smiled, but it was a haunted smile. “We’ve lost a few of my command to PTSD. Shell shock is what they used to call it. No one knew how to handle it several generations ago. Now, we make sure that if a combat buddy needs help, we drop everything and get them what they need.”

“I’m glad you were there for your friend.”

“As am I, but once he checked in to the psych ward,” Bruce shrugged and let the thought trail off.

“He couldn’t alibi you?”

Bruce nodded. “The authorities here were finally able to get the docs down in the States to allow an interview with my buddy. He gave them permission to get his phone records. He told them right off that I sat in my car from midnight to three a.m. talking him down out of his situation. I kept the radio on in the background, and we’d listen to some of our favourite tunes. He told them he never once heard anything like me slugging Carlos. Even if the chap deserved it.”

Another thought crossed my mind. “How are you able to serve in the military? I thought the fae queen had barred all fae from mundane militaries?”

“Grandfathered in,” he said with a chuckle. “My grandfather was one of the first US Marines. Called back to service to head to the shores of Tripoli under Thomas Jefferson’s presidency. My father served, and I did too. A matter of family pride. So we request an exemption every time a Bruce child is born. So far, they’ve all been granted. I’m not sure if my girls will want to continue the tradition or not. But if they do, we have tradition and honour behind our request for the exemption.”

I looked at my watch, then nodded to the door. “It’s about time for me to open the shop.”

Colonel Bruce ate the last of the donut holes, wiped his hands, and stood. “If you don’t mind, I’ll come along. I want to chat with your grandfather, and he said he’d be in this morning.”

“Good luck with that,” Cleo’s voice echoed in my mind. “He stayed over at Betty Grindlespool’s last night. He might be distracted this morning.”

I didn’t pass that on but welcomed the company. Since I expected our new local author to find me this morning, having the colonel along might distract her and allow me to get some of my bookkeeping done for the shop.

Five minutes later, we were in front of the shop. I slid my key in, wanting to test the lock. G'Rex had texted me he’d replaced it. We still needed to key our wands to the lock, but the mundane key worked fine. The tumblers turned smoothly, and I felt the lock spell drop, but something was odd about it.

“Hmmm…” I muttered.

Colonel Bruce stepped close. “Problem?”

“I’m not sure. That was an odd sensation from the lock spell.” I twisted the knob and pushed the front door open. Behind the frosted windows, the shop stood as always. With one exception. Scores of books from our mundane section were piled in the centre of the room. Two stacks of trade paperbacks formed legs, with a mass of hardcovers for a torso. More paperbacks comprised arms of the eight-foot-tall monstrosity. It turned, and two pinpoints of green light, eyes in the lumpy mass atop the torso glared at us.
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“Shut the door!” Colonel Bruce reached out for the handle.

“Ah. Good. Merlin didn’t let the guardian golem spell completely die out,” Cleo sent to me. “Go on in, dear, it’s fine. The book golem only forms if someone sets off the alarm spells.”

“It’s our book golem,” I told Colonel Bruce and ducked to slide in under his arm.

The colonel stepped in right behind me and pushed the door shut. His wand was in his hand, aimed at the golem.

“Oh, Merlin needs to spend more time refreshing the spells.” Cleo’s mental voice matched my grandmother’s former tone of exasperation with her husband. I’d heard the tone often when I was little. “The poor golem is ragged. He should be all hardcovers. Look at those paper backs for his legs and arms.”

I pulled my phone out and hit the speed dial while I watched the golem take a tentative step back. It teetered on the skinny paperbacks, the slick covers sliding against each other.

“Hey, Sam. I’m working.” Courtney’s voice came through the speaker.

“Can you get to the bookshop? Looks like we had a break-in.”

“Are you inside now?” Courtney shifted to her cop’s voice. All business and no emotion.

“Yes, Colonel Bruce came in with me. Our golem spell is still active, but I don’t see any damage.” I glanced around to confirm that. “We’re in the front room.”

“On my way. I’ll come in through the back door.” The rate and volume of her breathing made it sound as though she was running as the phone connection ended.

A moment later, I heard the latch on the back door open. G’Rex hadn’t been in yet, so Courtney must have used her special cop key to get in. A moment later, my girlfriend peered around the corner, wand in hand, but pointed toward the floor.

“Anyone upstairs?” Courtney whispered.

I shrugged. “Haven’t been up there yet.”

Court stepped to the staircase. She slowly ascended the first few stairs. Colonel Bruce was right behind her. She turned once, probably ready to scold him. But his stance, wand out, mimicked hers. She gave him a nod, and they continued up, cautiously.

“He is not much help, now is he?” I looked at Cleo and pointed at the book golem.

“No. He’s just a guard and capture creature. There is no intelligence in the spell that creates him. The best we could hope for is that he was sitting on an intruder. The golem only stood back because you’re here.”

“Gramps said we had a golem spell, but this is the first time I’ve seen it active.”

“Merlin should have transferred the spell-key to control the golem to you. It’s tied to our wedding bands.” Cleo stepped up to the golem and sniffed it. “Get your wand, dear. We need to dismiss the spell. Once you get the ring, I’ll add you to the master control spell, so you know how to handle it in the future.”

I did as instructed, and Cleo, leaning against my ankle, pushed the spell out through me. That was a weird sensation, and one I hadn’t felt in a long time. She had been my first magical mentor until her death. Gramps had to take over after that. But it felt good to experience Gram’s old style of magic again.

The golem before us shook, shivered. The books started zipping off, one at a time, in a flurry of paper. Each book took flight as soon as the one on top cleared it. They sailed back to their respective shelves.

“Stay still. They’re programmed to miss living beings, but the spell is fading. Merlin should have taught you this by now, so you could maintain it.”

One book grazed my leg and started spinning erratically mid-flight. When it settled on the shelf, it was backward, with the spine facing away.

“It will take me a week or more to get those spells reinforced. You’ll need to help me with the last few, so you can keep them up to date.” I sensed Cleo sigh. “We know your grandfather is going to be too distracted with his new romance to keep up with it.”

The front door opened, and I spun toward it, wand in hand. My heart jumped into my throat, and I wished we hadn’t dismissed the book golem so quickly.

Sergeant Lorne Pebblebrook and a Bobbie in a dark suit, both wearing winter coats, peered in, wands in hand. “You OK, Sammi?”

I smiled and nodded.

Courtney and Colonel Bruce descended the stairs.

“Building checks as empty,” Courtney said.

“Taking civilians with you?” The orc inspector shifted his eyes to Colonel Bruce.

“I’ve cleared my fair share of buildings, Inspector,” Bruce said. “You should have spent time in the war zone. Sharpens your reflexes further than you think they can go.”

“I would have welcomed the backup,” Lorne said, then gave Courtney a nod of approval. Then he glanced around. “There’s a residual sense of magic here…”

I waved toward the bookcases. “The book golem spell was triggered when I arrived this morning. I just dismissed it, since we had police on the scene.”

“A book golem?” The orc glanced around at the stacks, a green eyebrow raised. “I haven’t seen a golem spell since the academy.” He sounded wistful. Like he was sorry he missed seeing it.

“Well, my grandfather let the spell get musty over the years. I’ll need to refresh it before I activate it again.”

“Pity.” Lorne chuckled. “I remember your grandmother using that spell to chase Drake Huppe away from you one day.”

I laughed. Drake had been a bully even in middle school, and he followed me back here one spring day, taunting me about being a klutz. Grams was upstairs. “Yeah. Grams was just realizing how sick she was that year. Going up and down the stairs wore her out. She heard Drake being mean to me, and Gramps was out on a book buy. She activated the golem until she could hobble back down here.”

Lorne chuckled. “I was new to the force then and never saw Huppe run so fast as he did that day. If he’d had his skates and the roads were iced over, he’d have been in Toronto by nightfall.”

“We couldn’t be lucky enough that he would have stayed?” I rolled my eyes, then smiled. “I had forgotten about Huppe’s fear of the golem. Let me know if you need me to activate it and chase him out of town.”

“The RCMP frowns on using magical creatures to chase people,” the Bobbie inspector said, then waved a hand toward the shop. “Has anything been disturbed or missing?”

I shrugged. “No time to check. Is it safe for me to check the shop out?”

Lorne nodded but held up a hand. “Keep your gloves on. If you find something disturbed, we can run a fingerprint collection spell.”

I did as he instructed, stopping off at the front counter and the coffee station first. Both appeared to be undisturbed. I started a pot of coffee and turned on the gas log.

“That’s daring,” the Bobbie said with a glance at the fireplace. “Open fire in a shop full of flammable books.”

“Oh, we’ve got wards on the metal curtain to keep the sparks and flames contained inside. The local fire chief insists on inspecting the wards every autumn. I added a spell recharge crystal to it right before I headed to Wales. I knew Gramps would forget, then I’d be cold until I could get it inspected again.”

“Lorne, Inspector?” Courtney called from the back office. “Entry looks to be via a window in the new addition. One isn’t latched. And the back door was unbolted when I came in that way five minutes ago.”

“I check all the locks every night,” I said, twisting my lips to the side. “And I definitely remember checking it and the window. I left through the front door, after G'Rex had already finished up his workday.”

“Ward spells on the glass?” Lorne looked at me.

I shrugged. “G'Rex said something about a faulty crystal. He’s off to Fort Erie this morning getting a replacement. Said he doubted one night with just a normal lock would have an impact.”

That reminded me of something. I looked at my emails and found the one G'Rex sent last evening confirming what we had discussed yesterday.

“G'Rex said since he was up in Fort Erie at the crystal shop, Drake was going to do a drop off today of the cabinets for the new office while he was out.” I looked at the front room again. “Perhaps I can get the book golem active again?”

The orc, warming his hands by the fire, looked over at me. “Do you believe you’d need it to protect you from this Huppe fellow?”

“With Drake Huppe, you never know.”

Courtney came in with the police camera. “I’ll get photos of upstairs, then you can inspect it, Sammi.”

My tummy tumbled, and I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t made it up to Gramps’s study yet.

Courtney nodded. “That’s the part the intruder tossed. Looks like they pulled all the books off the shelves. No major damage.”

“Great!” The sarcasm was dripping from my tone. Again, I stared at the front room where the book golem had stood.

Cleo looked up from licking a paw. She sat on the back of one of our easy chairs. “If your grandfather had kept the spell up to date, it could have shifted forms to follow them up the stairs. Instead, it had to wait down here while the perp ransacked the place.”

I didn’t reply, since I had no idea how to explain my cat to the orc inspector.

“Courtney said you mentioned something about a book that our deceased restaurateur was after?” Lorne asked, coming down the stairs.

I nodded, thankful that I had taken the book home with me. “Gramps found a copy of Mark Leslie’s history of The Perilous Puffin.”

“The what?” Lorne tilted his head.

“The flaming ghost ship from up by Nova Scotia,” I said and pulled my purse out from under the counter. After I removed the book from it, I set it on the counter. “I wonder if this is what the crook was after? Potential details on the pirate treasure?”

“Treasure?” Lorne raised an eyebrow. “Who knew you had it?”

“Well, Gord and I talked about it over pizza last night. DeAnn Powers joined us. Plus, Gramps purchased it from Betty Grindlespool. Who knows how many people he might have mentioned it to?”

I snapped my fingers. “Drake Huppe was with G'Rex yesterday. He wanted me to go treasure hunting with him. Said he was going to take Carlos around to look for it, but that didn’t work out.”

Lorne raised an eyebrow. “Did you agree to?”

