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	WHEN KIP GETS himself in serious trouble, a strange spirit enters the house—one that at first poses as Santa Claus. But beneath that jolly exterior lies a dark creature from legend and lore. Join Emerald O’Brien for the holidays, as she battles both psychic turbulence as well as the demons every mother faces when her child lands in trouble with the law.

	



	


Chapter 1
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	IT WAS THREE weeks till Christmas and the first snowfall of the season was hitting hard. We usually got a dusting of snow, or a few inches, but this year it was particularly chilly and the meteorologists were talking about something going on with the jet stream and La Niña and how we’d better brace for a whopper of a storm. So Joe made sure that we were well stocked with wood for the fireplace, and we had changed out all of the windows for double-paned ones, and made certain the furnace was cleaned and working well.

	It still boggled my mind how willing Joe was to tackle the chores. Being married to someone who was interested in what was going on at home—someone who wanted to be in a partnership as opposed to a dictatorship—was proving to be a new experience for me. I was still getting used to the changes that had taken place over the past year or so.

	On late Friday afternoon, I was almost finished with the last of the tree ornaments. Well, trees. We had two of them, an artificial one in the living room, which was eight feet tall, and then a large spruce in the front yard that we had to use a huge ladder to reach the top of. That one, Joe and the kids took care of. I wasn’t all that comfortable creeping fifteen feet up a ladder.

	As I hung two perfect satin owls on the tree, Kip came racing in.

	“Mom? Mom!” He skidded to a halt as I gave him the no-running-in-the-house look.

	I stared at my son, catching my breath as I realized how fast he was growing up. He was only eleven, but he had undergone a growth spurt and shot up three inches over the past few months. He was almost normal height now. He’d never been tall and I doubted he ever would be, but he was lanky and lean and looking like a gangly preteen now.

	“What’s shaking, kiddo?” I smiled. Kip had really blossomed since Joe and I had walked down the aisle. I hadn’t seen my son this happy in a long time. Miranda—my fifteen-year-old daughter—barely batted an eyelash as Joe had moved in. But Joe meant the world to Kip, providing the father figure he had wanted for so long. Roy, his birth father, was doing better but he would never be the father who would teach Kip to be a good man. He just didn’t have the dad gene. But I had to hand it to Roy. He had managed to stay in rehab for six months and though he was still battling with his alcoholism, he was trying.

	“Mom, I heard something in the basement.” Kip cocked his head, watching as I tried to squeeze another dozen ornaments onto the tree. I decorated like a fiend and woe be anybody who got between me and my ornament obsession.

	I paused, the glittering orb suddenly heavy in my hand. “Something…or some…thing?” Life had quieted down for some time on the astral level. Either that or I had just been so busy I hadn’t noticed anything going on. But neither spook nor spirit had raised its ugly head during the past six months. Even down at my tea shop—the Chintz ‘n China—the tarot readings had been easy, and life blessedly uneventful.

	Slowly, I set the orb back on the coffee table, making sure it didn’t roll off onto the floor. I draped my arm around Kip’s shoulders and led him over to the sofa. He squirmed a little but let me sit next to him. Yeah, he was growing up, all right.

	“I think…thing, Mom. There’s something down there.”

	Damn it! I tried so hard to ward the house and keep the nasties at bay. “When did you first feel it? And is it…are you afraid?”

	My son was as psychic as I was. I had taken him in hand a few years back after an astral entity had briefly possessed him and started teaching him how to ward and shield himself. It had proven to be an easy task, given that Kip took to magic readily. Miranda, on the other hand, wanted very little to do with that side of my life. Her focus was up among the stars. She wanted to be an astronomer. Or maybe an astronaut. She hadn’t fully decided yet.

	Kip tipped his head to the side. After a moment, he shrugged. “Kind of. It doesn’t feel all that friendly and I know that whatever it is, it doesn’t belong in the basement. I think there might be more than one, though. The second one feels darker. Denser?” He frowned. “Like gravy that’s too thick.”

	Dense energy usually meant “low” energy, which meant energy vibrating at a level that could be dangerous. And that meant I’d have to go investigate and, quite possibly, kick some ghostly ass. But the ghost busting would have to wait because we were ready for dinner, and I wanted to finish the tree. As long as nobody was actively trying to scare us out of house and home, I wasn’t about to let them interfere with our routine.

	“Dinner!” Joe’s voice rang out from the kitchen. He was a better cook than I was, though I could manage enough to fill my family’s stomachs without too much complaint.

	I stood and held out my hand, pulling him to his feet. “Oof, you’re getting big, kiddo. How dare you grow up on me!”

	“I can’t wait till the other guys stop picking on me because I’m short.”

	“Yeah, I understand. Well, just don’t get too big for your mother, okay?” I nodded toward the kitchen. “Come on. Let’s go eat.”

	He gave me a quick hug. He’d always been short and thin, but now he was four-foot-five. I still had a few inches on him but give him another year and he’d be as tall as I was. Yes, my Kipling was growing up.

	“What are your plans for the evening? You want to help me put up garland?”

	He flushed. “Can we do that tomorrow? I’d like to help, but I want to go over to Sly’s after dinner.”

	“Kip, you know how I feel about that. You were over there last night.”

	The flush turned into a frown. “But Mom, we’re working on a project together.”

	I let out a long sigh. Sly, his best friend, was also a juvenile delinquent in the making. The pair had gotten in a lot of trouble through the years, bouncing off one another in ever-escalating fiascos. So far, the worst had been breaking windows in an abandoned house, and trying to be junior-size con men by shaving the fur off Sly’s dog and selling it as monster fur. But I was worried that one of these days their exploits would overstep the boundaries of high jinks. Kip promised that he’d be on his best behavior, but I knew how easily my son was swayed into stupid stunts.

	“Okay, but be home by eight-thirty. Not a minute later than that, you understand? And if he’s alone, I want you to call me and tell me so that I know.” Sly’s mother didn’t keep track of her kid, and I worried about the boy, but there wasn’t much I could do. The one time I tried to talk to Katherine she had blown me off like a bothersome mosquito.

	We entered the kitchen, where Joe was setting a roast and mashed potatoes and salad on the table. A fireman, he worked four days on, three days off at the firehouse. Tomorrow, he’d be heading back to work, but when he was home, he enjoyed taking over the cooking.

	As we gathered around the table, Miranda came bouncing in.

	“Hey, I can’t believe I made thirty bucks today tutoring the Jameson kid in math. He’s not dumb, but he hates to study.” She slid into a chair.

	“Got plans for your windfall?” I asked.

	She laughed as Joe handed her the juice. “College fund. Scholarships are nice and I know I’ll get one, but I’m not about to let anything go to chance.”

	With that, we began to pass around the dishes, discussing our days over the clink of forks on china. After dinner, Kip took off for Sly’s house, and Miranda headed out for the library to meet with her study group.

	Joe turned to me. “We have the evening free.” He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.

	I grinned. “I’d love to hop into bed with you, but first, I have to look into a potential problem.” I told him what Kip had said.

	“Are you sure?” He wrapped his arms around me and pressed his lips to mine in a slow, fiery kiss. I was thirty-eight, Joe was twenty-eight, and we hadn’t moved out of the hot-for-each-other stage, even after a couple of years. Deciding the ghosts could wait, I took his hand and led him upstairs.
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	AFTER A QUICK shower, I slipped into jeans and a sweatshirt and headed down to the basement. Joe offered to come with me, but it was easier if I went alone. That way I could suss out what was going on without anybody else’s energy intruding. And Joe had plenty of energy, not all of it aimed at the bedroom. He might not be what he thought of as psychic, but my husband could definitely sense the paranormal.

	I made sure to wear my sneakers. I liked going barefoot, but the basement was littered with stray nails and splinters and I had no desire to accidentally impale myself. Joe used the shed out back when he was repairing or building stuff, but basements were like packrats. They tended to accumulate odds and ends that should have been tossed in the garbage.

	The basement ceiling had a row of bare light bulbs, but two of the four were dark. I had started buying the energy-efficient bulbs, but in our house they seldom made it as long as the claims promised. But that was par for the course. Most mediums and psychics found electronics and gadgets had a tendency to fail on them when most needed. Something about our energy not meshing well with the electrical energy.

	I reached the bottom stair and paused, closing my eyes as I tried to get a feel for what Kip had sensed. As I closed my eyes, I heard the faintest of movements. Maybe a mouse? But with four cats—Samantha and her now-grown kittens, Nigel, Nebula, and Noël—we rarely had any problem with rodents. Or bugs. Or leftovers, if we forgot to put them away in the fridge.

	I listened more closely, tuning out everything else.

	Joe was upstairs. He was doing the dishes, humming as he worked. Samantha was standing at the top of the basement stairs, peeking down. Her babies were tumbling through the house, full-grown but still enthralled with playtime.

	I lowered myself deeper.

	There… Beneath the bustle of daily life, I could hear it.

	The sound of someone. Not breathing, but a rustling in the still currents of the air. Darkness wrapped up in a pretty package? Or just a simple lump of coal?

	I opened my eyes and slowly headed in the direction of the energy.

	Kip was right. Something was lurking in our basement and it wasn’t any of our usual suspects. My grandmother, Nanna, showed up a lot. She had started teaching me magic when I was knee-high to her apron. By the time she died, I had learned a lot but apparently she had decided I still needed her. Or she missed me. Or missed my kids. Whatever the case, I was grateful she’d decided to hang around, because she had been a huge help.

	I skirted a bare post. Joe had been meaning to finish the basement, but time seemed to get away from us. We hardly ever used the space except for storage, and while it wasn’t totally made up of exposed beams and Sheetrock, it easily passed for the standard creepy hole beneath the house. Supporting beams created three separate rooms, with bare drywall defining the walls. Joe was renovating the space to create a media room that we’d actually use, a powder room, and a dedicated storage space, but it was taking time since he was doing all the work himself except for hiring in electricians and plumbers.

	As I slipped in between the various trunks and boxes, the energy grew thicker and the hairs on the back of my arms began to stand up. Oh yes. There was definitely something here. I paused, hesitantly reaching out to find out whether this energy was dangerous. My home and life had been invaded too many times by freak show entities. I wasn’t about to let it happen again.

	I peeked around a beam that was close to the back wall and froze. What the hell? I couldn’t be seeing this right. Maybe I had had too much eggnog earlier, but then again, I never spiked my nog. I didn’t drink anything stronger than espresso. Lots of espresso, yes, but caffeine wasn’t on the same level as alcohol. Blinking, I rubbed my eyes and looked again.

	There, standing by the back wall of the basement, was a rather demented-looking Santa Claus. He wasn’t fully materialized. He was definitely spectral, but nonetheless, he appeared to be Santa. A large, rotund man with a long white beard, wearing a bright red outfit and cap and black boots…and…he was staring straight at me. Only instead of a twinkle in his eye, I detected a hint of red, and instead of a smile beneath that beard and moustache, he looked like he wanted to throw me across the room. His face shifted and for a moment I thought it was a mask, but—

	I debated on what to do. I could stand my ground and try to find out what the hell he wanted, or I could turn and run. Except that would make him think I was afraid of him. Which I was, but I didn’t want him to know that. After all, I was the town witch; I was known for interacting with ghosties and beasties of all sorts. Most important, this was my home and nobody was going to traipse through it without my permission. So I sucked in a deep breath, standing my ground, and waited to see what his next move would be.