“Of course not?” I tilted my head, staring at Lorne. He just chuckled, since he knew Courtney and I were dating.

“See, I knew you were a smart girl, Sammi,” Lorne said with a wink. “Why don’t you fill me in on this treasure hunt that our deceased victim was supposedly on?”

That didn’t take long. I just repeated a more concise version of what Gord, DeAnn, and I had discussed.

“Sounds like we need to have a chat with this Huppe fellow,” the inspector said.

“Let him deliver my cabinets first, if you don’t mind.” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder at the back addition. “If he did this, I’d like to get some honest work out of him.”

“What time is he supposed to show?” Lorne asked.

I checked the email. “Looks like the main delivery is due at G'Rex’s place in about 45 minutes. G'Rex said Drake would load my cabinets in his truck and store the ones for G'Rex’s other job in the barn. Then he’ll be heading this way.”

“Sammi,” Courtney called from the stairs. “I’m done up here. You want to come up?”

“Not really,” I said, and my tummy did another flip. I really didn’t want to see what the crook had done to our magical tome collection.

But I climbed the stairs. Courtney waited, the camera dangling by its strap from her shoulder.

I blinked once at the top of the stairs. Not a single book was on its shelf. Every single one was tossed around the room. I rolled my lower lip in and took a deep breath, trying not to cry at the sight. Several books were open, pages down, atop other books. Even Gramps’s big wooden desk was open, every drawer pillaged.

“You must have three hundred books up here,” Courtney said, stepping up behind me.

“Three hundred, seventeen,” I breathed and shoved a knuckle in my mouth. Biting it didn’t help. The tears came. As did my girlfriend’s arms. I turned toward her, and she let me cry on her shoulder.
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After a few minutes, I pushed myself back. Courtney pulled a tissue from one of her pockets.

“I better call Gramps.”

“Can you? And not start the tears again?” She watched my face.

I gave her a weak smile. “Maybe. Let’s find out.”

But Gramps didn’t answer. Typical. He was always forgetting his cell phone. He might be on the way to the shop already. His house was only two blocks away, the other direction from mine. I tried his land line. The one he refused to get rid of, even though I was the only person who called him on it. Still no answer.

I sighed, looked at Courtney, and shrugged.

“This is a huge mess. You’re going to need help fixing it.” Courtney glanced around, rolling her lower lip in between her teeth. “I can come in after my shift is over.”

“I hope to have it cleaned up by then. We’re going out for dinner, remember?” I gave her a weak grin, looked at my phone, and punched Gord’s number.

“Sammi! Good thing I’m up early today.”

“I need your help.”

“Uh, oh. You don’t sound happy. What happened?”

I filled him in.

“Let me shower first. Then I’ll be there.”

“Thanks. I know Gramps will just sit and stare. You’re the only one I trust to organize the books according to the classification codes.”

Five minutes later, Courtney sat in the front of the store, with Colonel Bruce and DeAnn. The author had wandered over when she saw Lorne’s police SUV out front. Lorne and the inspector had taken off when DeAnn arrived.

“Oh, Sammi! Jonathan just told me about the break-in,” DeAnn said, her expression dropping into a comforting mix of concern tinged with the half smile that offered reassurance.

“Thanks,” I muttered and poured coffee into my travel mug. Then I locked the front door and made sure the CLOSED sign was out. We didn’t need a stray customer wandering in this morning.

Colonel Bruce watched me. “I saw a little of the upstairs. Can you get it back together quickly?”

“Gramps’s study is a huge mess. Gramps of course isn’t answering his phone. Not that he’d be much help in putting the books back on the shelf.”

“What? We can help!” DeAnn suggested.

I held up a hand to ward off that suggestion.

“Gord and I can handle the upstairs,” I said with a hurried explanation. “He’s used to my wonky filing system for Gramps’s odd collection of books.” Letting a mundane see Gramps’s multitude of magical tomes wasn’t what I wanted to spend my day doing. That would require strong spells to keep her from spilling the beans every time she opened her mouth.

I remembered our conversation from the pizza parlour last night. “You can help, though, by researching the topic we discussed last night.”

The mundane books on the Flaming Ghost Ship of the Northumberland Strait were still where they should have been. I suspected that all three of the titles had been part of the mass of the book golem’s torso. I pulled them off the shelf and passed them to the author.

“Oh, excellent. Yes. I’ll peruse these for clues about the ghost ship and its treasure,” DeAnn said, selecting one book and settling into her chair.

“Are you still pursuing the murder investigation?” Courtney fixed me with a stare. I just shrugged.

“Well, we know you’ve got your hands full investigating this break-in and interviewing all those witnesses.” DeAnn looked at Courtney, her cheeks glowing red. “We just hoped we could track down a motive. The victim seemed rather interested in the lost treasure of the flaming pirate ship.”

“Pirate ship?” Courtney raised an eyebrow. “Yep. That sounds like a good lead for you to investigate.”

DeAnn either didn’t notice the sarcastic tone underlying the platitude of Courtney’s pronouncement.

“And,” my girlfriend pointed a finger, accented by her stern cop glare, at both DeAnn and me, “you’ll call me or Lorne with any info you find, correct? No running off to interview witnesses. No peeking through windows? I don’t want Mrs. Needles calling either of you in as the peeping Tom or suspicious Suzy.”

“Of course not,” DeAnn said with a firm nod.

“Right.” Courtney drew out the syllable.

Colonel Bruce rose, his mug in hand, and waved toward our coffee pot. “I’ll sit with her until Merlin shows up.”

Courtney gave him a long look. “I’m not sure I’m comforted by that. But I need to file this report and upload the photos into the evidence folder.”

This time, Courtney didn’t lean in a kiss. Instead, she turned to me and watched me for a moment. I sipped my coffee. “I’ll be fine. Gramps will show eventually. Gord is on his way.”

“You sure?”

I nodded and gave her a weak smile.

“Call me if you find any clues about who did this,” Courtney said and pointed to the back room. “Have your handyman get that window fixed.”

I nodded, so I didn’t mention the security and alarm spell crystal that G'Rex was off getting today.

Fifteen minutes later, Gord stomped up the stairs into Gramps’s study over the shop.

“Oh, wow. They did a number on this place.” Gord stepped carefully across books scattered on the floor. There were only a few spots he could put his feet and not step on a book.

“Yeah.” I sat in the middle of a slowly growing pile of organized chaos. I spied a quiet crystal under Gramps’s desk. He normally kept the crystal on his desk, in case he wanted to activate it and have a private conversation with a colleague in a mystical research field. He did get quite a few calls from other fae wizards, and we didn’t need those conversations drifting down to the main store where a mundane might walk in.

I zapped it with my wand. No sense actually casting the spell if the crystal was there. The eerie hush of noise muting settled over the room.

Gord nodded when he sensed the spell create a dampening effect on noise. “Good idea. No sense in letting our voices drift downstairs.”

“Gramps isn’t picking up his phone, so I have no idea when he’ll be in.” I pointed toward the far side of the room where most of the bookcases stood. “Can you stay by the stacks, and I’ll pass you each book as I inspect it. If it’s undamaged, you can shelve it.”

“At least they left your library sorting numbers on the shelves.” Gord tapped one label. “Any idea who did this?”

I shrugged. “Drake Huppe, maybe? He knew the window in the back didn’t have a guard spell on it. And he knew enough about the treasure that Carlos was looking for, and that I got books on the ghost ship in. He saw me with one yesterday.”

“Courtney going to have a chat with him?” Gord asked as I passed him one book from the pile I’d started on.

“I don’t know. Didn’t ask. This mess kind of distracted me.”

“Makes sense. Is anything missing?”

I shrugged. “Who knows? The new mundane books Gramps brought in about the ghost ship are still here. I left DeAnn to read them downstairs.”

“Wonder why the crook didn’t toss the main room, too?”

That made me chuckled. “The book golem. Grams–” I stopped short of talking about Cleo’s insights on the magical creature. “Grams and Gramps had spells to form a book golem if there was a break-in. I’m going to have to spend some time reinforcing the spells. Someone let them get pretty ragged over the last few decades.”

“I’ve spent the last hour reinforcing the golem spells best as I can,” Cleo’s voice intruded on my thoughts. She had jumped up on her old desk across from Gramps’s. “Those spells took a lot of energy. I need a six-pack of mice.”

“Do you need me to get your bottle from my house?”

“What? What bottle?” Gord asked behind me. “Oh, hi Cleo. I thought you meant my pop. I haven’t left any at your place for at least a month.”

“I’ll head over to Darcy’s. She usually has a bottle out before she starts the lunch prep.”

“Head to Darcy’s,” I agreed. Cleo leapt off the desk, landing even quieter than I remembered other cats moving.

“She’s pretty smart for a cat,” Gord said, watching her head downstairs. “It looked like she knew exactly what you meant.”

“Way smarter than your average cat,” I agreed and stepped over to the fireplace with its gas log, right above the one downstairs. It sat immediately behind Gramps’s desk. I flicked it on, wanting the dancing flames to help add a little cheer to the bleak scene before us. I made sure the mesh metal screen was pulled across the opening. It had the spell to keep all flames and sparks inside the fireplace.

An hour later, Gord and I had made a good dent in the mess. None of the shelves were full, but we had cleared enough space on the floor to walk from the door to the shelves. The path was narrow but passable.

“Sammi!” Gramps said, appearing at the top of the stairs. “Jonathan just told me. I’m so sorry.”

His own eyes took in the chaos. His expression drooped and his lips tightened.

“Where have you been? I was about to call Courtney and have her put out a missing person’s bulletin on you.” I stood and glared at him. My frustration of dealing with the mess and the emotions of the day erupted into a gush of emotions.

His face fell.

“I’m sorry.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “This has been rather stressful, and you don’t keep your cell on you.”

“No. I’m sorry, Sammi.” He stepped carefully through the detritus and righted his desk chair, then sat. “I was at Betty’s all night.”

My temper flared, but I bit my lip.

“No. Not like that.” He waved his hand, warding off my glare. “We dove into her late husband’s files. He had journals full of information from his interviews with sailors. It took us quite a lot of sniffing through those to find an interview of import.”

I tilted my head, still staring at him. “You two weren’t snogging, then?”

“What? Snogging? No…” Gramps face went red, which was even more pronounced against his white hair.

“Please!” Gord groaned behind me. “Don’t talk about snogging anyone. I get enough of that from my mother. She’s always going on about me finding a girlfriend.”

That made me laugh, instantly breaking my sour mood.

“Sorry, Gord. You, too, Gramps.” I held my arms out, to encompass the mess up here. “This has me a bit frazzled. And,” I pointed a finger at Gramps. “That book golem needs to be recharged in a major way. I need the spell focus. Why didn’t you get an alert about the break-in? You’ve got the focus for the alarm spell and book golem, don’t you?”

His expression fell even further, and he stared at his desk.

“It’s on our wedding rings. I haven’t worn them for years.” Thanks to Cleo’s admission, I knew that the rings were the focus. But I couldn’t tell him that.

Cleo rubbed against my ankle, back from getting her synthetic drink at the bar. “Tell him to give you my ring, dear. It’s easier to use the same spell focus than to transfer to a new one.”

I bit my lip, considering that. “Look, I know you want to keep Grams’s memories close. But…”

He nodded, looking up. “I’ve been considering passing her ring on to you. She would have wanted you to have it.”

“He is smart when he tries.” Cleo’s voice had a strong note of sarcasm, mixed with a hint of love.