	Santa Ghost arched his eyebrows and then, without a word, he came barreling toward me. I shrieked and jumped out of the way just in time for him to slam right through the beam I had been standing in front of. As I leaped out of the way, another figure caught my eye.

	Oh great. Not only Santa Ghost, but one of his demented elves. A spirit dressed in green with red-striped socks and a feathered hat, and pointy ears to boot. A Christmas elf. He was just as misty as Santa Ghost, but instead of snarling at me, he waved me over his way with a concerned look on his face.

	A glance over my shoulder showed that Santa Ghost was headed toward me again. He would reach me in about ten seconds.

	The elf pointed toward the stairs as he jumped between me and Santa. I ran like hell. As I hit the bottom stair, I heard a groan as Santa Ghost passed through the elf and they both vanished. I gave it one more fraction of a second, then headed back up the stairs convinced I’d either lost my mind, or that we’d entered the parallel universe where Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer and Hermey the Elf were real, and Santa Claus’s evil twin had taken over.

	



	


Chapter 2
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	“SO, WHAT’S GOING on?” Joe was finishing hanging the last of the stockings over the mantel. He turned as I entered the room, then frowned. “You look as though you’ve seen a… Damn it, you have, haven’t you?”

	I nodded, unsure of what to say. How was I going to tell him that Santa was hanging out in our basement? Pardon me, Santa’s ghost. And that he seemed a lot more naughty than nice.

	“What is it this time? Or should I ask, who? And do they want you to solve their murder?”

	I shook my head, still trying to make heads or tails of what had happened.

	“Then what is it? Em, you’re making me nervous, honey.” He put down the hammer and nails and crossed to my side, where he pulled me into his arms and kissed my forehead. “It’s not like you to be so quiet.”

	That I did respond to. “You think I talk a lot, huh?” But I laughed, grateful for the break in tension. I let out a deep breath as I leaned against his chest, his musky scent making me feel safe and protected.

	He laughed. “No, but you usually don’t look white as a sheet, either. Now tell me, what was down there? Do we have to worry?” He led me over to the sofa and I followed him, holding his hand. As we sat down, I gave him a long look.

	“How much do you love me?”

	He frowned. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to want to hear what you have to say?”

	“Because you aren’t going to want to hear what I have to say. And there’s no good way to tell you what I saw so I’m just going to come out with it. I warn you, you’re going to think your wife’s gone off the deep end and you might just be right.”

	“That doesn’t make me feel any better.” Joe slowly disentangled himself and took my hands. “What is it? We can handle whatever it is together.”

	“I hope so!” I let out a short laugh. “We have a very mean ghost in our basement who looks like Santa Claus.”

	A pause. Then, Joe blinked once, twice, and a third time.

	“It gets better,” I said.

	He cleared his throat. “Oh? I’m not sure if I can handle better.”

	“Well, shoulder up, dude, because you have to.”

	“What else, then?”

	“There’s also a ghostly elf down there who intervened when Santa Ghost tried to barrel through me. He gave me time to get away. He looks a lot like Hermey, the dentist elf from Rudolph.”

	“Hermey?”

	“The elf. Remember? He wanted to be a dentist. He was a misfit.”

	The look on Joe’s face was priceless. I wished I’d had my cell phone with me because I would have snapped a picture and uploaded it to our family Instagram account. I told him everything that had happened. When I finished, he cleared his throat again before responding.

	“Let me get this straight. We have two ghosts in the basement, Santa and an elf. And Santa tried to attack you and the elf darted in and gave you the chance to escape?”

	“That’s about right.”

	“Okay, then. Well, you’re right. That’s not something you hear everyday. Should I go down and take a look?” Joe’s psychic abilities had come into play more than once, though he still maintained he was head-blind. But he knew that I didn’t joke about the supernatural and, even though he was obviously dumbfounded by my news, he accepted what I said. I could always count on him to believe me.

	I shrugged. “I think you should wait until I can figure out what these things are. Obviously, it can’t be the actual Santa Claus, if there is one. And as for elves, I doubt they look like that. They have to be something else. But I have no clue of how powerful either one of these spirits are, and we don’t want to find out the hard way.”

	And with that, I headed upstairs. I had work to do.
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	MY MATERNAL GRANDMOTHER had taught me the family traditions from the time I could reach her knees. Nanna had been a witch by birth, although she seldom uttered the word “magic” and never once called herself that. But our traditions went back a long way, and she had left me her trunk full of tools and trinkets. Nanna had taught me to read the cards when I was a teenager, and now I read for my customers down at the Chintz ‘n China.

	I pulled out the trunk she had left me. It had a false bottom in it. As I unlocked the case I remembered the first time I had seen it.
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	NANNA HAD LIVED with my parents when I was little. My mother had gone to work in my father’s store, and Grandma took care of my sister Rose and me. My father had constantly complained about what he called the peasant-food smell, but beneath all the griping, he was grateful for her help. But his mother had gone to war against her. The War of the Grandmothers, I called it. Grandma McGrady was lace-curtain Catholic, and she was certain that Nanna was going to ruin us and send us all to hell, if she didn’t poison us first with her cooking. Rose had taken after the McGradys, but I had clung to Nanna. And Nanna was my champion.

	One day, Nanna had called me into her room and she pressed her finger against her lips. “Hush, and shut the door.”

	I did, then wandered over to her bed, where she was sitting with a beautiful trunk next to her feet. She motioned for me to sit down beside her. “Watch.” She carefully reached inside the trunk—which held several folded aprons—and pointed to a spot near the corner. Another moment and she had triggered a hidden latch. She lifted the bottom out of the trunk and I saw several beautiful pendants, a dagger, and other odds and ends.

	“Emerald, you must remember this. One day, this trunk will belong to you, along with everything in it. If you’re still young, you must never show your parents what’s inside the secret compartment, and you must never let anybody else see it until you are out on your own. You know what these things are, don’t you?”

	I nodded, solemn and wide-eyed. “They’re your charm tools.”

	“Right. They’re for charming and bewitchery. But you don’t touch them till you’re grown, except when I ask you to. All right?”

	I nodded, feeling grateful to be in on a secret Rose wasn’t privy to. And I had followed through. Nanna hadn’t left us till after I was grown, and when the trunk came to me, I had kept it apart, kept it safe where no one but me could touch it. One day, the trunk would pass on to Kip, if he still loved working magic. Or maybe one of my grandchildren, if I ever had any.
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	I CAREFULLY REMOVED the false bottom of the trunk, exposing the tools she had left to me. I smiled. Out of all my paraphernalia, the dagger was most dear. It was an old seax single-edged blade that was twelve inches long, the hilt carved from antler horn, and knotwork wove its way along the steel. I gently removed it from the case and set it on the bed next to me. Then I pulled out a crystal spike. The smoky quartz had been my most recent addition to my magical tools, one I used solely for cleansing. The crystal was almost long enough to be a small wand. I closed up the trunk and carried the dagger and crystal downstairs. Magical tools were to be respected, they weren’t toys nor were they props. They had energy and a sentience of their own, built up through the layers of time and use.

	Once I was back in the kitchen, I opened the cupboard in which I kept my herbs. There were all the culinary ones, yes, but also sweetgrass and lavender, and sage and cedar smudge sticks. I decided on a smudge stick to start. Perhaps the smoke would be enough to clear out these spirits. I fixed the dagger’s sheath on my belt, then stuck the crystal in my pocket. Lighting the smudge stick, I slowly headed to the basement, with Joe taking the lead.

	Joe stopped at the base of the steps, staring toward the back where I had encountered the Christmas spirits. I paused when I was almost to the bottom.

	There they were again. Santa Ghost was rumbling around, looking agitated. The elf was trying to tug on his arm.

	“Oh joy, they’re back.” I was being sarcastic but, as I joined Joe, I realized he was really freaked. “You okay? Did they try to attack you?”

	He shook his head. “I’ve never told you this, but when I was a kid, I had a deathly fear of Santa Claus. The thought that some stranger was able to climb down our chimney was scary enough, but I kept thinking he’d catch on fire and burn up. Then when I was five, my father decided it would be fun to dress up and surprise me. What he didn’t realize is that a neighbor boy had recently exacerbated my fear by telling me that yes, Santa brought presents to the good kids, but that he murdered bad little boys on Christmas Eve and fed them to his reindeer.”

	That stopped me short. “What kind of a little freak would do that?”

	“One who grew up to become a moderately successful horror writer, actually. At least he put his sadism to good use.” Joe was slowly backing up the steps. “The truth is, I never got over the fear and the only thing that helped me ignore it was realizing that Santa doesn’t exist. But now we’re staring at his ghost and all of those night terrors are flooding back. Are you coming with me or am I racing back up those stairs by myself?”

	“I think I’ll try a few things first.” I held up the smudge stick. “You go on, I’m not worried about being alone. What’s the worst he can do? Put a lump of coal in my stocking?” I laughed then, but that just elicited a nasty look from Santa Ghost, who once again took aim and headed in my direction.

	Joe yelped and stumbled back up the stairs, stopping to glance back at me as I raised the smudge stick, letting the fumes wash over the ghost.

	Apparently Santa decided that he didn’t like being smudged because the next moment he sideswiped us, slamming against Joe, who twisted to get out of the way. As he lurched to the side, Joe caught his ankle on a board jutting out from beneath the steps.

	I cringed as an audible snap broke the silence. In slow motion, Joe went tumbling down the stairs past me. Staring, horrified, I realized that Santa Ghost was leaning over him. The ghost let out an infernal laugh. “I’ll drag you back to my lair and feed you to my reindeer, little boy!”

	Joe was screaming—whether from the pain or the fear, I wasn’t sure.

	I dropped the smudge stick and scrambled to his side just as the elf lowered his head and raced toward Santa, body slamming into the jolly dark spirit’s butt. A moment later, they both vanished. As Joe lay there, moaning, and I hurriedly tamped out the smudge stick and reached for my cell phone, I decided this just really wasn’t our day.
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	“YOU’VE GOT TO be kidding.” Murray stared at me as we waited in the waiting room. Dr. Arnold had taken Joe back ten minutes after we arrived. I opted to stay in the waiting room because I had seen the insides of too many ER rooms over the past few years, and because Joe reassured me that he’d be fine.

	“I tell you, they were there, life size and bright as any neon holiday display.” I glanced around, making sure I wasn’t being overheard. I really didn’t want word to get around that I was running a whacked-out Santa Land in my basement.

	“So, I have to ask. Is it really Santa?” Murray’s skepticism was tinged with a hint of wistfulness. I could see it in her eyes. Anna Murray was my best friend. Native American, she was the head detective on the Chiqetaw police force. Tall and sturdy, she had hazel skin and rich brown eyes that mirrored her hair. And right now, she wanted to believe in Santa.

	I snorted. “No, I do not have Santa’s ghost in my basement. That would mean that Santa was dead and that would be a bitter pill to swallow for children all over the world. But we have something that’s mimicking him. The elf seems to be trying to keep him in control, but he’s not doing a very good job of it.” I glanced at my watch. Kip should be getting home about now. I pulled out my phone and called the house.

	Three rings. Four. Five, and I started to worry. It was twenty minutes past his curfew and Kip was usually really good about being on time. Though come to think about it, the past couple of times, he had been a little surly when he returned home. On the sixth ring, Randa picked up.

	“Mom? Where are you? I just came through the door.”

	“Joe had a little accident, honey. We’re at the hospital, but we should be home in thirty minutes or so. He’ll be okay. He broke an ankle.”

	She snickered. “What kind of sex moves were you two trying out in the shower?”

	I blinked. I still wasn’t used to my teenaged daughter actually talking about sex to me. Especially about my sex life. “Randa! Just hush. You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” I sighed, then continued. “Listen, is Kip home? Will you check and call me back? His curfew was eight-thirty and it’s almost nine now.”

	“Sure thing.” She hung up.

	I set down my phone. “I cannot believe how old they’re getting. Can you believe that Miranda’s already hearing back from colleges? I wasn’t sure about letting her take the accelerated program Mrs. Mendoza suggested, but she’s blossomed. She’ll be leaving home next year and I’m petrified.”

	A sudden wash of fear raced over me. I wasn’t ready to lose her yet—to see her go off into the wide, wild world. But she would have her high school diploma by the time she was almost seventeen and I wouldn’t make her hang around the house for another year before letting her attend college. Randa was a genius, and she was going to do grand things someday. I knew it, and my premonitions were seldom wrong. My daughter would make history.

	Murray cleared her throat. I always knew when she was getting choked up because she would clear her throat and blink really fast. “Yeah, it’s hard to believe. But Kip. No, I have a feeling he won’t leave home early, Em. He’ll be around for you.”

	“I hope so.” I stood as the doctor walked toward us. “How’s Joe?”

	“He’s almost ready to go home. We’ll have to X-ray it again when the swelling goes down before we can cast it. But the ankle is broken, that much I can tell. You keep him off of it the next few days. I’d rather he not even use crutches till we get the cast on. Too much chance of bumping it and doing more damage. Do you have a ramp for your house so he can go home with a wheelchair?”

	I had been on crutches for a while, and we still had a ramp in the shed from then.

	“Yeah, but it’s not going up tonight. I barely have enough energy to drag my ass into the house.”

	“Hold on.” Murray touched my arm. “Let me call Jimbo.” Her boyfriend, Jimbo, was a rough and tumble biker. She moved away to the side while the doctor told me what to do for Joe over the next few days. When she returned, she was smiling. “Jimbo’s on his way. He’ll get it set up in no time. And between him and me, we can lift Joe’s chair up the porch steps so he won’t have to wait outside.”

	With the matter settled, I went to sign the release papers, and then we were on our way home. But the entire way, I kept thinking about the ghosts in my basement, and what they might do next.

	



	


Chapter 3
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	BY THE TIME we got home, I was both relieved and boiling mad. Miranda had called back to tell me that no, Kip wasn’t home and when she had called Sly’s place, there was no answer. I dropped Joe off with Murray and Jimbo, who was there by then, and took off for Sly’s house.

	The lights were on when I got there, but there was no car in the driveway, which meant Katherine wasn’t anywhere around. Not unless her car had mysteriously disappeared. I slammed the door to my Mountaineer. It had a lot of miles on it by now, but it was still running at full steam.

	As I jogged up the steps to the tidy little house on the wrong side of town, I tried to calm my temper. The last thing I needed was to come off like a bat out of hell, but truth was, I was about at my limit. Kip had been pushing it lately, and while it was important to let kids rebel, I had my line in the sand. Missing curfew deliberately was a step over that line.

	I rang the bell and waited. Another minute and I rang it again. No answer. Where the hell could he be? I was about to try the doorknob when my phone rang. As I glanced at the caller ID, I saw it was Murray and a strange squiggle went through my stomach. The news wasn’t good. I could tell that by the sweat breaking out on my forehead.

	“Yeah? What’s up?” I didn’t mean to come off abruptly, but in my mood, that was the most civility that I could muster.

	“Em, I got an emergency call. I’m down at the station. Randa and Jimbo are with Joe. Don’t worry, he’s okay. But you need to come down here right now.” She let out a long sigh. “Kip’s here. Before you freak, he’s not hurt. But I’m afraid he’s in trouble.”

	My heart landing in my stomach, I muttered, “I’m on the way,” and headed back to my SUV, trying to focus. There was black ice on the road and my mood was plummeting about as fast as the temperature.

	I jumped in the driver’s seat, slammed the door, and strapped on my seat belt. As I pulled away from the curb, I was relieved to see that traffic was light. A lot of the town was over at the Winter Carnival. We had been scheduled to go tomorrow night, but with Joe hurt and Kip in heaven knew what kind of trouble, it wasn’t looking so likely.

	The Chiqetaw PD wasn’t huge, but it had a spacious parking lot and was a hop and a step from city hall. I parked as close as I could, not wanting to brave the cold anymore than I had to. The temperature had plummeted to thirty-one and was slated to drop into the high twenties during the night. I cautiously stomped up the stairs. They had been shoveled, but the ice was forming fast and the last thing we needed was for me to fall and hurt myself, too.

	As I pushed through the doors, I saw Beatrice. She was both dispatcher and receptionist. Chiqetaw wasn’t big enough to manage a huge force, and they really only needed one person on the front desk. While crime and murder had touched our little community through the years, we had managed to squeak by with a fairly secure foundation. People watched out for their neighbors. I could still let the kids run around on their own without having a panic attack.

	“Hey, Beatrice. Detective Murray’s waiting for me. Can you ping her?” I pulled off my jacket and slid into one of the chairs to wait.

	“I’ll let her know.” She gave me a smile, almost like she felt sorry for me. I had the feeling that whatever Kip had been up to, she already knew about it.

	A few minutes later, Murray popped her head out of the door that led back into the inner sanctum of the department and waved for me to follow her. She wasn’t smiling.

	I mutely gathered my things and let her lead me back to her desk. I’d been here a number of times as a guest but right now I wanted to cry. I really, really didn’t need this stress. What if Kip had done something really horrible? What if he landed in juvie? What if I’d need a lawyer for this? What if…

	Mind whirling, I turned the corner to see Kip sitting mutely on a bench near Murray’s desk. Sly was nowhere in sight. Kip glanced up as I came in, then he pressed his lips together and hung his head, avoiding my eyes as he slumped against the wall. Murray led me over to her desk and I slid into the chair, draping my jacket over the back and setting my purse on the floor.

	“All right, let me have it. What the hell did he do?”

	She shuffled a couple papers, looking like she wished she was anywhere but here. Finally she let out a slow sigh. “Okay, here’s what I’ve got. And Em, prepare yourself. It’s not good. Kip and Sly decided to trash Myrna Standers’s lawn ornaments, but the vandalism didn’t stop there. They broke into her house and tore up her tree. They were in the process of stealing some of the gifts she had bought for her grandkids when she came in from the garage to find them in her living room.”

	I stared at her, unable to take in what she was saying. My son was a vandal—and a thief. “Crap. What is it?” I stopped as I noticed her shaking her head.

	“There’s more, Em. It gets even worse. According to Kip—and according to Myrna—Sly pulled a gun on her.”

	I felt my heart stop. Literally, I went cold and felt ready to pass out.

	Murray tapped her pen on the desk. “Take a deep breath, Em, and let it out slowly. While it sounds really bad, and it is, the facts are that Kip actually stopped Sly from hurting Myrna and she’s attesting to that. Sly was shaking, waving the gun around. Kip begged him to leave and not do something he’d regret. Sly actually did slip and got one bullet off, but it went through her front window and broke it. Luckily, the bullet lodged into one of the porch railings instead of a person. Sly took off with the gun in hand. He tried to bully Kip into coming with him, but Kip refused. Myrna called us. When we got there, Kip was waiting for us and admitted to everything he and Sly did.”

	I let out a moan. A gun? Sly had been packing. He and my son had gotten themselves involved in something I had feared might happen.

	Anger welled up. “Where is the little freak? I’ll beat his ass till it’s black and blue.” I was so furious, I wanted to turn Sly over my knee and give him the whipping of his life. “He’s always been messed up. I’ll grant you, his mother is directly responsible, but this—this is too much, Murray. I don’t want him anywhere near my house, my family, or Kip again.”

	“We caught him, Em. Ron called me when I was on the way in. He found Sly and is bringing him in.”

	“Do not let him talk to Kip. That friendship is so over.” I paused. “What happens now? I take it Myrna will be charging the boys. As well she should. Don’t hold back. Tell me. You might as well pull the bandage off with one quick yank.”

	She set aside the paper she was holding. “Kip will be charged with vandalism and breaking and entering. Myrna refuses to press assault charges against Kip. That one’s on Sly and Sly alone. Especially given that Kip tried to stop him and then waited for the police to turn himself in.”

	“What do you think will happen?”

	“Obviously, I’m not the judge and I can’t give you a clear answer, but it’s likely that Kip—or rather you, as his parent—will be fined. That could run up to a thousand dollars or more. There will be an order of restitution and that’s likely to be split between you and Sly’s family. Or rather his mother, given his father took off a few years ago and abandoned them. There was a lot of damage. There’s no way to guesstimate a final amount until Myrna submits the bills, but I’d be prepared to shell out another thousand on top of that fine. Maybe it won’t run that high, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”

	I swallowed hard. We had the savings, but to be forced to spend it on paying for Kip’s crime spree wasn’t exactly endearing my son to me at this moment. “What about detention time? Any chance he’ll get off without serving time in juvie? I don’t want him in there, learning new tricks from older, more seasoned kids.”

	She shrugged. “This is his first real offense. He stayed behind and waited for the police instead of running. He tried to stop Sly from shooting Myrna. I’m going to hazard that there’s a good chance he’ll get off with probation and community service. He’s a lucky boy, Em. If Myrna wanted to, she could slap Kip up there on that assault charge right alongside Sly.”

	At that moment, Ron—a seasoned officer who was Murray’s second in command—entered the room with Sly in tow. The sight of the boy in handcuffs drained some of my anger. Sly’s mother had done absolutely nothing to prevent this slide, and while Sly had to bear the responsibility for his actions, I felt a wash of sorrow for the child.

	He glanced over at me, and for a moment I thought I saw a glimmer of tears, but then he looked away as Ron led him toward the back of the station. Kip straightened as Sly passed by, and for a moment he looked like he was going to say something, but Sly turned his head, ignoring my son. The next moment, he was out of sight.

	I glanced at Murray. An impassive look on her face, she softly said, “I know, Em. I know.”

	“What next? Can I take Kip home?”