“Thank you. I appreciate that. Will you pick it up this afternoon when you go home? It vibrates or something if the book golem is activated, right?”

He nodded, staring out the window. “If I had my ring on, I would have known and could have come down to nab the intruder.”

“Let Lorne and Courtney know first. They’re trained in how to do that.” I tried to imitate what I remembered of my grandmother’s glare at him.

“You need to practice that look for a few more decades,” Gramps said with a chuckle. “And I was dodging traps in old magicians’ lairs longer than Lorne Pebblebrook has been in uniform. I think I could handle an intruder.”

“As long as he remembered where his wand was, and he wasn’t distracted by a shiny bauble in the lair.” Cleo’s chuckle rang in my mind. “He tripped more traps than he avoided.”

I scrunched my lips sideways, trying not to giggle at Cleo’s commentary that only I could hear. “I’d really appreciate getting Grams’s ring.”

Gramps looked at me for a few seconds, probably coming to grips with his own emotions. Finally, he nodded. “Patty would want you to have it, I’m sure.”

He paused, then slapped the desk. “I was so excited about this earlier, then I heard about the mess and got distracted. Betty’s late husband actually interviewed one of the deck hands that survived the sinking of The Perilous Puffin.”
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Gramps pulled a journal out of his jacket pocket. One thing about Gramps, he always dressed like a college professor stereotype. A tweed sport coat with patches on the elbows and big, wide pockets. He kept all sorts of stuff in the magical pockets. That was good when I was a kid. He always had a sweet or two to keep me quiet. And sometimes a puzzle, one of those wooden and wire things, to stimulate my brain when he wanted to think.

The book he held was a moleskin style notebook, but one well-worn and tied shut with a frayed ribbon, which he untwisted.

Another ribbon hung out of the bottom of the pages and he used that to open to the page he wanted.

“Here we go. Our maritime sleuth interviewed one Dustin Reese, deckhand of The Puffin.” Gramps reached in his breast pocket for his reading glasses. “Reese says his captain wanted to retire, as well as the first mate, following this last raid. Had his eyes on a small fae town, just established. Eerie Falls. They made several trips to the area on horseback but never stayed long.”

“Convenient, that,” Gord said. I handed him another of the books I was inspecting. He moved to shelve it for me.

“Yes, isn’t it?” Gramps grinned.

“Does he say where the treasure is buried?” Gord called from the shelves.

“That appears to not be disclosed. But listen to this.” Gramps flipped a page, then started reading. “Reese said the captain would depart with his treasure, and he would leave the ship to the second mate. That’s the only mention of treasure in the interview. Reese said that the captain often spoke of retiring from seafaring life and opening an inn somewhere inland.”

I sorted a few more books that appeared undamaged and handed one to Gord. “Did the deckhand say what happened to make the ship sink?”

“This passage explains that,” Gramps said, flipping another page. “Reese said that the captain was killed by shots from the American ship. He was with the captain at the end, who passed a ring with a golden gem to him. The fellow was sombre as he showed it to me.”

“Nice gesture,” I said. “But what about the ship?”

Gramps turned the page, then continued, “The first mate, who loved the captain and the ship, was so incensed they set fire to the American brig. Unfortunately, both ships were in grappling range, and the fire spread to The Puffin. Our second mate saw that the first was fighting mad and ignoring the danger. When Captain Maynard arrived on the scene, he fired and drove the Americans away, our ship was too far gone. Our ammunition magazine exploded. The second ordered an abandon ship, and we all jumped into the icy waters of the strait.”

“That sounds like the treasure went down with the ship,” Gord said.

“It does indeed.” Gramps nodded, folded his glasses, then slid them back into his breast pocket. “It took Betty and I most of the night to uncover that passage. Her husband kept decent notes of his interviews but never got around to labelling his journals. Evidently, he was the only one who understood how to parse out which notebook was which. And the notebooks from this era were brown in colour. So, a notation of B-389 didn’t lead us far.”

“You went through four hundred notebooks to find that one passage?” I shook my head and let a mischievous grin leak out. “I guess you and Betty really weren’t playing snuggle bunnies.”

“Please, no more of that!” Gord said, making a blech noise behind me.

Gramps grinned. “I seem to remember a cute constable you’ve been spending time with lately. Perhaps Betty and I should take you two out for dinner soon.”

“So, you admit you’re snogging with Betty Grindlespool?” I wanted to tease him to take my mind off the thought that our private sanctum here had been violated.

“Blah! More snogging!” Gord groaned. “Keep it up, Sammi, and I’m going to head out to lunch.”

“Sorry, Gord. I just need to tease Gramps to take my mind off this mess.”

Gord sighed. “I understand.”

“Lunch doesn’t sound too bad right now,” Gramps said but looked at his watch. “I need to chat with Jonathan for a while. Should we get lunch in about a half-hour? Eerie Taps should be open by then?”

“Oh! Splendid idea,” Gord agreed.

Once Gramps had clomped down the stairs again, I looked over at Gord, holding another book out for him. “Did you really think that whatever treasure Captain Korey had went down with his ship?”

Gord took the book but stood, thinking. Finally, he shook his head. “No. Just that the captain may not have moved it all the way to Eerie Falls when he was killed. I wonder what kind of treasure it was? Gold?”

“Knowing the tale of the Boston Tea Party, he might have been raiding ships bringing in more tea.”

“Ugh. Tea won’t hold up for two centuries, even in barrels with no-spoil spells on them.” Gord stuck his tongue out, making a yuck face. “Let’s hope for gold. And maybe your grandfather and his new girlfriend can find another notebook with a clue to where Captain Korey buried the treasure.”

“Speaking of girlfriends, your mother was inquiring about how to capture a flame pixie to get you to date.”

Gord rolled his eyes and grabbed the next book I held out. “Ugh. Of course she was. Did Misty give her the deets on it?”

“Yes, but Courtney and I backed up Misty, then reminded your mom that taking a fae’s control focus amounts to forced coercion. We hope you won’t have to worry about dating a pixie any time soon.”

“I wish she’d stop trying to set me up,” Gord said, shaking his head.

“We’re sticking up for you.” I paused to straighten out a few bent pages in the current tome. Fortunately, it wasn’t a grimoire or spell book. Bending pages in those could release spell energy.

“Thanks, I hope it does some good.” Gord shrugged.

“Misty said a lot of the pixie girls would love a chance to settle down with the heir apparent to the great donut empire of Eerie Falls.”

Gord turned and stuck his tongue out at me. “Oh, I bet they would. Marry me for my sweets instead of my sweet personality.”

“Why not both?” I dropped my chin to stare at him. “Pixie like sweets, and they’re usually open and honest about their emotions. You might find one or two that really like you for just being you. If you happen to smell like a caramel–cinnamon donut hole, all the better for the pixies.”

“I do not smell like a donut hole,” Gord grumped. “I even took a shower before I came over here to help.”

“Actually, he does smell like a donut hole,” Cleo said. “I’m not sure a simple shower could wipe that aroma from him. I suspect his mother is unconsciously using an innate spell to spread her love of baking and mixing it with her love of her son.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to Cleo without alerting Gord that my cat wasn’t a normal cat. I mean, more than normal for a vampire cat.

We worked for another hour, then Gramps called up that he was treating everyone to lunch. Gord and I had a lot of the books off the floor, and we had them mostly sorted into piles in front of the stacks where they should be shelved.

“We’ll finish after food,” I suggested.

Colonel Bruce and DeAnn had stuck around, and Gramps invited them along. We took up a round table over at Darcy’s bar. Of course, the eerie old water taps on the wall flickered to red drips as soon as DeAnn entered.

Once we had our order in, DeAnn tapped the mundane tome she had brought along. “I’ve been reading about this ghost ship of Nova Scotia. Fascinating, even though there are few real facts given.”

“Did you find anything interesting?” Gramps asked. “I was researching that very ship last evening as well.”

“Well, sightings of the ghost ship happen sporadically throughout the year, but October is the most popular month.”

Gramps nodded. “We think the ghost ship is based on a privateer going by the name of The Perilous Puffin. October was the month it met its match in an American warship that chased it into the straight.”

I tapped Gramps on the arm and tilted my head toward the wall. “Did you notice Darcy added a few more taps to her display?” He was so scatterbrained that I figured I’d better remind him. Especially if he was going into storytelling mode. Gramps loved a good story and would probably forget about a mundane being around.

He narrowed his gaze, staring at the old, unused water pipe with the old taps, then slowly nodded. Evidently, he could take a hint and remembered that DeAnn wasn’t Fae.

“Oh! Exciting. I’d love to read that work.” DeAnn’s smile lit up. “Do you have the book? May I borrow it?”

Gramps clenched his teeth, realizing the can of worms he’d wandered into. “Well, it belongs to a friend. A relative of hers managed to interview one of the survivors after The Puffin sank. It’s rather old and an heirloom.”

“Oh, I understand. Still, if you could find a way to copy it. Perhaps snap some photos with your phone?”

“You’re lucky if he even remembers his phone.” I glared down my nose at Gramps. His cheeks reddened.

“I should make that a habit I follow, shouldn’t I?”

Darcy and the afternoon server showed up with our food order right then. Darcy had a pitcher of pop and asked us to pull the lids and straws from our to-go cups so she could refill them.

Once they had left, DeAnn tapped the book again. “Did your old source give any sign if there really was a treasure from The Puffin? We, I mean me, Sammi, and Gord discussed that last evening. Finding the treasure would have been the perfect motive for someone to kill off that poor restaurateur.”

“Well…” Gramps hesitated. “There is always the assumption of treasure, but such isn’t always a pile of gold doubloons.”

The door to Darcy’s pub opened, and the fellow we had seen at Sam’s Sammich shop wandered in. He took a booth off to the side and held up a finger, then gave a nod to her question when the server ventured his way. She scurried off to the bar.

Gramps kept talking to DeAnn about what he had found in the old journal, editing his story, thankfully, for mundane consumption.

I kept my eye on the non-local in the booth. Stocky, with dark hair. He shrugged out of his winter coat and pulled a white letter-sized envelope from it. He lifted the flap and ran his thump across the contents.

The server set a mug in front of him right then. He grinned, looked in the envelope, and pulled a bill from it. A tenner based on the purple ink and vertical presentation. One of the newer ones with Viola Desmond on it.

She smiled and tucked the bill in her order folder, leaving the gent to sip his beer.

Gord poked me, pulling my attention back to my burger and the conversation at our own table. “Do you want me to stay and finish shelving the books?”

“Would you? Please?” I asked with a sincere smile on my face. “I’d appreciate the company.”

“I should return to Betty’s and see if there are any more journal entries about The Perilous Puffin.” Gramps stroked his moustache, glancing back toward the door.

“You sure you don’t want to put your desk back together?” I shook my head at the thought. “Only you know what’s supposed to be in each drawer.”

He chuckled. “If I leave that to you, it will be more organized than I can ever hope to make it.”

I sighed. “You’re right. And I’ll toss most of the old scraps of paper you’ve jotted notes on. You really don’t need a small forest of notes that you don’t even remember what they mean.”

Gramps elbowed Colonel Bruce, a grin on his face. “See, she’s already helping me organize the drawers.”

We finished our meal, leaving Gramps to settle the tab. DeAnn was going to retire to her room and finish perusing the books on the flaming ghost ship. That would keep her out of my shop and let Gord and I have more open discussions on magical topics. Colonel Bruce said he had dinner planned with a Royal Navy friend in Fort Erie that evening.