	She held up her hand as the phone rang, and motioned for me to go wait near Kip. Covering the receiver, she whispered, “Don’t tell him what I said about what’s likely to happen. I can’t be certain and there are no guarantees.”

	With a nod, I walked over to greet my son.
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	KIP LOOKED LIKE a terrified rabbit. He bit his lip as I stared down at him, trying to figure out what to say. How was I going to do this? He’d been in trouble before but never anything like this. Finally, I sat down beside him.

	“Kip, you listen to me and listen carefully. All right?”

	A nod, but he was watching me.

	“First, I love you. I want you to know that. No matter what happens, I love you. But I swear, I’m ten seconds away from locking you in your room until you’re eighteen. You’ve pulled some silly stunts in your life but this goes beyond stupid. Do you realize how much damage you caused? Not only did you ruin Mrs. Standers’s Christmas and destroy her things, you and Sly traumatized her. How would you feel if you walked into our house and found someone destroying your things? How could you possibly be cruel enough to do this to someone who never caused you any harm?” I shook my head, my mood sinking faster than the Titanic. “I’m so disappointed in you, Kip. I hoped that I raised you better than this, but you’ve proved that I’m not a very good mom.”

	He burst out into angry tears. “Mom…don’t…I didn’t mean to—it was—”

	I dashed aside my own tears. “Don’t you dare blame this on Sly. You chose to join him. You decided that yes, you would like to trash a nice old lady’s house.” I paused, watching him start to sob in earnest. Good. He needed to feel sorry, and not just for himself. “Do you understand what I’m saying here?”

	He bit his lip, not even bothering to brush away the tears. After a moment of silence, he let out a stuttering, “Y—yeah…I do. I messed up big time. Am I going to jail, Mom?”

	The fear that came through those six words ripped my heart into shreds. I wanted to gather him in my arms and reassure him, but this wasn’t a skinned knee or a ghost that I could make disappear. I wrapped my arm around his shoulder and kissed him lightly on the head.

	“I can’t answer that, Kip. That’s up to the judge, not to me. But I hope not. You did the right thing by not taking off with Sly, and by talking him out of hurting Myrna. You’d be in so much more trouble if you had egged him on. And you were right to wait for the police. Those actions should help. But we’re going to owe a lot of money, no matter what. We have to pay for everything you destroyed.”

	Kip began to cry in earnest. After a while, Murray had me sign some papers. Kip had been assigned a formal hearing Monday morning. I’d have to leave the store in Lana’s hands. Lana was my only employee and during the Christmas rush, we were hard pressed to handle the clientele with the two of us, but I had no choice.

	As I gathered Kip’s coat and things, he glanced over at Murray. She was staring at him, her arms folded across her chest, a frown on her face. I knew that he hated disappointing her. Both of my children looked up to Anna.

	“I’m sorry,” he blurted out. “I want to tell Mrs. Standers how sorry I am.”

	She gave him a crisp nod. “You’ll have your chance in court on Monday morning. Kip, I want you to listen to me, and listen good. I never want to see you dragged through those doors again. At least not as a prisoner. Do you hear me? I never want to have to write you up again. If you were a member of my tribe, you’d be punished by the elders as well as legal punishment, so count yourself lucky. You have to start accepting responsibility for your actions. You’re a young man now, not a hooligan. It’s time you started acting like it. Do you understand?”

	He paled, nodding.

	As she handed me the papers I would need in court, I asked her, “Should we get a lawyer?”

	“It probably would be a good idea.” She waved at me. “Tell Jimbo if he needs to stay to help you and Joe tonight, just give me a call. I’m going to finish up the paperwork on this and then go deal with Sly. That’s another ball of wax.”

	As we headed back to the car, Kip asked, “What did she mean, ‘Help with Joe’?”

	“While you were out rampaging through Mrs. Standers’s house, Joe took a tumble in the basement and broke his ankle. We were at the hospital for several hours. When I called home to tell you, you weren’t there. So I had to leave Joe at home with Jimbo and Miranda and go looking for you.”

	As understanding washed over his face, Kip let out another little moan. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so sorry.”

	“Save it. You won’t be going anywhere for a long time, and you’ll have plenty of time to show me just how sorry you are.” And leaving that dire threat hanging in the air, I turned the ignition and we headed for home.
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	JOE TOOK ONE look at my face and then at Kip’s face as we entered the room. He cleared his throat. That alone was enough to send Kip into another round of tears. Apparently, Murray had called to tell them what happened so I wouldn’t have to.

	“Mom, what’s going on?” Randa frowned.

	“I didn’t say anything,” Joe said. “I thought I’d leave that up to you.”

	“What the heck is wrong?” She stopped as Kip let out a giant burp of tears.

	“Later, Randa. For now, will you please go to your room? We have some things to discuss.” I gave her a warning shake of the head and, still frowning, she silently headed toward the stairs. She looked irritated, but she didn’t push it.

	“Are you hungry?” I turned to Kip.

	He blinked, biting his lip. Finally, he nodded. “Yeah.”

	“I’ll make him a sandwich,” Jimbo said. “That will give you and Joe a chance to talk, and Kip and I can have ourselves a biker-to-boy chat. Come on, kiddo.” He steered Kip toward the kitchen.

	“What the hell happened? Murray gave us the heads up that you were on the way home with Kip and that he had gotten himself in some serious trouble but she didn’t elaborate.” Joe patted the chair beside him. His eyes looked glazed from the pain pills, but he was trying to focus.

	I gave him a quick rundown of what we were facing. “I have to go to court with him on Monday. If we’re lucky, it will just cost us a couple thousand and Kip will get probation.”

	“Hell. I can’t believe he put you through that. What’s up with that kid?” Joe seldom complained about the kids, but he looked ready to hobble into the kitchen and read Kip the riot act.

	“He’s eleven going on thirteen. Preteen drama. Preteen rebellion. Damn it. I knew Sly was going to drag him into something really stupid one of these days, but I felt bad about breaking up his friendship. The pair have been best buddies for years, but damn it! Now I wish I had sent his little ass packing. It’s over, though. Regardless of what happens to Sly, that kid’s never setting foot in this house again.” My phone rang and I glanced at it. Murray. “Hello?”

	“Hey, Em, I thought you’d want to know that we finally located Katherine. She was strung out on crack at some party. She’s too fucked up to make decisions, so we’ve turned Sly over to Child Protection Services and CPS is in the process of finding another relative to take over guardianship. Katherine’s cooling it in jail. The gun that Sly had was hers, but it’s also unlicensed. Not to mention, Katherine isn’t supposed to be in possession of one since she’s still on parole from a felony a couple years ago.”

	This was all news to me. I knew the woman was messed up but I had no clue it was that bad. “What a clusterf—” I stopped. I tried not to swear too much since I didn’t want the kids picking it up.

	“It gets worse. When Ron found Sly, the kid was hiding at home. Rob searched the house for the gun. He found it, but he also found a small meth lab in the shed. Em, I hate to even suggest this, but you might want to have a chat with Kip to see if he knew anything about it.” She didn’t have to add, to see if he had tried the crap. My gut told me no, but right now I wasn’t sure that I could trust my instincts.

	“Today just keeps getting better and better, doesn’t it? I’ll let you know what he says.” I added a quiet good night. Then, setting my phone down, I called out to the kitchen, “Kip, I need to talk to you.”

	Kip edged into the room, carrying a sandwich. Jimbo followed him. “Yes, Mom?”

	“I’m going to ask you something and I want an honest answer. Do not lie to me. You know that I can always tell when you’re lying. Just tell me the truth, regardless of what it is.”

	Kip gave me a solemn nod. Jimbo was eyeing me quizzically, as was Joe.

	“Sit down, honey.” I patted the sofa beside me. Kip hesitantly took a seat.

	“Am I in worse trouble?”

	I wanted to say no, but right now, again, I couldn’t make promises that I might not be able to keep. “I don’t think so, but you need to be honest with me. Okay?”

	“All right.”

	“When you have been hanging out at Sly’s lately… Well, there’s no good way to say this, so I’ll just come right out. Did you know that Sly’s mom was making illegal drugs in the shed out back?” I motioned for both Joe and Jimbo to keep quiet.

	Kip frowned, cocking his head. “Do you mean like growing pot? I know she has a lot of different plants in her house.”

	“No, and pot’s legal, though I still don’t want you smoking it till you’re eighteen. Capiche?”

	He bobbed his head again. “Yeah. But if you’re not talking about marijuana, then I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

	“Did you ever go out to her shed?” I prayed for a “No” and for once, things went right.

	“No, she told me and Sly never to go in there or she’d smack us. She meant it, too. I just figured she had something out there we could break. Sly tried to get me to sneak in with him, but I told him no.” He paused. “Sly did, though. A few weeks ago. He went in there, and after about half an hour waiting for him to come out, I got bored and came home. Mom, Sly’s in real trouble, isn’t he?”

	“Yeah, kiddo. And so are you, but not as much as he is. Did you notice a difference in Sly’s behavior since he started hanging out in the shed?” I dreaded the answer, because I knew it was going to be a “Yes.” Again, I was right. I told Kip to wait and called Murray back.

	“Kip never went out in the shed and I believe him. But Sly did. Kip saw him go out there a few weeks ago and apparently, Sly’s behavior started changing after that. Kip tells me Sly became more reckless, and the pranks turned into crap like what they pulled tonight.” I paused as Murray jotted down the info. “Murray, I’ll lay odds that Sly’s addicted. You should have him checked out at the hospital.”

	“I could beat the hide off parents like Katherine. But she’s going through her own hell right now. I doubt if she even knows what’s going on and frankly, I doubt if she’d give a damn.” The sound of papers shuffling muffled Murray’s voice, then she added, “All right. I’ll drop over tomorrow and we’ll go over everything again. I’d also like to talk to Kip about Sly and that shed, if you’ll let me.”

	As much as I hated having my kid entangled in a drug case, I reluctantly murmured an assent and we said good night. I turned back to the others.

	“Is Sly okay, Mom?” Kip’s voice was strained, and he looked about as pale as I had ever seen him.

	“I don’t think so, sweetie. We suspect that he might have a drug problem. His mom does, that’s for sure.” I glanced at the clock. “Kip, I want you to go upstairs and go to bed. It’s late, and we’re all exhausted. But I’m going to tell you something right now.”

	He straightened his shoulders, waiting.

	“Whatever happens to Sly, you will never be allowed to go over to his house or hang out with him again. Do you understand? Tonight was the last straw. It’s over. Get used to the idea.”

	Kip’s eyelashes fluttered and I could tell he was fighting the tears and fatigue and fear.

	“You don’t have to say anything, but if you ever try to sneak around behind my back on this, there will be hell to pay. Do you understand?”

	He slowly nodded, then stood. “Can I go to bed now?”

	“Go ahead. I’ll peek in on you in a few minutes.”

	For once, he didn’t argue that he was too old for me to tuck him in.

	Ten minutes later, I found my son snoring loudly, curled up in his bed. I made sure the windows were locked, and that he was covered up, then went back downstairs. Joe slept in the recliner with his leg up. I erected a simple set of wards in front of the basement door to keep the ghosts from popping up top, but since they hadn’t shown up on the main floor yet, I proceeded on the hope that we’d be all right.

	I curled up on the sofa while Jimbo hunkered down in a sleeping bag on the living room floor in case I needed any help during the night. Within minutes of the lights going out, we were all asleep, off in our own private dreamlands.

	



	


Chapter 4
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	MORNING HIT ALL too quickly. But the storm from the night before had let up and sunlight glared off the blanket of white, splashing through the living room window. I shaded my eyes as the unexpected brilliance washed across my face. As I threw off the afghan and struggled to sit up, I saw that Joe wasn’t in the recliner and Jimbo had already rolled up the sleeping bag.

	Yawning, I rubbed my eyes and blinked again, suddenly remembering everything that had gone on the night before. I groaned.

	“You okay, Mom?” Randa was sitting at my desk, poring over a college catalog.

	“It’s not fair. We should get a grace period in the morning before we have to remember the crap that went on the day before. Right?”

	She laughed. “Yeah, I agree.” She set down the catalog and settled beside me on the sofa, taking my hand. “Mom, what happened last night? Whatever it is, it’s really bad, isn’t it?”

	I winced, dreading telling her, but she’d find out sooner or later and I’d rather be the one to break the news. “Your brother got himself in a fair bit of trouble last night.”

	“What happened? Was it Sly?”

	I shrugged. “Yes. Well, Kip could have said no.” As quickly as I could, I outlined the basics of what had happened. “I have to go to court Monday with Kip. We’ll know more then.”

	“Poor Mrs. Standers. Oh man, a gun? I didn’t think Kip had it in him to do something that stupid.”

	“Well, Sly was the one with the gun, thank gods. Not Kip.”

	Randa glanced at me. “What’s going to happen to him?”

	“I really don’t know, sweetie. If we’re lucky, a fine, restitution, and probation. Maybe community service, which I think would be a good thing. If we’re not lucky—well…I don’t want to think about that right now, if you don’t mind. Don’t say anything about this to him. We can’t be sure what his punishment will be till then.” I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it. “Don’t tease him about it. Kip knows he’s in for some hell about this, and he also lost his best friend. As for Sly, I can’t help but feel a little sorry for the boy. His mother was cooking up meth over there and Sly might be addicted.”

	Randa made a noise between a grunt and a sigh. “Wouldn’t surprise me.” She paused, then, just as she was about to say something, a shriek echoed from upstairs. Kip.

	I was on my feet before Joe shouted from the kitchen. Jimbo rushed in behind me and we thundered up the steps. One thing working out had done for me was to ensure that even though I was still basically a couch potato at heart, I could move when necessary.

	I raced down the hall to Kip’s room and slammed open the door. I skidded to a halt.

	Kip was huddled in bed, cowering from Santa Ghost, who was leaning over his bed. But the ghost’s face had distorted into something wild and feral, with spiraling horns instead of the Santa hat. The spirit reminded me of a creature out of Where the Wild Things Are. Combined with the red suit, he was a freaky-looking monster and he was attacking my son!

	“Get the hell out of my son’s room!” I charged toward the spirit. He whirled to face me, letting out a rumble worthy of a freight train. Before I could reach him, he vanished, fading so quickly that he was a blur.

	Jimbo stared at the bottom of the bed. “What was that?”

	“Our latest visitor from the spirit realm. Before you ask, I don’t know what exactly he is, or where he’s from or why he’s here.” I dropped to the bed beside Kip. “Did he say anything?”

	Kip nodded. “Yeah, he did.” His voice was hoarse and I had the feeling he had cried himself to sleep. “He showed up looking like Santa and said, I’ll show you what happens to bad little boys. That’s when he turned into…whatever that was.”

	Lovely. Just what we needed. A vengeful spirit out to punish my son. “Get dressed, Kip. Let’s go down and have breakfast.” I turned away, giving him privacy, and Jimbo stepped out of the room. But I wasn’t about to leave him alone. Not with a crazed spirit roaming the house.
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	JIMBO EXCUSED HIMSELF. He needed to go home and feed his animals. “Just call if you need me and I’ll be over.” He waved on his way out of the kitchen.

	Randa was making waffles and bacon under Joe’s tutelage. Joe wheeled himself over to the espresso machine and made me a quad-shot for breakfast, adding enough creamer and cocoa to turn it into mocha. I gratefully cupped the mug, savoring the steam as the fragrance stirred my senses.

	“And you have no idea what the spirit is?” Joe asked.

	Randa shifted from one foot to another. She wasn’t comfortable with the psychic side of life, but she was slowly coming around. She had her own flashes, but she was grounded in science. The seeming solidity made her feel safe. Ghosts tended not to provide that same sense of security.

	I shook my head. “I have one possible thought. Maybe we’re dealing with the ghost of a man who believed he was Santa Claus. Perhaps the delusion stuck around, even after death? He might have heard our conversation with Kip last night and put Kip on his ‘naughty’ list. I don’t know, but I’ll do some research today. I should go down to the shop given the holiday rush, but this is more important so Lana will have to fend for herself.”

	Randa glanced over her shoulder. “I can help, Mom. I’ll head down there after breakfast and work the morning shift with her. I have study group this afternoon, but I can help until two o’clock.”

	My heart surged. Miranda might be a handful on an intellectual level, but she had a heart of gold. I ducked my head, ostensibly tasting my mocha, but in reality, I blinked back tears. I was tired and worried, and all that it took to set me off was one nice gesture.

	“Thanks, kiddo. You’re good to your mother.”

	Kip let out a sniffle. “I’m not.”

	Randa shoved a waffle and some bacon in front of him. “Mom loves you. You know it. You messed up. Now you have to dig yourself out.”

	Kip twisted his lip, then shrugged. “Yeah, I do.” He turned around. “Mom, when do we find out what’s going to happen to me?”

	“I told you. Monday, when we go to court. I’m going to call a lawyer today. I’ll try Todd Givens. He’s a friend of Murray’s.” Visions of hourly fees began to dance through my head, pushing all thoughts of sugarplums away. “There’s a lot to do today, so everybody needs to pull their weight. Kip, you have to stay home today. You’re grounded for longer than you want to think about. Expect it to be well past Valentine’s Day before you see the outside of this house or the school. You can help Joe. He’ll need someone to be his gopher, given he’s stuck in that chair.”

	He gave me a frantic nod. “Sure. I’ll help however I can.” I could hear the hurt behind the words.

	After accepting my waffle from Randa, I paused, propping my elbows on the table as I rested my chin on my hands. “You messed up big time. But as I told you last night, I love you. We will make it through this, but you have to get it together. No more screwups because now you have a record. That means if you get yourself in trouble again, it will be a lot worse.”

	After breakfast, Randa took off for the Chintz ‘n China and I called Todd. Joe and I had worked with him to draft our wills. Todd agreed to see us at four o’clock. That done, I fired up the new computer we had just bought to replace our sluggish old monster of yester-yore and began searching out reports of ghostly Santa sightings. There were a few reports but from what I could see, none had ever been fully investigated.

	I was weeding my way through a lot of grainy pictures purporting to be real when Kip called out from the kitchen, where he was doing his homework.

	“Mom, Mom! He’s back!”

	I raced in to find Kip backed up against one of the counters, a panicked look on his face. He pointed out the kitchen window where a monstrous face was peering in. It vanished the moment I caught sight of it.

	I slammed open the back door. The clouds were setting in again and snow was beginning to flake down. My feet bare, I plunged into the yard. The icy chill of the snow burned against them as I waded through the blanket of white over to the bushes beneath the kitchen window. I shoved them apart, looking for anybody who might be hiding there, but there were no footprints except those of squirrels and an opossum.

	“Mom? Are you okay?” Kip’s voice echoed from the porch steps.

	I turned to see that he was holding my slip-ons for me. My boat shoes had a tread that actually steadied me on the slick surfaces. I stared down at my bare feet.

	“Thanks, but if I put those on now, I’ll just get them dirty inside.” I glanced back at the window. “How long was that thing at the window?”

	He nodded. “I don’t know. I looked up and saw it watching me.”

	Hands on my hips, I gave one final look at the side of the house. I closed my eyes, trying to suss out the energy. There had definitely been something beneath the window, but whatever it was had cloaked up really well. Either that, or I just hadn’t had any experience with its ilk before.

	“You believe me, right?” He sounded so plaintive that I wrapped my arm around his shoulders and escorted him back to the kitchen, stopping at the door.

	“Bring me a towel, would you? And Kip, yes, I believe you. I saw him, too.” I smiled at him, wishing that puberty would hit him a lot easier than it looked like it was going to.

	He brought back a towel and I dried my feet, then slid into my shoes should any more sudden flights outside be necessary. Obviously my wards weren’t working, so I decided to make another trip down to the basement. I motioned to the table.

	“Go back to your homework. I’m going down to the basement again to see if I can find out anything.”

	As Kip settled in to his math, I hurried upstairs to retrieve my dagger from Nanna’s chest again, along with a bottle of spray that I had amped up with some quartz crystals. Santa Ghost hadn’t wanted to be smudged, so maybe a shot of sage water would work instead.

	As I passed back through the living room, Joe cocked his head.

	“Where are you headed with that?” He nodded toward the blade.

	“I’m off to do battle with those damned ghosts. One of them—probably Santa, since he seems to be the troublemaker and the elf just tries to calm him down—was staring at Kip through the kitchen window. I’m fed up with this crap.”

	Before Joe could say anything, I had already closed the basement door behind me. I headed down the steps cautiously, senses on high alert. I wasn’t about to let myself be startled like Joe. One of us laid up was enough. As I slowly made my way down, it hit me that my spell of good luck had broken. It felt like we had been under an umbrella of protection for quite a while, but now it was gone, yanked away, and we were caught in the downpour.

	At first I couldn’t hear anything, but I knew I was being watched. I turned around and there they were. The elf and Santa were both there, but Santa hadn’t bothered to pull together the complete guise. He was even scarier looking than before.

	In fact, the red-suited old man had vanished altogether and in his place stood a beast, seven feet high, with long fur in shades of brown and white. His face was gnarled and wrinkled, with a malformed nose and large, fanged teeth that protruded from a wide mouth. The creature’s eyes glowed white and, from the hairy head, horns protruded, curling into the air like a ram’s horns.

	Between the horns, he was wearing a large black top hat. Over his body fur, he had draped a fur cloak that was belted with a rope of chain and bells. My first thought was demon, but he didn’t feel exactly like a demon. Nor was he Sasquatch or the Klakatat Monster.

	As he stepped forward, tilting his head, he roared. At that moment, the elf darted around from behind him, motioning for me to get out of there.

	But I wasn’t leaving my basement without finding out what was going on. I stood my ground, waiting as the creature approached. Raising the bottle of fortified sage spray, I let off a good blast in his direction, then raised my dagger.

	The spray hit him in the eyes and he let out a low growl. “You’re a fine mother, to raise your son to be a thug.” His words were hard to understand but the meaning came through.