Drake Huppe’s pickup was in the little parking area next to the bookshop when we returned. Rather than deal with Drake immediately, I steered Gord to the front door. We managed to get in and upstairs without attracting the bully’s attention.

“I do the books?” Gord asked, pointing to the shelves.

“Yep.” I used my foot to move some of the detritus from the overturned drawers farther away from the gas log. Nothing was in danger of combusting.

“Can you turn the fire down? It’s plenty warm up here.”

“Oops, I forgot to turn it off when we left.” I nodded at Gord’s suggestion. There wasn’t much room to turn it down left on the thermostat dial. I turned it off instead. The pilot light flame danced in the cooling air around the log for a few seconds.

Another sigh, and I sat on the floor amidst the mess. A solid five minutes of sorting scraps of paper filled the small waste basket we had up here. I shoved the papers down, then reached for another. I sucked in a breath when I moved it.

Gord chuckled. “Find something good?”

“No… maybe… Come look.”

Gord bent low and peered into the knee well of Gramps’s desk. His eyes followed my finger.

“Fort Erie Rumbling Trolls,” Gord said, spying the enamelled pin of the junior league team. “Was your grandfather a fan?”

“Nope. He rarely paid attention to hockey. I doubt he’d have a pin.”
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Icalled Gramps’s cell and got no answer. I sighed and pulled up Betty Grindlespool’s home number from our client files. When Betty answered, I introduced myself, then asked if Gramps was there.

“Of course, Sammi. Let me get him.” She chuckled. “He’s like a kid in a candy store with all those old journals. I’ve never seen a man so excited to just sit and read.”

A few moments later, I confirmed that Gramps had never attended a game of the Fort Erie Rumbling Trolls, and he didn’t even know Fort Erie had a hockey team.

“I could have informed you of that,” Cleo projected, coming up the stair.

“Hmm… I wondered where you’d gotten to.” I stroked her head.

“Watching the delivery stooge downstairs, to make sure he didn’t toss your office while he was here.”

“So…” Gord said, from across the room where he was working on the second stack of books. “What are you going to do about that pin?”

“Good question.” I scrunched my mouth sideways, staring at the hockey pin, still under Gramps’s desk.

“Your girlfriend is an officer of the law.”

I looked at Cleo. “Even if he is a jerk, I’m not sure I want to get Drake in trouble. We don’t know that he did this.”

“Trouble?” Gord snorted, his back still toward me. “He deserves it. Especially if he broke in and tossed all your books on the floor. You know it had to be him. He never respected books. Nor other people’s property. He was always setting fire to my action figures when I was a kid. Or flinging them over my house, claiming if they were real super heroes, they’d be able to stick the landing.”

“Yeah. You’re right.” I sucked in a breath and put my phone on camera mode. I had to make a small light ball to illuminate the knee well enough for the camera to get the pin. One wide shot and one close-up. Then I hit send and selected Courtney from my contacts.

Found this under Gramps’s desk.

He doesn’t do hockey.

None of us remember having a pin like this.

Only Drake has one like it

I glanced at Cleo. Since I couldn’t ask outright and give away that I was talking to my gram’s spirit, I went with a more subtle, open-ended approach.

“Hmmm… I wonder if our hockey superstar still has his hockey pin? It’s always on his hat. Either the toque or his summertime ball cap.”

“I don’t remember seeing it,” Cleo’s mental voice said. “I’ll run downstairs to check.”

“Good question,” Gord said, sliding another book onto the stack, between two he’d already shelved. “I’m not going to run down and check.”

My phone buzzed. An incoming text.

Is Mr. Huppe at your shop?

Yes. I sent back. Then a familiar engine rumble sounded from the front of the shop.

Nope. Just left.

Don’t touch the pin or anything else around the desk, Courtney sent.

Lorne will be there in a few minutes.

Cleo trotted up the steps right then.

“He was already at his truck, but I watched him back out into the street. No pin on his toque.”

Lorne was prompt and rapped on the front door a couple of minutes after I made it downstairs.

“Thanks for notifying us about that, Sammi,” he said, stepping into the shop. Inspector Robert, still wearing his rumpled suit under his long trench coat, stepped in right after him.

“Did you disturb the evidence in any way?” the inspector asked.

I shook my head. “It was under some of the papers from the drawers the perp emptied. I left it alone once I spotted it.”

Lorne tossed his overcoat on one of the easy chairs. He had a camera on a strap around his neck and pulled on blue gloves. Probably to keep his fingerprints off anything.

“You didn’t touch the pin?” Lorne asked. “Sorry. Just want to be very clear about it in the chain of custody.”

“Neither Gord nor I touched it,” I said. “He’s still upstairs shelving books. But I passed on Courtney’s instructions to leave everything around the desk alone.”

“I’ll talk to Gord while I’m getting the evidence,” Lorne said and headed up the stairs.

“Now, Miss Cupertino,” Robert said, his notepad in hand. “This is an official interview about the evidence you just found. Can you tell me the exact details about how you discovered it?”

I related the story in full, trying to remember everything since I got here. His notepad had a magical sense about it, and I knew the transcription spell was active. As I spoke, my words appeared on the page.

“Don’t tell him about me, dear,” Cleo sent once I paused for breath. I glanced over at the easy chair where Lorne had tossed his coat. Cleo was curled up on the parka. “It’s still warm. I thought I’d enjoy the fluffy comfort while I could.”

Inspector Robert’s eyes followed mine. “Your cat?”

“Yep. I hope Lorne isn’t allergic to cat hair.”

The inspector chuckled. “We’ll find out soon. Now about the enamel hockey pin. You say you’ve seen this pin on only one individual here in town?”

I nodded and filled him in on what I knew about Drake Huppe’s short-lived career in the fae minor leagues.

“I see. Thank you.” He flipped his notepad, so the front cover flipped up over the spiral binding to close. “If you remember any other details, please let us know.”

“Do you think the break-in here is connected to the murder in any way?”

The orc inspector stared at me for a moment. Orc faces were tough to read for emotions, since a couple of their lower teeth protruded out and up like tusks. They didn’t show much emotion with their mouths. But his eyes had a hard look to them.

“We cannot discuss ongoing investigations.”

I nodded at the expected answer. Lorne clomped down the stairs right then. He had already pulled off his gloves. He paused and looked at Cleo on his parka.

“Time to move, kitty. I need my coat.”

I grinned as Cleo looked up at him, one eye half closed.

“Must be a girl cat,” was all Lorne said as he gently picked her up. He stroked her head a few times, then set her on the other chair.

I pointed at the ceiling. “Can I put the desk back together now?”

Lorne looked at the inspector. He nodded.

“I did put a couple of the odd notes, I assume those are in Merlin’s handwriting? In the evidence bag with the pin, to show what was near them. Let me know if he’s missing any important scribbles.”

I chuckled. “I’ve been putting most of those in the waste bin. No, I’ve been putting all those in the waste bin. His notes never make sense.”

Lorne pulled his coat on while Cleo stretched on the other chair.

“I assume you’re going to have a chat with Drake now?” I asked, watching Lorne. His face slid into the stoic cop look.

The inspector cocked an eyebrow at me. “As I said earlier, we are not free to discuss ongoing investigations. We’ll be in touch, Miss Cupertino.”

Gord wandered down right after they left. “Do you want to tackle the desk together?”

I thought for a moment, then shook my head. “I really should open the shop up. We usually get a few locals coming in for book swaps on Thursday afternoon. We’re already going to be on the gossip list, with the police here twice and not being open half the day.”

I pulled an empty box out of the back room and passed it to Gord. “Can you fill this with anything that looks important and bring it down? I can sort the detritus down here while I mind the shop.”

Gord looked at me for a few seconds. “Sure. I’ll stay with you this afternoon to be your runner.”

“I didn’t mean to keep you!”

“No, but you want the company.” Gord smiled at me. “It’s what friends do after a break-in. We stay and make sure you are dealing with the situation. I won’t leave you alone through that.”

“You sure? I’m mostly fine,” I said, trying to make my voice sound braver than I felt.

“I know you, Sammi. And that wasn’t the voice of confidence.” He grinned and took the box. “This one isn’t very big. Get another one ready. I’ll stay until you close, and then we can get dinner together if Cute Constable Courtney isn’t available to take over my friend-watching duties.”

“Thanks Gord.” I swallowed my pride and nodded. “I really appreciate you being here.”

It only took Gord about five minutes to fill the box. By then, I had the windows shifted clear, and the OPEN sign flipped. We didn’t keep much money in the register, especially this time of year, but I still counted it out just to make sure the drawer hadn’t been pillaged in the burglary.

I sat on the rolling stool behind the counter, with the box of Gramps’s notes and knick-knacks on the floor next to me. Gord was still working on filling the second box when the bell on the front door jingled. In walked the dark-haired man from the pub.

“Welcome,” I called, a little uneasy about the guy. “Let me know if you’re looking for anything in particular.”

“Thank you.” The man had a foreign accent, but one that sounded dulled by long association with our region. “Do you have westerns?”

“Third bookcase to your left. Next to the Science Fiction,” I said, then pushed the waste bin out of my way. “Are there any books in particular you’re after?”

He smiled at me and shook his head. “I read a lot. Helps me build my English skills.”

As I approached, I got the same fishy tuna aroma I had smelled at Sam’s sammich shop. I paused, staying a few steps from him. “We’ve got a lot of the main authors from the genre, but I’m trying to get some of the newer, less-known titles in.”

“Ah!” He pulled one out. “Wolfpack Publishing has several good authors that other shops haven’t discovered yet. I haven’t read this one yet. And another from the same author.”

He flipped one over and read the back copy on the paperback, nodding. “Good. I will take both.”

I turned back to the counter, letting him follow. “Anything else?”

He shook his head and smiled as he set the books on the counter. I glanced at the owl on our counter. It stayed its normal self, unlike when DeAnn was in the shop. Once I had both books scanned into the system, I turned the tablet toward him. He tapped his wand on the tablet.

“Receipt?” I asked. He nodded and waited while I bagged the books and let the receipt print.

“Thank you, Mr…” I glanced at the receipt for his name. “Morosov. I hope I didn’t mispronounce that too badly.”

“Call me Grisha. You did fine, Miss…?” He left the question open.

“Cupertino. My grandfather and I own this shop.” I passed him one of my business cards. “Your name is Russian, correct? You came from the gambling boat?”

“It is. I work on The Tisserand,” he volunteered. “I see you know our ship. All good things, I hope.”

“Only a little. I’ve never been there.” I tried to keep my smile going. Wereshark. That explained the fishy aroma. Some shifters hid their nature well. Others, well, they could have a look or an aroma that gave away their nature. A were bear like Bubbles might be exceptionally hairy. Or a shark smell like fish.

“Yes. We are careful to stay in the law. Fae law,” he said with a wink. “We keep our boat out of sight of mundanes on Lake Ontario. Right now, we’re docked, so I get some shore leave.” He raised the sack with his books. “I took a room with Mr. Bear. He doesn’t keep much there to read. Now I am good.”

“So, you're in Eerie Falls for vacation?”

Again he grinned, showing his perfect white teeth. Normal human teeth, unless he shifted forms.

“For a few days. Vacation is good for everyone, no?”

“It is. Enjoy your stay,” I said, not sure what to think about him. “I’m not sure we have much to offer for activities here in the winter.”

“Good food and no gambling,” he said. “I will be back once I read these.”

He nodded and turned, heading back out to the street.
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Acouple hours later, after I closed up the shop, Gord and I settled in at the Eerie Slice again. Neither of us wanted the hub-bub of Eerie Taps and the night crowd there. To avoid pizza again, this time we ordered pasta dishes.

“So. We’ve got the mafia hanging out in Eerie Falls?” Gord asked across the small salads we got as part of our meal.

“Well, at least one wereshark is here.”

Gord repressed a shiver and poked at the salad. “I know our town gets all sorts of people, but why is a wereshark in Eerie Falls right now?”

I shrugged. “Grisha didn’t share that. Just that he had a cabin at Bubbles’s lodge for the week, and he wanted to read Westerns.”

“A Russian wereshark wants to read about the Wild West down in the States?”

“Sure. Why not? How else do you learn about a foreign land than to read its fiction?” I shrugged. “And there are a few Westerns set in Canada. You just need the rugged, untamed landscape setting, a protector figure, usually with a tragic past, and a conflict in a pioneer setting.”

“And a horse. Maybe a dog or two. And a gunfight,” Gord added, spearing dressing-drenched lettuce with his fork. “Should have asked for poutine instead of the rabbit food.”

“Some rabbit food won’t hurt you,” I said and pointed at his belly. “You keep eating donut holes and poutine and you’ll need to start working out to keep the pounds off.”

“Yeah. I wouldn’t do well in a Western. Too many beans to eat, and I’m not good with horses.” He shoved the lettuce in his mouth and made a semi-disgusted face while he chewed. “Needs gravy. And fries. And less lettuce.”

My phone buzzed. A glance at my smart watch showed a text from G'Rex so I tapped the phone and read through it.

“Uh, oh,” I muttered.

“Problem? Other than the lack of poutine?”

“G'Rex is being interviewed by the inspector up in Fort Erie about Drake.” I shook my head. “He said he can’t get back here until after ten tonight. But he’ll stop in and install the crystal on the window lock on his way home.”

“Well, Drake is locked up in Fort Erie. You probably won’t have a break-in again.”

“True.” I nodded and raised another bite. Still, one break-in was one too many. I’d feel better knowing the lock crystal was installed.

“Drop me off at the shop on your way home,” Cleo sent. “I need to refresh another layer of spells on the book golem, and I can put a temporary lock on the back window. Bah. I had more energy when I was alive. Being in this cat’s body really limits what I can do by myself. You need to get my ring from your grandfather.”

Gord watched me, his mouth slightly twisted with a concerned expression. “You look worried.”

“I’d like that alarm crystal installed sooner,” I said but shrugged. There was no way I’d tell him what Cleo had suggested. All Gord knew about her was that I had an undead cat. Not the spirit of my gram wanting to cast more security spells. “However, I need to wait on G'Rex to return.”

“He’ll be back. Can your gramps add a security spell until then?”

That made me roll my eyes. “I asked Betty to get him back down to the bookshop. She called back a half-hour later and announced defeat in that endeavour. He’s too entrenched in his research, now that he’s trying to track down the treasure from The Puffin.”

“Your grandfather is very unmovable when he sinks his teeth into a research project.” Cleo sent with a mental sigh. “He’s very good at ferreting out hidden details, but he is so single-minded when he gets on a scent.”

The artwork in the restaurant flared with a red glow. I turned toward the entry.

“Oh, there you two are!” DeAnn strode across the restaurant toward our booth. I slid over and pushed the menu toward her. “Thanks for inviting me again. Jonathan is out with his Navy friend, and I was feeling lonely.”

“No problem.” Gord gave her a smile. “Sammi needs some cheering up. She’s had a rough day.”

“And Gord has been a trooper, hanging out with me all day,” I added, giving him a smile.

DeAnn nodded. “After that violation of your bookshop, I can see why you’d want to have a buddy today.”

“Any chance DeAnn can take over buddy-duty until Constable Courtney gets done tonight?” Gord asked. “I gotta get up and make the donuts in the morning. And that means an early bedtime tonight.”

I shrugged. “How about it? Mind hanging out with me this evening? Courtney said she might be done with paperwork by nine tonight.”

“Don’t want to be alone after all that happened today?” DeAnn gave me a smile. “Of course I can hang out. That’s what friends are for. Right.”

“Thanks.” Her willingness made me smile. It felt good to have friends willing to help. Gord was right that I still didn’t want to be alone. Fortunately, the server showed up and took DeAnn’s order. That saved me from more apologizing.

“Did you hear any more about the break-in at your shop?” DeAnn asked once the server had left.

I filled her in on finding Drake’s pin.

“That cad! To think he used his position with your renovation man to get in last night.” She smacked her hand on the table to punctuate her point.

Gord chuckled. “He probably soiled himself when he saw–” I kicked Gord under the table, sure he was going to mention the book golem.

“Saw what?” DeAnn asked.

“Um… the police with his hockey pin.” Gord chuckled and filled DeAnn in about finding the pin under the desk. “He’s always got the pin on his hat.”

The server came back with a to-go cup of soda for DeAnn and a pitcher to refill mine and Gord’s. Once she had done so and headed back to the kitchen, I looked at Gord. Something about tonight was bugging me, and Gord had almost brought it to the front of my brain. “What did you say right before DeAnn got her food?”

His face showed his confusion. Probably thinking I was going to scold him for almost mentioning the book golem. “About what?”

“Drake’s hockey pin.”

“That he always wears it. He’s never without a cap, and it’s always pinned there.”

I looked at DeAnn. “Do you remember seeing the pin on his hat?”

She bit her lower lip, thinking, then shook her head. “No. Not that day he talked to us in the pub. But I wasn’t looking for it.”

“What are you trying to get at, Sammi?” Gord had his head cocked, looking at me. “It had to be Drake. And yes, he deserves to sit in jail. It had to be him.”

“Drake is a jerk, a bully, and lots of other things. But he’s never been a thief.”

Gord snorted in disbelief. “That we know of. Drake Huppe is who I’d peg as the crook.”

“It’s too easy. He’s a great scapegoat, and everyone knows that. Could someone else have pilfered his pin?” I raised both hands, palm up. “I mean, stolen it, then planted it under the desk?”

“Why would they do that?” Gord shook his head. “Drake is exactly the kind of guy to break in and steal something from you if he thought it would make him rich.”

“And that makes him a potential patsy a real criminal would want to pin their criming on.”

DeAnn chuckled. “Criming? I like that word. I may work it into the book. This is such an intriguing mystery. It needs a fun word like criming.”

“Well…” I shook my head, trying to clear the fog that was there. “Gord is correct that Drake wears his team pin everywhere. You’d think we’d notice when he didn’t have it on his hat.”

“I think I saw it that first day when he was trying to ask you out,” DeAnn said. “The day Courtney kissed you and said to leave her girlfriend alone.”

Gord snorted. “That was sooooo perfect. Courtney had awesome timing when she dropped that bomb on him.”

I nodded. “Yep. And I think the pin was there that day. But what about the next day, in Darcy’s pub? Or the following day, when he was working on unloading the cabinets into our shop.”

“Wait.” Gord scrunched his brow down, staring at me. “Are you trying to convince yourself Drake Huppe is innocent? Whatever happens, he deserves a night or three hundred in jail. He’s a menace.”

“He’s a bully,” I said, nodding agreement. “But I’m not sure he’s the perp who broke into the shop. I mean, can you actually imagine Huppe reading a book?”

“Is he dyslexic, by chance? That would give him a very unlikely motive,” DeAnn asked, right as the server dropped off her salad. I waited until the girl was back at the wait station before I answered.

“I’m not sure, but he never seemed to have problems reading in school. He just wasn’t one for books.” I shrugged and looked at Gord.

He shook his head. “No, Drake always had an easy time reading whatever I was writing. He copied off my tests and punched me if I didn’t let him. Mr. Snyder eventually figured it out and gave Drake tests with the questions in a different order than the rest of us. Drake still punched me after each test.”

“Oh. No doubt he deserves a few nights in jail. He needs a little karma in his life,” I said but shrugged. “However, if he didn’t break in to our shop, I don’t want him incarcerated for the crime. Fair is fair.”

DeAnn nodded. “Not clearing his name, if we really could, makes us even worse bullies than that Dickie Hup fellow.”

I chuckled over DeAnn’s way of confusing everyone’s name. I wondered if her characters shifted names midway through their books. But I didn’t ask.

Gord slowly nodded agreement with what we were telling him. “Well, are you sure he didn’t have the pin on his hat those other two days?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not sure. But I think I would have remembered seeing the pin if he had worn it.”

Gord snorted. “I’m surprised he doesn’t have a drawerful of those pins and replace the one he supposedly lost. Can’t you get them from the hockey rink where the team plays?”

“You can,” I said with a slow nod, trying to be careful to keep DeAnn from noticing that the team was on the fae league and not the normal, mundane one. “But Drake had a player’s pin. Don’t the players have to request those special? He’d probably only be allowed to purchase one or two each year, so he wasn’t selling them online.”

Another slow nod from Gord. “So, he’d have to make a trip up to Fort Erie and hit the rink for a generic substitute pin. Or, put in an order for one from the team’s management?”

“I think that’s how it works.” I shrugged, “I’ve never having paid close attention to hockey pins. We had a girls’ team, and I’d been crushing on one of the players.”

“Oh, that’s right. You liked Mandy Riggles back then. What’s she doing now?”

I sighed and felt my cheeks warm.

Gord chuckled. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to give away your old crushes.”

“She’s coaching a high school team in Manitoba now. Married. She and her wife have adopted a couple of kids.”

Gord raised an eyebrow. “Really? You keep in touch with her?”

“No, but… I like to watch her career.” My cheeks flared bright red, I was sure, based on how hot they felt.

“Sorry.” Gord laughed. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

Our server stopped and asked if we wanted to wait and get our entrees together. Gord and I nodded, and we settled back to discuss possible motivations. After devouring our salads and our pasta, none of us had any better idea who the burglar in the bookshop was.

“My money is still on Huppe,” Gord said, leading us outside after we’d paid.

Outside, I pulled my toque down over my ears and tried not to jostle Cleo too badly in her carrier while I pulled on my mittens.

“Smell that?” Cleo’s voice punched into my mind.

I sniffed the air and wrinkled my nose. “I smell fire. And not a fireplace kind.”

Gord and DeAnn both nodded, but Gord stepped out into the main road and spun slowly. He jerked his arm straight out, pointing.

“Town Hall is on fire.”

I jerked my phone out, pulling a mitten off with my teeth, and dialled 911.
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We ran toward the fire as I explained to the emergency dispatcher that Eerie Falls town hall was on fire.

“Town hall? Confirm again, please,” the dispatcher said.

“Get your butt outside and look up at the roof,” I grumped at the nice lady on the phone. Mrs. Gerards was acting like she didn’t want to believe something big could happen while she was sitting behind the phone in our little dispatch center.

“No, I believe you, Sammi,” the dispatch lady said. “I’m messaging the fire department now. Then I have to come outside. Can’t be in here if the building is burning.”

“Smart thinking,” I said, trying not to pant while we ran.

The town hall building took up most of the block, with a small parking area next to it. The building was a sprawling maze. The town had taken over first one building, then another, then another, as Eerie Falls grew over the last century. Now, the two-story former businesses all merged into one amalgamated building with varying roof lines and different coloured brick on different sections.

Courtney ran out, pulling her coat on. She toggled the mic on her portable radio. “Roger. Roof of the building is fully involved.”