	I bristled, about to answer, but then I caught sight of yet another spirit. This one I knew. Nanna shimmered into view, stepping between me and Santa Ghost. She was dressed in the Bavarian dress I remembered from her funeral, with a wide apron splashed across her tummy and chest.

	“Nanna!”

	My grandmother’s spirit had returned often enough when I needed help or needed encouragement that I wasn’t surprised to see her. But she seldom spoke, seldom said a word. She turned toward the creature and held out her hand, a warning look on her face.

	Santa Ghost pulled back, giving her a wary look. The elf took that moment to race over to my side and shove me toward the steps. He was as physical as I was.

	“Go,” he whispered. “Get out of here. He can’t hurt her, but he can harm you and your son. You must break the spell to rid your home of him. Go now.”

	I blinked. “But what is he? Why are you running interference?”

	“Search your heart. You’ve heard of him before. You’ll remember what he is. I cannot speak his name, but I am sent to keep him from making mistakes. He hates me for it, but he must acquiesce. But he’s not fully mistaken, being in your home. You must break the spell that invited him in.” And with that, the elf shoved me toward the steps again. Nanna was waving me on, a strained look on her face, and I realized she was holding the creature back. Fear settling in my heart, I turned and raced up the stairs, not looking behind me.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	JOE LOOKED UP as I skidded, panting, into the room. “Did you find out what’s going on?”

	I shook my head. “No, but I have more to go on.”

	I looked around, wildly trying to latch onto something that would keep him at bay. And then, my gaze fell on a bright blue star ornament. It had been Nanna’s. Hand blown and from the old country, the star twinkled with more than glitter, more than sentiment. There was magic attached to that ornament and I’d never realized it before. I cautiously took the star off the tree and carried it over to the basement door, where I hung it on the handle. Instantly, I felt a barrier go up, creeping through the walls. At least for the coming night, Santa Ghost wouldn’t be able to break through.

	“I have to think.” I told Joe about what the elf had said, and about Nanna’s visit. “The elf thinks I know what this thing is. And Nanna has some part to play. She was able to keep the ghost at bay. Spirit. Creature.”

	“What did it look like?”

	“Not at all like Santa Claus anymore. It reminded me of a scarier Sasquatch or…well…the Klakatat Monster.”

	“I think I know what it is, Mom.” Kip poked his head into the living room. “I saw a video on the internet of a parade in Germany.”

	“What do you think it is?” I was ready to consider any help at this point.

	Pale as the snow falling outside the window, Kip answered. “Krampus.”

	



	


Chapter 5
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	KRAMPUS. OH HELL.

	I caught my breath, trying not to hyperventilate. Kip couldn’t be right, could he? I prayed not. But memories started to flood back. Memories of Nanna telling me stories about Krampus when I was little and I complained that I never got what I wanted for Christmas.

	Krampus dealt with naughty children by dragging them back to his lair and eating them.

	“Oh, holy hell. No, it can’t be. Not all the way from the old country?” But I settled down at the computer and brought up a search engine. I typed in “Krampus” and watched as the results came up. Leaning over my shoulder, Kip pointed out one video link.

	“There, that’s the video I watched.”

	I clicked on it and found myself watching a parade in the Netherlands with all sorts of devilish-looking creatures parading through the streets. The kids watching from the sidewalks were laughing and pointing excitedly, though a few looked as frightened as I had felt when Nanna had threatened me. But the Krampus players, like Morris Dancers, did their job well. As I stared at the beasts lumbering along the parade route, I realized they mirrored what I had seen. Krampus was hanging out in my basement.

	A little more research told me that scholars thought it likely he might be a variant of the Horned God/Forest Lord of the pagans. The Christian church considered him a variant of Satan, of course. I read all the info I could find and then sat back. I decided that he was neither. My gut told me that Krampus was a form of spirit found worldwide under various names. These spirits focused on children because they were easier to feed on. They had fewer wards, they were usually more curious than adults, and they made better targets. What better way to catch young victims than to forge a connection to Santa Claus?

	I glanced at the clock. We had to leave for Todd’s office soon, but I knew I was on the right track. “Kip, I think you’re right. Somehow, we’ve attracted Krampus. Or one of the Krampus-like spirits. At least I know where to start now. Come on. Get your jacket. We have to go talk to the lawyer.”

	I gathered my purse and keys and turned to Joe. “I can’t leave you here alone. Not with that creature in the house. Since Jimbo put the ramp on the porch last night before we went to bed, bless his heart, I want you to roll yourself across the street and stay with Horvald while we’re gone.”

	Horvald Ledbetter, our neighbor and a retired security guard, was a champion flower grower. He kept gardens in honor of his late wife, but he was dating Ida Trask, a retired schoolteacher who had watched my kids since we first moved to Chiqetaw. They had been courting for some time, but I had the feeling we’d be seeing a wedding invitation before too much longer.

	“I’ll be fine—” Joe started, but I held up my hand.

	“Happy wife, happy life. And the happy wife part is only going to happen if I know you’re safe while I’m gone.” I punched in Horvald’s number and moments later, the matter was settled. “Horvald’s about to watch the big game. Some big game. I have no idea which one. You go over there and do guy stuff with him while I’m gone.”

	Joe stifled a snort. “Guy stuff, huh? Like drink beer, scratch ourselves, and grunt?”

	I smacked him lightly on the arm. “Dork. Do as I say.”

	“Yes’m.” He rolled himself toward the door. “I have my phone. Call me if you need me.”

	“Will do. We’ll see you when we get back from Todd’s.”

	As we trooped out and I locked the door, Horvald meandered across the street. He was dressed in a jacket over what looked like a sweat suit. Ida had him exercising more, though he really didn’t need it with all the gardening he did. He took hold of Joe’s wheelchair.

	“I thought I’d come give you a hand. The road’s a tad icy. Oh, and Emerald? I’ll be over later to shovel your walk for you. I doubt your young man here will be able to tackle that for a while.” Horvald also happened to be one of the sweetest neighbors around.

	“Thank you! I’ll be back in an hour or so. You guys have fun.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him where we were off to.

	As I cautiously backed out of the parking lot and into the streets, Kip was unusually quiet. “You okay, Kipling?”

	He let out a strangled burp. “Mom, I’m sorry. I dunno what I was thinking. I guess I wasn’t. I wish none of this ever happened. I wish I never met Sly!”

	“You can’t blame Sly for this. At least, not totally. Yes, he egged you on, but you made the decision to go along with him.” I tried to weigh my words carefully. “Kip, we all face choices throughout our lives. We all face times when it’s easier to go with the crowd, even though we know in our hearts it’s the wrong thing to do. Bravery and courage mean standing up to say, No, I won’t do this because it’s not the right thing to do when we know that we’re going to face laughter or ridicule. Or when we know a friend will be angry. We have to be willing to face feeling left behind, or even face losing a friend, if they want us to do something we shouldn’t. Do you understand?”

	He stared at the window, but finally said, “Yeah, I do. I didn’t think about what might happen. It started out with us just going over to mess up her lawn ornaments. Then Sly decided to break into her house. She leaves her door unlocked. I didn’t want to go in but he called me chicken. I knew it was wrong, Mom. I knew it. But I did it anyway. And then things got out of hand. I’m so sorry.”

	I bit my lip, wanting to comfort him. But he had to learn. “I’m sorry you got caught up in this, but I’m also disappointed that you didn’t stop to consider how Mrs. Standers would feel. You’re going to have to face her and apologize, you know.”

	“Mom, is this why Krampus is here? Is he punishing me for being bad?”

	I blinked. Of course Kip would make that connection. “I don’t think so, honey. I don’t know how or why we attracted this spirit, but he was in the house before you got in trouble so I’d say no in answer to that.”

	“But I was complaining. You didn’t hear me, but I was upset when you told me no mini-bike for Christmas. And I said some bad things about you and Joe to Sly when we were in my room the other day. Maybe that’s why Krampus showed up?”

	I suppressed a smile. “If Krampus showed up every time a kid complained about what they were—or weren’t—getting for Christmas, then he’d be a very busy spirit, don’t you think? Just let it rest for now. We’re almost to Todd’s. I want you to tell him the truth. Every bit of it. Don’t lie to him and don’t leave anything out. Do you understand?”

	“Yeah, Mom.” He sounded scared again.

	I swung onto Fir Street, looking for a place to park in front of the law office. As we headed into the building, I whispered a prayer to anybody who might be listening that Kip wouldn’t end up in juvie. I only hoped that somebody heard me.
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	AFTER AN HOUR with Todd, we stopped and picked up pizza for dinner. By the time we arrived home, I was trying to figure out what to do about Krampus. I had to chase him away before he hurt anybody. I wasn’t sure who the elf keeping him in check was, but I didn’t want to press our luck. I had the feeling that Krampus’s keeper could only keep him in check so long. I sent Kip to take the food inside while I retrieved Joe, who was having a good time for all of his protests, and wheeled him across the street.

	“What did Todd say?” he asked before we got back to the house.

	“He’s pretty sure we’ll get away with a fine, restitution, community service, and probation. Especially since Mrs. Standers told the police that Kip tried to stop Sly, and that he had nothing to do with the gun. It will also help that he waited for the cops instead of running away.”

	“Here’s hoping, then. Em, I didn’t want to say anything but, what’s my part in all this? I’m their stepfather, but you’re their mom. I’ll back you up however you need me to.” Joe sounded uncomfortable. As their stepfather, and a relatively new one, he hadn’t fully settled into his role yet. And I wasn’t sure just what role he would have yet, either. I wanted him to be involved with their lives, especially Kip’s, but I had to have the final say. That Joe realized that made it easier. The trick would be to find the balance.

	“I’m not sure, to be honest. I’m trying to make certain that Kip knows how serious this is, but that I still love him. I want to make sure he understands this doesn’t have to happen again, that it won’t turn him into a lost cause.” In no way did I want Kip thinking of himself as a bad-ass, but neither did I want to sweep it all under the rug.

	“Well, I’ll take my cues from you, but let’s discuss it soon. I just want to help them. I want to help you, as best as I can.” He reached over his shoulder, resting his hand on mine. I paused to lean down and give him a soft kiss.

	“I love you, Joe Files. I love you and don’t you forget it. I never dreamed I could ever find this kind of love after Roy. I never hoped…” I paused, my heart welling up. This man, ten years my junior, had swept into my life and brought something I never realized was missing. I had been lonely, yes, though not all loneliness was a bad thing. I had Randa and Kip, and my friends, but hadn’t realized just how much I missed having a partner until after I had begun dating Joe. Now, it was hard to imagine life without him.

	“Em, my love. You’re all I could ever want. Now please, haul my ass into that house before we both freeze to death or get hit by a car.” He laughed and patted the wheels of the chair.
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	RANDA SHOWED UP an hour later. I was researching what I could possibly do about Krampus as she burst through the door, breathing heavily. “Mom, I need to talk to you. Now.”

	I took one look at her frantic expression and followed her into the kitchen.

	“Is Kip around?”

	I shook my head. “He’s up in his room. Why?”

	“Because I was at study group and overheard something. Mom, Sly’s in the hospital. He’s in serious condition. Withdrawal symptoms. I overheard Mrs. Trundle talking about it to another librarian. I guess he’s severely addicted to meth and also malnourished.”

	Despite the way I felt about Sly, my heart went out to the kid. He had no one. His mother was in jail, and his father had vanished a couple years ago, leaving his family in the lurch. “Damn it. Damn, damn, damn.”

	“What’s wrong, Mom?”

	“What’s wrong is he’s going to end up in the court system. Without proper support, he’s just going to go from bad to worse. If he lives through this.” I couldn’t do what I was thinking about. No way in hell could I step in and give Sly the guidance he needed. And the realization that I wasn’t in the position to help made me feel both guilty and sad.

	“Should we tell Kip?” Randa waited for my answer. Given my daughter’s nature, I was surprised but grateful that she hadn’t already blurted it out to him. Sometimes, her over-intellectual nature led to some faux pas moments, but this was serious.

	“Not yet. Wait and see what happens. And don’t go in the basement. Krampus has chosen to pay us a visit.”

	She blinked. “Krampus? You’ve got to be kidding.”

	“Do you even know what Krampus is?”

	“Mom, I go to movies. There was a horror flick about him a couple years ago. I know what he is. The anti-Santa, and do you mean he actually exists?” She paused, then blinked again. “Does that mean Santa actually exists? No! Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.” As she headed out of the kitchen, shaking her head, I missed my little girl who had once believed in the jolly old elf. Well, until she was five and caught me sticking the presents under the tree. But it was just her nature.

	I pulled myself a triple-shot espresso and added caramel to it, along with a little cream. Now to figure out what to do about Krampus. I could surf the net all night and not come up with any usable information on how to deal with him. I could also call on Nanna, but she seldom spoke to me. Right now I needed guidance, not a spot of good luck.

	As I settled at the table, trying to think, it suddenly occurred to me. Maeve Elliston. An odd duck in a town of oddballs, Maeve was as Irish as they came and direct to the point of rudeness. One day she had marched in the shop and handed me her mother’s crystal ball. She had decided the town witch might be able to use it. Maeve was a fount of history and on anything to do with herbs and plants, she was the go-to person. She was a natural-born kitchen witch, but had very little aptitude with spirits and ghosts. However, her book learning was as keen as they came on legend, lore, and the like. If anybody in town knew about Krampus, I’d bet it was her. I pulled out my phone and looked her up in my contacts. She answered on the first ring.

	“Emerald! How nice to hear from you. It’s been awhile.”

	“I know and I’m sorry about that. We’ve been incredibly busy lately down at the shop.”

	Maeve chuckled. “After that article the Bellingham Examiner wrote about your shop, I’m surprised you have time to brush your teeth. Your customer base seems to have skyrocketed.”

	She was right. After the article came out, my shop had been busier than ever, especially on weekends. Even after six months, it hadn’t slowed down.

	“That’s about the way things are going, true. But Maeve, I have a problem and I was hoping you might have an idea of how to deal with this.” I felt a little like a heel calling her for help after not talking for a few months, but if Maeve didn’t want to help, she’d say so up front.

	“What’s going on?”

	“I don’t know how to say this without sounding like I’m stoned, but I’ll just come out with it. I’ve got a very cranky Krampus and a fluttery elf hanging out in my basement, and Krampus is starting to get physical.” I stared at the table, waiting for her reaction. Right on cue, she had a coughing fit, covering up the laughs.

	A moment later, she cleared her throat. “Oh dear, I’m sorry. But that was just sounded wrong in every way possible.” She let out a long breath, sobering. “All right. Yes, I know what—or who—Krampus is. And even though I laughed, my dear, Krampus is no laughing matter. He’s a dangerous spirit. Do you know why he’s there? Do you know much about his lore?”

	“He showed up a couple days ago. I’m not sure why, but then Kip… Maeve, this is going to get around town, but I’m asking you to keep quiet on it for now. Kip got in trouble with the law last night. He screwed up pretty bad, vandalizing Mrs. Standers’s house. And Krampus is scaring Kip, and I’m afraid he might try to hurt my son. I did enough research to know that if Krampus is anything like legend has it, he’s a danger to children who misbehave.”

	“Krampus is a danger to children in general, as well as adults. He’s no myth. They can speculate all they want on his origins but truth is, as far as I know, Krampus is an evil wight. The legends go back to the ancient Norse. Hold on for a moment. I just need to find a reference book.”

	While I waited for her, I polished off the rest of my espresso, then dug through the fridge for the last piece of the apple pie that Joe had made a couple days ago. I had just transferred it to a plate and returned to the table when Maeve was back on the line.

	“Emerald? Still there?”

	“Yep, I’m here,” I said around a mouthful of pie.

	“I found a reference to Krampus being a servant of the Holly King. Krampus rebelled and was cast out of the Winter Lord’s service. He turned on the Holly King, from whom Santa is derived, and in his own twisted way, began a counter campaign aimed at harming those who revered the Winter Lord. Somewhere along the line, as Santa rose to prominence, Krampus devolved into targeting mostly children.” Maeve paused. “No matter which way you slice it, not a good thing.”

	I frowned, puzzling over the information. “He showed up here before Kip got into trouble.”

	“Are you sure that there isn’t something else Kip did that you don’t know about? Perhaps not so bad as vandalizing a house, but something he knew you wouldn’t approve of?”

	The moment she said it, I knew she was onto something. “Crap. I don’t know for sure, but I’ll bet you’re right. And if he felt guilty enough, Kip has enough psychic power to broadcast that guilt. It could have easily attracted something like Krampus.”

	“I think you have your answer, then, at least as to why the creature targeted your house. You’ll have to verify it, of course, but I have no doubt that Kip inadvertently opened the door through his guilt. But now, you must focus on sending Krampus packing. I’ll be over there in twenty minutes. I’ve a few useful items that I think will help do the trick. Meanwhile, ask Kip to be honest with you. Once the deeds are out in the open, he can release the guilt that holds the spirit in your basement.” And with that, the line went dead.

	I stared at the half-eaten pie on my plate. Maeve knew what she was talking about. I could feel it in my bones. As I glanced up, Nanna was standing there. She pointed toward the ceiling.

	“So, I go talk to Kip?”

	She nodded. I pushed back my chair. After one more bite of pie—everything looked better with pie—I heaved a low sigh and headed upstairs to talk to my son.
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	KIP LOOKED UP as I knocked and peeked around the half-open door.

	“Got time for a chat, kiddo?”

	He waved me in. He was sitting on his bed staring at an open book, but I had the feeling he hadn’t been too engrossed in reading. As I entered, he placed a bookmark between the pages and set the book aside. I sat down on the bed next to him and gently took his hand.

	“I have to ask you something. Will you give me an honest answer?”

	His eyes wide, he nodded, still silent.

	I kept my voice steady. “Before Krampus showed up in the basement, did you do anything with Sly—or without him—that you feel guilty about? That you don’t want me to know? It’s important, Kipling. I want you to tell me the truth, regardless of what it is.”

	One blink. Another. A third. Then, my son squinted. I knew that expression all too well by now. He rubbed his nose with his free hand and wiped it on his jeans. I kept my mouth shut, even though I wanted to tell him to use a handkerchief.

	“I figured you’d find out sometime. I guess I should have told you earlier.”

	“Let’s hear it, then.”

	“You’re gonna be so mad at me.” He really looked afraid.

	I bit my lip, wanting to promise him I wouldn’t, but I might not be able to keep that promise. “You know, even if I get mad at you, I’ll still love you. Right? There’s very little in this world that you could do that would destroy that love.”

	He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “When Sly was hanging out over here last week, he brought a bottle of wine he stole from his mother. We drank it. That’s the night he stayed over here and I told you we were really tired. I got really sick and threw up. I didn’t have a stomach ache from eating too much junk like I told you the next day. It was from the wine.”

	I closed my eyes, counting to ten. I had thought he was coming down with the flu and had told him to stay in bed for the day. “Is that everything?”

	He shivered. “Not quite. While we were drinking it…I…he…we looked at…” He stopped, blushing. “We were surfing the net on Sly’s phone.”

	And then, I understood. Relief flooded through me. The truth was so much less than I had feared. I tipped his chin up so he was staring into my eyes. “You watched porn, didn’t you?”

	Blushing like a fire truck, he nodded. “And I went in the bathroom and…”

	I gently shook my head. “Never mind that. There’s nothing wrong with touching yourself, Kip. We’ve talked about that before. But watching porn? That’s different. And the drinking? That makes me really unhappy and I don’t ever want you to do it again. When you’re grown and can make up your own mind, you’ll have to make a choice. But until then, I all the shots.” I paused, then asked, “Do you remember when I first left your father? How much I drank?”

	“Yeah.”

	“You remember how I wasn’t very nice sometimes? And that I finally had to stop keeping wine in the house because it was too easy for me to try to drown my problems?” I didn’t like remembering those days, or reminding the kids that I had been on the road to developing a tidy little problem with booze. But it was important for Kip to realize the fire he was playing with.

	“I remember.” He worried his lip. “Mom, that’s the first time I drank anything. I promise you. Sly and I watched porn before, but only a couple times. And only the past couple of months. I don’t want to disappoint you. I promise you. That’s all I did. Everything.”

	Embarrassment flared in his cheeks. It didn’t take much to set my son to feeling guilty. I didn’t want his natural curiosity about his approaching puberty to make him feel ashamed, but I realized it was time we had a talk about growing up. But that could wait a few days.

	“Kip, I’m not upset you’re interested in sex. Sex is a natural, adult activity. We’ll discuss all that a little later. But the drinking and watching porn—you understand this can’t happen again? Not until you’re old enough to be on your own. I want you to make a vow to me, on your honor, that you won’t take another drink of any alcohol until you’re an adult.” I kept hold of his chin. I needed to see the truth in his eyes as he promised.

	He searched my gaze, then slowly said, “I promise. I won’t touch booze again.”

	His words rang true. “All right, then. We’ll talk about porn and why I don’t want you watching it later. It has nothing to do with me not wanting you to grow up. But for now, that’s enough. I want you to think back. How long was it after this happened that you began to notice the energy in the basement?”

	Looking relieved, like a huge weight had just lifted off his shoulders, he said, “Two days, maybe.”

	“All right. I’m not going to punish you for the drinking, Kip. Everybody slips up, and I think you’ve learned your lesson. Whatever happens in court will be punishment enough for whatever you’ve done the past week. Now, Maeve is coming over and we’re going to try to evict Krampus from our basement. I think now that you and I have talked, the job will be a little easier.” I leaned down and kissed his forehead.

	For a moment, I flashed back to when my lanky boy was little as Kip threw his arms around my waist and rested his head on my chest.

	“Mom, I’m sorry. I really don’t want to disappoint you.”

	“I know, my Kipling. I’m not going to pretend to be okay with what you’ve done, but you’re a good boy at heart, and I want you to grow into a good man. I love you, and I believe in you.”