In the distance, we heard the wail of the siren. That meant the town’s firetruck was on its way. Anything bigger than a grass fire, and they’d have to call in help from neighbouring departments.

Mrs. Gerards came out right after Courtney, stepping carefully with her cane, down the long sidewalk.

“Thanks, Sammi, for calling it in,” the matronly dispatcher said, giving me a smile. “Even though your name shows on the computer, I still suspected it was a teenager trying to prank us. Lorne has to have a stern chat with one or two every year about the purpose of the 911 emergency number.”

“Calling in false 911 reports is worth some jail time and a hefty fine,” Courtney said.

Mrs. Gerards gave her a motherly smile. “We’re a small town. I can usually tell when they’re pranking. Though reporting a fire on town hall is beyond the normal, is your refrigerator running I normally get.”

“They don’t!” Courtney stared at Mrs. Gerards. “I’ll tell the sergeant that I’d be happy to do the investigation on those. If they have to recycle those old bad jokes, then I want to chat with their parents. Just like whichever kid was pranking us tonight, trying to get in the back door of dispatch.”

“Good thing you were there, dear,” Mrs. Gerards patted Courtney’s arm. “The door locks are stout enough, but a good stern look from a constable is more than enough to force a teen miscreant into hiding.”

The fire engine rolled up, along with a couple of pickup trucks. Men in fire-department bunker gear of thick fire-resistant coat, trousers, and boots ran over and started pulling hoses from the pumper. Our fire department used volunteers to supplement the four firefighters who rotated normal duty.

“Roger,” the fire chief called into his radio. “On scene. Now, roll Port Rowan’s pumper and ladder truck.”

I looked at Mrs. Gerards. “Who’s he talking to if you, the local dispatch person, is out here?”

She grinned. “I forwarded our dispatch over to Port Rowan. All the radio towers, the phones, all of it, are going to Lynnette up there. She’ll be talking about it for days. I’ll have to ask how many rows she was able to knit while she manned the comms. She’s always knitting something. This time she might actually have to set it aside with all the commotion.”

The fire chief trotted over to Courtney. “Constable, looks like you and Willard are the only two law enforcement in town right now. Lorne is still in Fort Erie.”

“Roger that. What do you need from us?”

“Crowd control. Set a perimeter to keep the onlookers away.” His eyes scanned our little group, lingering on DeAnn. I mouthed Mundane from behind her. The chief nodded.

Another firefighter ran up. “Chief, that fire ain’t right, it might be infernal in origin.”

“An inferno!” DeAnn grimaced. “Oh, I hope you can get it under control.”

“Looks mundane to me,” the chief said, emphasizing mundane and tilting his head toward DeAnn. The firefighter’s eyes followed. He nodded, probably remembering that there was a mundane in town. The chief turned to Courtney.

“Sorry, I need Willard to go look at the blaze. Can you get this… group”—another nod toward us, but I suspected he meant DeAnn, most of all—“farther away? Set up a perimeter on the far side of the block?”

“Roger that. Come on, folks. Back across the street.” Courtney held her arms out to either side and stepped forward. I knew why the chief wanted Willard. He could fly and get above the fire. The blaze warmed the air enough that his pixie wings wouldn’t be brittle in the cold. That left Courtney as the only law enforcement officer to handle crowd control.

Once we were on the other side of the road, Courtney looked at me. “Can I trust you to stay over here and help keep everyone out of the way?”

I nodded. By now, most of the townsfolk were out of their homes and walking toward the fire. Courtney needed to get her perimeter set, however she did that.

DeAnn pointed up at the roof. “Oh. The flames are dancing on the roof. I hope they don’t set anything else on fire!”

I caught sight of a pixie trail flying around the building. Willard’s iridescent wings reflected the yellow and red light from the fire. I hoped DeAnn’s mundane eyes couldn’t tell he was in pixie form, flying around.

“Looks like they’ve got flames inside the second floor,” Gord said, pointing.

Courtney, along with several men she had drafted from the onlookers, pulled a roll of yellow mundane police CAUTION tape around the scene, on the outside of the block, across the street from the town hall.

Bert Bowie was one of the two men helping her. He took the end of fresh roll of the police tape from her and tied one end to the light pole right next to us. Courtney and the other man headed toward the far end of the block, stretching the tape out and wrapping it around every light pole along the sidewalk.

“You in town just for the fire?” Gord asked Bert.

“Nope,” Bert said.

“Come in to get in line for more donut holes? Make sure you’re first?” I asked, teasing him.

Bert grinned at me but shook his head.

“Well, why are you in town then?” Gord’s tone was exasperated. “We don’t have all night to play twenty questions.”

“Bertie wanted pizza. Now she has to wait.”

I chuckled at that. “I’m proud of you, Bert. Not that Bertie would have to wait on her food, but that you said two entire sentences in one go.”

Bert grinned at me, nodded, then trotted after Courtney. Figures she’d draft the least talkative member of our community to help her.

“That’s a crazy fire!” DeAnn said, watching the streams of water hitting the roof. I spent a moment watching and realized what she meant. As soon as the stream of water shifted to a new section, the flames erupted again.

“Come on, this way,” I tugged Gord’s arm. “I want to get down to where the chief is.”

“Your girlfriend told us to stay over here,” Gord said, shaking his head. “I’m not going to do anything to make Constable Courtney grump at me.”

“As long as we stay behind the police tape, we’ll be fine. Come on.” I pulled him down along the tape. DeAnn followed along. Finally, I found a spot where we could see past the fire truck but almost be close enough to the chief. Standing between my two friends, I cast an ears spell when DeAnn was looking away. The rumble of the pumps and engine on the truck made me have to concentrate to understand the conversation.

A flash of red and gold zipped from town hall to the far side of the truck. A few seconds later, Willard, in his medic’s uniform, donut in hand, approached the fire chief.

“It’s definitely a magical fire,” Willard told the chief. “I’d guess infernal, from the looks of its behaviour. May have a salamander on the loose.”

“That means calling in an infernal containment team from Toronto. Teleporting them is expensive. They won’t budge until we have eyes on the critter.” He stared at Willard.

The pixie nodded, then looked across the street. His eyes found mine as he took a bite of his chocolate-covered donut. Willard was a smart pixie and stepped behind the big red truck before he popped into his small form. A few seconds later, I caught the zip of red and orange heading back to the fire. I hoped Willard knew how to stay out of the fire breath of a salamander. Those weren’t smart infernals, but when they breathed, they flung fireballs around.

“Oh, I wish we could hear what that medic said,” DeAnn said next to me.

“Probably not much,” I said and elbowed Gord. “Doesn’t Willard like to watch salamanders on those nature shows?”

“Willard? Salamanders? How should I know…. Oh!” Gord’s eyes went wide. “Oh. Yes, he does. I hope we don’t have any here. That would be bad.”

“Very bad,” DeAnn agreed. “Those are cold blooded creatures. They’d perish in a Canadian winter.”

Gord’s phone vibrated. He pulled it out and rolled his eyes at the reminder alarm. “Drat. I hate to miss this, but I gotta get to bed.”

“You want us to walk back with you?” I didn’t want to, with all the action here. But I would for Gord. He’d stuck by my side all day when I really needed the company.

“Nope. I’m good.” He peered around me at DeAnn. “You going to stay with Sammi for a while?”

“Of course! You couldn’t drag me away from this.”

Gord waved and started walking back toward his house at the other end of town.

I bit my lower lip as I watched the fire scorch our town hall. Fortunately, all the buildings have fire wards on them, and the bricks on the outside of the structure were unlikely to burn. Or could they? If we actually had an infernal here, a creature from another plane of existence, could their fire consume the clay and whatever else bricks were made from?

About five minutes after Gord departed, another fire engine and a ladder truck arrived from Port Rowan. There were a few fae on the fire department in that town. My guess is they were the ones to respond to our fire, so we wouldn’t have to start blanking memories of any of the mundane firefighters. Eerie Falls was the only all fae town in this part of Ontario. Well, all fae, except for the odd tourist that came to visit, like DeAnn.

Once the second pumper got more hoses on the blaze, it seemed like we were winning the battle. A team of firefighters, pulling a hose with a wide spray of water pushed their way in the first floor. Slowly the fire died down. First on the roof, then the windows on the second floor.

“I’m amazed how those old brick buildings hardly show damage. Just a bunch of soot on the bricks.” DeAnn pointed up at the worst of the black marks on the front of the building.

Willard flew back. I barely noticed him, since the fire wasn’t reflecting off his wings now. He was smart enough to pop into his tall form behind the truck before approaching the fire chief again. I reactivated my ears spell. It wasn’t technically illegal to use it out in the open like this, when neither party hadn’t told me not to. But I still felt a little tinge of guilt listening in.

“Nothing.” Willard shook his head and reached into one of the cargo pockets on his trousers. Out came another donut. This one with the caramel-cinnamon sugar that Olivia’s donuts were known for. “Whoever summoned that infernal kept it hidden. Wonder what they were after in Town Hall?”

The fire chief gave a slight shrug. “That’s not something I need to worry about. We just need to make sure the building is sound, then figure out how the fire started. If it was an infernal, well, then we’ll start working with the team out of Toronto to figure out who did it. But even that falls to them.”

“Right.” Willard took another bite of his snack. “You need me to make another run through the building?”

“Please. Notify us of any spots we should pay attention to. Either structural damage or anything that looks like it might have been an ignition point.”

Willard popped the last bite in his mouth, nodded. Another glance at where DeAnn and I stood made him step behind the truck again before he popped into his pixie form to zip back to the drenched and sooty town hall building.

Courtney wandered up right then.

“Hey. You doing OK?” She gave me a smile but waved back toward the scene of the fire. “I was going to meet you at your place tonight. But looks like I need to be here for another couple of hours.”

“Oh, don’t worry about Sammi,” DeAnn said. “I’ll walk her back home.”

Courtney’s mouth turned down at the edges. A sign of worry. “You sure? I don’t want to have either of you out after dark by yourself?”

“You got Drake Huppe in jail up in Fort Erie, right?” I tried to show a smile, but after watching the fire, I didn’t really feel like everything was fine.

“Yeah. Judge put a hold on him until tomorrow.”

“We’ll be fine. I’ll get Sammi home, then sit with her for a while.” DeAnn grinned. “We’ve got pirate treasure to talk about. I’ve got some ideas about that.”

“Whatever you two are plotting,” Courtney said, shaking her head, “I don’t want to know. This week has been too eventful already. Don’t do anything to make it worse.”

“Who, me?” I grinned.

Courtney smiled back. “I gotta get back to work. I’ll text you when I’m off for the night.”
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DeAnn and I walked along Main Street, back toward the bookshop. Above us, we actually had cool white street lights at every corner. That gave us one right outside of Eerie Tomes.

“Hang on,” I asked DeAnn, pulling my key from my purse. Around us, the smell of the fire was dying off. Maybe I was getting used to it. I sniffed. No, it was less smoky, less noticeable.

“I will meet you at your house in about a half-hour or so,” Cleo sent to my mind. “First, a lock and alarm spell on the window. Then I’ll reinforce the fire wards. If I have any spell energy left, I’ll work on the book golem. But don’t count on the latter.”

“Did you forget something?”

I shook my head and set Cleo’s carrier in right inside the front door. She hopped out, looked at me with a wink, and trotted toward the back of the shop.

“No. But with the mice she’d been catching, I thought it would be a good night to leave her here.”

DeAnn nodded, while I pulled the door shut and relocked it. I felt the tingle of the alarm spell reactivate. I hoped Cleo wouldn’t be foreign enough to set it off. I waited a moment, watching the opaqued shop windows. To a mundane like DeAnn, the magic in the windows that caused them to go opaque would appear as if the blinds were rolled down.

Overhead, the lamplight cast a flickering amber puddle, with shadows of us on the sidewalk. I’d have to remember to pass that on to Courtney. This time of year was too cold for the pixie lamplighters to do their nightly run on the streetlights. So, they put light crystals in each street lamp. That one looked like it was close to failing. Every now and then, we got a dud.

The alarm didn’t trigger. I couldn’t sense anything out of the ordinary in the shop, so I tilted my head down the street. “Come on. I’ve got a bottle of wine calling in the fridge back at my place. We might be able to kill the bottle before Courtney gets off work.”

We wandered in silence for a moment until we came even with the papered-over windows of the Perfect Pisto restaurant. I paused, trying to see if there was a crack between the paper and the edge of the window. No such luck. The amber hue of the streetlight behind us stretched out shadows long down the concrete sidewalk.

“So, who killed Carlos?” DeAnn asked, her voice quiet in the night. Behind us, on the other side of the street and back a block, I heard the din of the bar patrons at Darcy’s when someone opened the pub door. The sound died off a second later as the door closed.

“I feel like that’s the wrong question,” I said, shaking my head. “Something about his murder makes it seem like it’s not the real mystery.”

“You mean the treasure?”

I turned to look at her. The way the amber light from the streetlight framed her made me think of the fire we just witnessed. My mouth dropped open as the last piece of the mystery clicked into place. Maybe. I needed to confirm one last detail.

“I know what the treasure is. Come on. We need to talk to the fire chief.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and then fished for my earbuds. I found one and pushed it into my ear.

The smell of the fire drifted in. Stronger than what we had a block back by the bookshop. My tummy flipped right as the door to the Perfect Pisto opened. Claire stood there, pistol in hand.

A hand reached around me and snatched the phone from my grasp. “Give me that.”

“Inside, both of you,” Claire growled.

Freddy pushed me. I stumbled into DeAnn, who stood, shocked, staring at the muzzle of the gun.

“Inside,” Another push from Freddy.

DeAnn stumbled inside, pulled by Claire. Freddy shoved me. I turned enough to spy another gun in his hand. Claire spun the bolt on the door, locking us in with them.

“You two just have to keep snooping around,” Claire muttered. She looked at me. “You said you know where the treasure is. Well, spill it.”

“What is the meaning of this?” DeAnn collapsed into one of the wooden chairs in the Mediterranean themed dining room. We’d stumbled into the room far enough she sat right next to the square fireplace in the centre of the room. The author’s eyes darted back between the brother and sister duo. “Oh! My! This is the big reveal! How exciting! The perps corner the amateur sleuth and I’m here to witness it. This will be so exciting in my book.”

That made me shake my head. “I don’t believe they intend to let us live long enough for you to write the ending.”

Freddy jerked my purse down my arm. His pistol waved me over toward DeAnn. My eyes fell on his singed coat. That was the smell of smoke I’d caught a moment before.

DeAnn’s eyes went wide. “But the sleuth always has an ace up her sleeve. A way to get us out of this.”

I rolled my eyes as Claire laughed.

Freddy shoved me again, and my klutz curse kicked in. I fell, barely catching myself before my head smacked full into the ceramic log behind the mesh curtain hanging from the metal hood and chimney over the fireplace. A whiff of brimstone filled my nose, and I tried not to breathe. I stared at the dancing amber flame of the pilot light, waiting on its chance to light up the room.

“If only,” I muttered, pushing myself up and bumping my smart watch in the process, “I’d had the time to… call Courtney.”

My eyes shifted to the table where my phone lay face down. They snapped over to Freddy, smirking, who stepped forward and slapped me across my face, sending my lone earbud flying.

“Freddy. Enough,” Claire barked. “You almost burned yourself once tonight trying to light that thing. Stay away from the fireplace.”

“Look,” I said, holding my hands up. I used my right to rub my cheek. That would sting. Nothing felt broken, fortunately. “Claire, I have no idea why you dragged us into your restaurant at gunpoint. Or why your brother just slapped me. Unless, it was you that killed Carlos.”

“Oh!” DeAnn said. She flashed me a smile but kept her eyes on Freddy’s gun. “The big reveal. Tell us. Who committed the murder? Was it Freddy? It was him, wasn’t it?”

I looked at the brother. He smirked.

“It wasn’t you, was it, Freddy,” I said, keeping my hands up where Claire and Freddy could both see them. Right next to my face. “Even though Claire tried to get you to kill her ex, you just didn’t have that in you. Right?”

“I ain’t no killer.”

“Well, that’s not technically an admission of guilt,” DeAnn chuckled. “It is a double negative but an unintentional one.”

“Double what-is?” Freddy pointed his gun at her. “You’re so smart, tell her. I ain’t no killer.”

“No.” I shook my head. “You were the distraction in the alley. You were arguing with Carlos about the treasure. Told him you and Claire had figured out he was close to getting it. And you needed a cut to pay off your gambling debt.”

“Quiet!” Freddy spun, gun raised, ready to backhand me with it.

“Freddy!” Claire’s voice cut through the restaurant from behind him. She stepped forward, out of the shadow where she’d been leaning against the hostess desk. Her own pistol barely reflected the light off its dark black form. “Miss Cupertino is so smart. Let her finish her tale. I’m curious what she thinks happened.”

“It was you, Claire, your hands wrapped around that stone trophy. You loved the feel of its cold, smooth surface as you smashed it into your ex’s head.”

“Yes. It felt so good.” She almost purred. “But why would I kill him?”

“He knew.” I shrugged. Even though my arms were aching, I kept them up. Hands right next to my face. “Carlos told you he’d already found the treasure, and wouldn’t share it with you to pay off your debts.”

“She knows too much,” Freddy growled, his hand going back again. “She knows you bashed that Spanish twerp’s skull in.”

“Freddy! Shush!” Claire’s voice was a hiss.

“Nice one, Freddy!” DeAnn laughed. “You just confessed and implicated your sister as the main perp.”

“The one flaw with that idea,” Claire said with a chuckle, “is that you’re the only witnesses to hear it.”

I bit my lower lip. “You have no intention of letting us leave your restaurant alive.”

“Oh, you’ll leave, all right.” Claire let a smirk settle on her face. “We can’t have another murder or two littering our reputation. Of course, once you tell us where the treasure from The Perilous Puffin is buried, we’ll dig it up and drop your bodies back in the hole.”

“But why did you have to kill Carlos?” DeAnn shook her head. “If he knew where the treasure was? Surely your greed wasn’t enough to kill him. Not when he was the one who knew where to find the treasure.”

“Grisha,” I said with a chuckle. “The family business is deep in debt to the mob. What happened? Did you try to steal some of the booze you were running for them? Is that why their enforcer came and roughed up your brother? A reminder that you owe far more than you can pay? You knew he had a map of the area. Pilfered that from his cabin later. Just like you grabbed the VFW pin from Jonathan’s Marine Corps hat.”

Claire paled at that.

“I’m correct, right?”

“I’ll get that Morosov when he’s not looking.” Freddy growled and pulled another magazine for his pistol from his jacket pocket. He waved it to emphasize his statement. “Silver bullets for the shifter in here. Just didn’t have them with me earlier. Won’t make that mistake, again. All my ammo is silver, now.”

“Freddy, shut up,” Claire berated her brother.

“What? It’s your fault we’re in this mess. You killed Carlos before I could squeeze the treasure out of him. Another minute and I’d have had him talking. Even if he did call you a rich b–”

“Be quiet fool!”

“We’re going to kill these two bimbos.” Freddy stepped toward DeAnn and used his gun’s muzzle to raise her chin. She shut her eyes tight, and a tremble rippled through her. “You said so yourself. All because you can’t run a business and want to keep trying to steal from the weresharks.”

“What I want to know,” I said, trying to draw Freddy’s attention away from my friend. “Where did you find Drake Huppe’s hockey pin? Did you steal it when he tried to bully you into paying him?”

“That simpleton?” Claire laughed. “He tried to scare me, even taking off his coat so he could flex his muscles. Freddy was in the alley and came in behind him. Your bully threw a punch at Freddy and got shoved into the wall. His pin must have popped loose. I found it on the floor right after he left.”

“So, you planted it under the desk in our bookshop. Just like you planted the Colonel’s pin in the alley when you moved the car for Courtney.” I nodded, happy that my suspicion had been confirmed. “But why search our place?”

“I overheard my ex muttering about treasure while we were on the puffin hunt. When I pushed him to come up with more money for this place, Carlos told me he’d found confirmation of the treasure from that ship. The next thing I knew, he was married to that pixie and refused to talk about the treasure again.”

Claire stepped up close to me, the business end of her pistol aimed right at me. “Where is the treasure? We might let you live if it’s big enough to pay off those thieving weresharks.”

I slowly turned, putting my back to her, and stared at the dancing flame next to the ceramic log. If I was wrong, this was going to go very bad.

DeAnn recovered enough from her brush with Freddy’s gun to pay attention to Claire’s words. “Did you say pixie? Like a Tinkerbell pixie?”

Claire ignored her. “I want to know what the treasure is, and where it lays.”

“The treasure isn’t a what,” I said, nudging the magical mesh screen around the fireplace. The one designed to keep sparks and magical creatures inside the fireplace. I pulled it open and stepped aside. “And she’s right here.”

A flame darted out of the mesh and slammed into Claire, setting her fashionable T3 branded blouse ablaze. Claire squealed in fright, dropped her gun, slapping at the flames. Freddy spun, and I poked a foot out. He tripped, sending his gun flying. I knew better than to grab at it. With my curse, I’d end up shooting a friend.

DeAnn snatched the pistol out of the air, wrong end toward her. Her smile of triumph fell, seeing the muzzle aimed at her. She plunked the pistol down on a table.

The front door burst open, Courtney, her pistol in hand, spun in. “Police, Freeze!”

Behind us, Willard, mimicked Courtney, his own pistol aimed at Claire. He holstered his weapon, grabbed the fire extinguisher, and blasted Claire with a white cloud.

Beyond Claire, Brigitte Gallo popped tall, the flames around her dying out around her bright red hair.


CHAPTER 25
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Cleo hopped up into my lap at Darcy’s bar an hour later.

“Really, dear. If you’re going to get almost killed, would you tell me before it happens?”

“Sorry,” I muttered, then turned back to Jonathan. He sat next to Gramps and Betty Grindlespool.

“Sorry for what, sweetie?” Betty asked.

“Oh, just about everything.” I grinned, stroking Cleo’s head. “My cat gave me a look like she was mad at me for leaving her at the shop.”

“Well, you did almost get killed trying to bring in those two crooks.” Betty’s eyes were wide.

Next to her, Gramps chuckled. “They actually tried to get her, not the other way around. But Sammi takes after her grandmother. That woman was always getting into one mess after another. I was forever having to get her out of trouble.”

“Hah! His memory is as spotty as ever. He was the one setting off traps in those old wizard lairs.”

I tried to keep a straight face. This could get awkward if I had both my grandparents arguing without Gramps knowing Grams was here.

Jonathan raised his to-go cup but paused before sipping his drink. “Did the inspector say when DeAnn was going to be released?”

“Any time,” I said with a shrug. “They just need to make sure the memory alteration spell is holding. She’s got a slightly different memory implanted. No flaming pixie flying to our rescue. Just Courtney and Willard busting in with pistols drawn.”

“Setting Claire’s fancy clothes ablaze was the perfect touch,” Jonathan grinned and raised his cup in salute to me. “How’d you realize that Carlos’s widow was really a flame pixie?”

“The sailor’s reports. Gramps found an interview with a deckhand from the old Puffin ship. They mentioned that the captain wanted to retire with his treasure. Not spend it, not hide it. When I realized that Captain Korey had a flame pixie working in his crew, setting the ship alight…”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Betty said. “How did she set the ship on fire, but the boat survived? Isn’t everything on a wooden sailing ship flammable?”

“That’s the best thing about flame pixies,” Gramps said, reaching out to pat my hand. “Sammi must have remembered some of our teaching about magical fae. Only an infernal, or a fae with an infernal connection, could make fire that didn’t consume its target. Fire pixies, like salamander demons, burn with an inner energy. They can set fire on something, and the fire doesn’t damage it.”

I smiled agreement with Gramps and gave a nod to Colonel Bruce. “Carlos and Brigitte weren’t trying to find puffins in your sector at the puffin rescue. They were trying to find the other half of the control gem Brigitte needed. Flame pixies need a magical focus to regulate their flames and not set everything ablaze. The focus was a gem. Captain Korey died, wearing the ring that held the gem, and that old sailor who Mr. Grindlespool interviewed had it. Carlos was helping Brigitte retrieve it. The map that we saw Claire and Freddy with in the pizza place was of the puffin rescue sectors. They’d been trying to find the sailor that robbed Captain Korey.”

Colonel Bruce leaned forward, a look of disbelief on his face. “Carlos wasn’t cheating?”

I shook my head. “He might have been a cad, but he actually fell in love with Brigitte and helped her recover what she needed to keep her fire magic under control. When she and Captain Korey married a few centuries ago, they had the gem split and put in their wedding rings. After he died, she only had half of her focus gem in her ring. That wasn’t enough for total control over her flames. Whenever she felt the magic threatening to break loose, she flew out to sea and unleashed it where it couldn’t harm anyone. And she shaped her flames into the form she knew best.”

“The Perilous Puffin, the ship she was first mate on.” Colonel Bruce nodded. “That’s why there are reports of people seeing the ghost ship.”

Courtney wandered in right then, wearing normal clothing instead of her uniform. I waved her over. We had a six-top table, so there was plenty of room. Colonel Bruce shifted one chair over, so my girlfriend could sit next to me.

“Lorne finally let you stop working?”

She grinned and slid her chair close to me. I reached out under the table and found her hand reaching for mine.

“I still have a ton of paperwork to do in the morning.” Courtney waved to the server and ordered a drink.

“You seem to be one of the heroes of the evening,” Colonel Bruce said. “Rushing in to save the girls before they were shot.”

“Well, I’d love to claim credit for that, but…” Courtney turned and smiled at me. “I’ve got a smart girlfriend. Smart enough to call me through her smart watch, then keep it active so I could hear the perps confess to their crimes.”

“When Freddy slapped me, the earbud fell out, so I wasn’t sure if Courtney was hearing everything or not. She’d just picked up the phone and was scolding me for calling her.”

“Sorry about that, Sammi,” she said, squeezing my hand under the table.

“Forgiven.” I leaned into her. “I knew better than to call, unless I was in dire straits. And we were. Did you get anything else from Brigitte? Is she going to be charged?”

Courtney shrugged. “That’s up to the Crown Attorney for the district. Though even Inspector Robert said he could see why she tried to break in to the constable’s office to get at the gem.”

“The ring!” Colonel Bruce snapped his fingers. “Carlos’s ring had the other half of her focus gem.”

“Exactly. And she was unable to leave until she got the ring returned. It was being held as evidence until the inspector released Carlos’ personal effects.”

Courtney shook her head. “If we had known she needed it, we could have rushed a request up the chain of command.”

“I suspect,” Gramps said, “she probably thought she could control her flames. The ghost ship was only spotted once or twice a year before this. I wonder why her flame energy was so close to breaking out?”

That made me shake my head. “She’d just lost a second husband. Both murdered. Her emotional state wasn’t good for maintaining tight control of her magic. I kept smelling brimstone. I put it down to Huppe’s truck or dirty furnaces. It was really Brigitte’s innate magic threatening to break out.”

Betty looked at me, her head cocked with a puzzled look. “How did she manage to keep from setting the town on fire, then?”

“She’d been hiding out in fireplaces across town, eavesdropping on conversations.” I tilted my head back toward the direction of the pizza place. “She even hid in the pizza oven at Eerie Slice, trying to burn off some of her magic. And in our bookshop fireplaces. That’s why I had to turn the thermostat so low. She was pumping out excess heat trying to stay in control of her magic. And eavesdropping on our conversations.”

“You mean she was dropping down chimneys and dancing around in fireplaces, just to listen to conversations?”

I nodded. “Claire had set wards to specifically keep Brigitte away from her, but she didn’t realize that Brigitte was Captain Korey’s lover and wife. So, she never knew Brigitte was a flame pixie and could get in through the chimneys. If it weren’t for the flame wards on the wire netting across the front of the fireplaces, she could have flown out of the fireplace and helped earlier.”

Colonel Bruce tapped the table, thinking. “So, where was the gem all those years she was ashore, after The Puffin sank?”

Gramps leaned forward and pulled the moleskin book from his jacket pocket. “We’d just found another interview Betty’s husband had written. Seems that Dustin Reese was a bit of a cad, as pirates often are. The other sailor said he suspected Reese of shooting the captain himself and pilfering the body. If we’d known that earlier, we might have pieced together the bit about the control focus being in the ring.”

“We would have needed to understand that Brigitte was a flame pixie,” Colonel Bruce said, shaking his head. “That must be why Carlos was on Reese Street during the puffin rescue, then.”

I nodded. “Brigitte said the ring was in the possession of Reese’s nephew, who had inherited his uncle’s box of sea memorabilia. Carlos returned after you chased him off and purchased the ring. Brigitte gifted it to him during their wedding. A sign of her love. She had no idea he’d be murdered, and the ring placed in the evidence locker at town hall.”

“However did you figure out the pixie was hiding inside the restaurant ready to come to your aid?” The colonel asked, watching me.

“The streetlights.” I grinned and raised my cup for a sip.

Colonel Bruce tilted his head, eyes narrowed in confusion.

I smiled. “This time of year, when the lamplighter pixies can’t fly due to the cold weather, the streetlights are just a cool white light spell. I noticed, when we stood outside the restaurant, that the lights were shedding amber light. The colour of flames. Brigitte had recovered Carlos’s ring in the fire and was following me. She’d listened enough to our conversations to know that DeAnn and I were actively interested in solving the murder of her husband.”

“Captain Korey or Carlos?” Betty asked.

“Carlos,” I said. “She and Carlos had already uncovered that Dustin Reese had shot Captain Korey in the last battle. His nephew said Reese died almost penniless, even though he’d convinced the town to name a street after him.”

“What about that poor pixie?” Betty asked. “I mean, Brigitte didn’t have much choice. She needed that ring back or poof! Her energy was going to leak and burn everything around her.”

Courtney nodded. “She did a good job of keeping the fire under control. Town hall only has soot marks and water damage. Once she realized she had to vent a bunch of energy earlier tonight, she used the flames to get us out of town hall, so she could burn her way into the evidence locker. The ring with the gem was the only thing she took.”

“And the locker was the only damage?”

Courtney nodded. “Apart from the water damage and soot marks on the bricks. We’ve got a pookah team in from Toronto to restore the place. It should be back to normal tomorrow.”

Pookahs were our small elvish fae. For being only two feet tall, they could clean like the dickens. Each fae race, other than the human-style like me and Gramps, had a specialty. The pookahs were excellent in house and garden magic.

“And Claire and Freddy?” Colonel Bruce looked at Courtney, an eyebrow raised in question.

My girlfriend grinned and squeezed my hand. “I hit record on my phone and have a nice recording of their confessions. If I were to predict their fate, they’ll plead out and get sentences of several years. Claire more than Freddy, since she was the actual killer. I missed hearing your report to the Inspector. How did you know Claire was the murderer?”

I grinned and held up my hand, palm towards me. “Her manicure. It was perfect at the puffin dinner. But when she drummed her fingers on the counter two days later, she had one nail much shorter than the rest.”

“Broke a nail, killing her ex.” Betty Grindlespoon chuckled. “That’s karma for you! I hope those two rot in jail.”

I turned to Courtney. “Are they talking about the weresharks? Claire had to be majorly in debt to them.”

Courtney shook her head. “If you were deep in debt to the mob, would you rat them out?”

“I suppose not if I wanted to keep my health.” Thinking back to the wereshark in my bookshop and his two western novels, I repressed a shiver. It was difficult to not remember the sight of his pleasant smile and what those white teeth would look like if he shifted into his half-shark form.

“Probably a good idea not to spend too much time with weresharks,” Colonel Bruce said.

“I never gamble,” I said with a shake of my head. “The only time I’ve met a wereshark was when one came in to purchase a couple of books.”

“It’s probably best that way,” Colonel Bruce turned to Courtney. “Did Freddy say if it was that fellow who helped him slip earlier?”

Courtney shook her head. “Freddy isn’t talking. And if he did say anything, I couldn’t repeat it. We want this case to be open and shut now that we’ve got confessions.”

DeAnn came through the door right then. She saw us and waved, heading in our direction.

“That nice Inspector Robert dropped me off. I feel so much better knowing he’s looking out for us.” DeAnn smiled. “He was so polite and helpful after those two… people!” I got the feeling she wanted to use a not-so-polite term. “After Claire and her brother tried to shoot us.”

The author sat in the open chair between Colonel Bruce and Courtney. She turned toward my girlfriend. “Thank you so much for coming to our rescue.”

“Well, when Sammi calls with a couple of murderers holding her at gunpoint, what else was I supposed to do?”

“You are so going to be in my next book.” DeAnn grinned, then poked Colonel Bruce. “You too. You and your sandals have got to be written up. How do your feet stay warm in this weather?”

“I’m a Marine, ma’am. We don’t pay attention to the cold.”

I looked at Courtney, suppressing a grin. She rolled her lips in, biting off her own chuckle, then looked at me.

“You mind if I walk you home, Sammi Cupertino?”

I smiled. “Not at all. Is this an official police escort?”

“Well, you’ve stirred up enough trouble for one night,” Courtney laughed, standing and pulling her coat off the back of the chair. “Maybe I can keep you out of trouble for a few hours.”

“She’s got a bottle of wine chilling in the fridge,” DeAnn said. “We were going to open it but got distracted.”

“Wine?” Courtney raised an eyebrow, looking at me.

“Want to help me celebrate? At my place?” I asked as I pulled on my coat.

“Sure. What are we celebrating?”

“My awesome girlfriend who shows up in the nick of time, guns out, ready to smack down the bad guys.”

“Hmmm… Are sure you’ve got the right girlfriend?”

“Yep,” I said, leaning in for a quick kiss. “I’m sure.”
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There’s more! Another secret chapter is available to my newsletter subscribers at: https://BookHip.com/LQVVTBH

If you’re not a subscriber, you can sign up, and unsubscribe at any time.

Sammi and the Eerie Falls gang will return soon. Follow me on Amazon to be notified of new releases. https://www.amazon.com/stores/Alyn-Troy/author/B082RKX8JF
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