	Another moment and he reluctantly let go, and once again he was the lanky preteen, testing boundaries, and trying to find his own way in the world. Feeling like I was shutting the door on the past, I ruffled his hair, motioning for him to follow me downstairs.

	“Kip, wait with Joe. I don’t want any chance of that creature getting loose and coming up here while you’re alone.”

	“’K. Mom?”

	“Yes?”

	“Do you think Joe’s sorry he married you? Not ’cause of you but…because of what I did?” Again, his voice was tinged with fear.

	“No, Kipling. I don’t think that at all. In fact, Joe thinks the world of you, and he wants to be a good stepfather. Come on, now. Let’s go down there so I can kick ass on Santa’s evil twin.”

	That elicited a laugh from him and we headed down the stairs as the doorbell rang.
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	MAEVE BLEW THROUGH the door like a storm, holding a large bag to her chest. A tall woman, she was slender but sturdy, and she was wearing a green Christmas sweater, embroidered with calico kittens playing with ornaments. Her black slacks were neat and tidy. Everything about Maeve always looked pulled together. Her boots—sensible black galoshes—came off at the door, revealing a pair of green ballerina flats.

	“Good evening, Emerald,” she said, blowing a quick air-kiss my way. “And hello, Kipling. You’re certainly getting taller, aren’t you?” Without missing a beat, she fluttered into the living room, greeting Joe warmly as she emptied the bag on the coffee table. There was a box of chocolates, wrapped in a bow, along with a bottle of rosemary vinegar that she had made.

	“Chocolates for the family, and vinegar for your windowsill to protect the house.” She also set out a jar of pale rose-colored water, along with a sprig of holly and a beautiful silver dagger. “These are to take care of your unwanted visitor.”

	I steered Kip over to Joe. “Don’t eat all the chocolates. Also, if anything gets out of hand, I want you to take Kip over to Horvald’s house.”

	“Sure thing, my lovely wife.” Joe winked at me and gave us a wave as we headed toward the basement.

	I still had my dagger on my belt, and I was wearing a protection amulet that Nanna had left me. Maeve was carrying her dagger, the rose water, and the holly sprig. She said nothing, simply followed me to the basement door. As I opened it, the scent of snow wafted up.

	“Krampus,” she said. “He carries the chill of winter with him. Unless, of course, you’ve developed a hole in your basement that magically lets the snow in.”

	“Somehow, I think we’d be better off if that were the case. No, it’s Krampus. I wonder why he appeared as Santa before showing me his real guise.”

	“Probably to lull you into thinking he wasn’t a threat. But Krampus can’t keep his identity hidden for long. He’s too egotistical for that. And too judgmental.”

	She went first, and she didn’t bother creeping down the stairs. I watched her nervously, as she just marched down the steps like she owned them. I followed her.

	“You can’t let them smell fear, Emerald. Remember that,” she said over her shoulder. “Creatures of evil can scent it out like pigs sniff out truffles.”

	At the bottom of the steps I looked around but couldn’t see Krampus and the elf anywhere. Maybe we had lucked out and they’d gotten bored? But no such luck, as the next moment, a roar echoed from the corner of the main chamber and Krampus leaped out from behind an old armoire, the elf following.

	Maeve shoved the rose water in my hand. “When he gets near enough, throw that on him. He hates all things that are connected with love. So you need to be thinking about how much you love your family, Emerald. How much you love Joe and the children. Love is Krampus’s downfall.”

	As the wight headed our way, looming darker and angrier than ever, I summoned up thoughts of Kip and how, even though he messed up a lot, I so much loved my son. And Randa, who would soon be on her way to college and how much I would miss her. And Joe, who had spun like a whirlwind into my life and upset the applecart in oh, so many wonderful ways.

	The elf was screaming now, “Go back! Go back up the stairs. I can’t hold him much longer.”

	It was then that I saw a chain attached to Krampus’s leg, a thin silver binding. The elf was holding the leash. “What are you? Who are you? How can you keep him in check?”

	Maeve gave me a look like I was crazy. They were getting closer and I really didn’t want to stick around, but I really wanted to know who the elf was.

	“I’m his jailor. The Holly King sent me over to keep an eye on Krampus, but my powers are limited. I try to keep him from making mistakes, but I can’t always control him. But you can call me the ghost of Jacob Marley if you want. Just get a move on! Go, before he gets free.” The elf’s cap jingled as he strained to hold the chain. I wanted to laugh, but one look at Krampus’s face put an end to my mirth.

	Just then, a noise on the steps alerted me. Krampus grunted, aiming his gaze up the stairs. I whirled around to see Kip standing there, eyes wide and fearful.

	“Kip, get out of here! Go back upstairs!”

	“Do as your mother says,” Maeve shouted. “You don’t want to be down here.”

	“But I started this. I know I did. I want to help!” Kip was crying, staring at the crazed spirit who was pulling against the leash. And then Krampus strained once more and the sound of breaking metal echoed through the basement.

	“No!”

	As Krampus broke free, his gaze focused on Kip, I threw the rose water on him and raced up the stairs to shield my son, dagger out and ready.

	Krampus had reached Maeve, who steadfastly held her dagger out, aimed directly at his heart. She lifted the holly sprig and began to chant.

	 

	“By Holly Lord, by Snow and Ice,

	By love’s sweet water, by love’s sweet price,

	I banish you from house and home,

	Back to the depths from which you roam!”

	 

	Her voice spiraled through the basement, ricocheting off the beams and drywall. The holly sprig began to glow as it burst into a shower of ice crystals, all shooting directly toward Krampus. He lurched around Maeve, trying to reach the stairs as I backed away, intent on protecting my son. Then, beside me, I felt a familiar presence. Nanna appeared, raising her hand. A silver light flashed from her palm to hit Krampus at the same time as Maeve’s ice crystals.

	The spirit swayed, roaring like a mad beast. The elf darted forward and slapped the chains on his leg again. Then, turning toward the wall, he traced a rune with his finger that I recognized as a protection symbol. Krampus turned on his keeper, but the elf was faster. With a blaze of light, he vanished, and the wight vanished along with him.

	The rune began to glow with a soft silver light.

	Maeve and I stared at one another. Nanna patted my arm, then Kip’s, and vanished. The basement began to shine, feeling comforting and protective again.

	“I think we broke the spell.” Maeve walked over to the rune and knelt by it. “Never wash this off. Recharge it every so often. But I do believe it will keep Krampus out of your house.” She glanced at Kip. “That is, unless somebody does something to invite him back in.”

	Kip shook his head. For once, my son was at a loss for words. I sent him back upstairs while Maeve and I poked around, making sure the basement was clear, but there was nothing hiding down here. Not even a mouse.

	Arm in arm, we headed up to the living room.

	“You know, Maeve, sometimes it would be nice to just have to worry about in-laws or what presents I’m going to buy my friends.”

	She laughed, a rich, throaty laugh. “Oh, but my friend Emerald, it wouldn’t be nearly so much fun, now would it? Think of it this way: You actually got to meet Krampus, the fallen guard of the Holly King. How many people can say that?”

	I smiled, not answering. But as I put the kettle on for tea, I couldn’t help but wonder how many families had actually been visited by Krampus, and if their outcomes were as lucky as mine.
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	MONDAY MORNING, WE showed up at the courthouse neatly dressed, with Todd at the helm. I wasn’t sure what to expect, and Kip was scared speechless. We were ushered into a small courtroom where Todd motioned for us to sit at the table on the right. The prosecutor was sitting at the other table along with Mrs. Standers. I looked around for Sly, but he was nowhere to be seen. A knot formed in my stomach. Had he taken a turn for the worse?

	“Kip, stay here. I want to talk to Todd privately.”

	Todd and I moved away to one side of the room.

	“Where’s Sly? I heard he was in the hospital, but I thought he might be out by now.”

	“Oh, he won’t be here. He’s being tried separately, since he was arrested on charges that include assault with a deadly weapon. But he’s still in the hospital, Emerald. He’s had a rough weekend. The prosecutor told me that the kid will recover, but he’s got an uphill battle against addiction.”

	“Is he a ward of the court now?”

	“No, actually. His grandmother is on her way from Oregon. She’ll be appointed his guardian since Katherine isn’t fit to manage right now. The grandmother’s already petitioned to take him back to Portland. She mentioned military school as an option. And if he gets sentenced to time, she’ll ask the court to transfer him to a Portland detention center. The judge will probably approve, given she’s taking such an active interest in his upbringing and this is Sly’s first offense. Well, not counting minor infractions.”

	“I see. I’m glad he has family to look after him.” I still felt like I had somehow failed the boy. I wasn’t his mother. I wasn’t his aunt. But he was my son’s best friend and as much as I disapproved of the friendship, Sly had needed more help than I ever realized.

	Todd met my gaze, holding it for a moment. “Emerald, you could never handle him. He would disrupt your family. You did everything you could. Let it go. Let him go. Sometimes, you just have to walk away. His grandmother is made of stern stuff.”

	I let out a long breath, nodding. “Yeah, I will. But it’s just so sad.”

	“Focus on Kip. Guide him through this and make sure he doesn’t follow in Sly’s footsteps.”

	“I think we’re on track with that.” I smiled then, glancing over at my son.

	We returned to the table as court got under way. Mrs. Standers was good to her word and explained how Kip had tried to stop Sly from hurting her, and how he volunteered to stay until the police got there.

	When the judge asked Kip if he had anything to say, Kip rose and faced Mrs. Standers.

	“I’m so sorry for what I did. I don’t have any excuse. I knew it was stupid. I knew it was wrong, but I was dumb. I didn’t think. I just did. I’m really sorry and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it better. I can clean your yard and help repair stuff.” He turned to the judge. “I let my mom and my stepdad down. Mrs. Standers is a nice lady. I’m sorry. I won’t ever do it again.” He straightened his shoulders. “I’ll do whatever I have to in order to make it right.”

	The judge stared at him. “So you plead guilty to vandalism and attempted burglary?”

	Todd gave Kip a nod.

	“Yes, sir. Your Honor. I do.”

	With pent breath, I waited as the judge stared at my son. Judge Weathers’s wife came into my shop now and then. We had never said much beyond pleasantries, but this man now held my son’s fate in his hands.

	“Kipling O’Brien, since this is your first offense, and you have shown both remorse and bravery in attempting to stop your cohort from using a weapon, I hereby sentence you to the following punishment. One: You will pay a fine in the amount of five hundred dollars to the county clerk. Two: You will pay restitution in the amount of one thousand, eight hundred, and twenty-two dollars to Mrs. Myrna Standers. Three: You will be responsible for completing two hundred and eight hours of community service, helping with meals for the homeless. You will serve this time at the Bridle Inn Shelter in increments of four hours per week. Four: You will not converse nor have contact with Sylvester Chase during the next two years, unless it’s for a school function, during which time you will be supervised. Five: You will also serve two years on probation. If you do nothing in that time to land yourself in court again, your record shall be expunged and cleared.”

	I let out my breath, so relieved I wanted to cry. Kip wasn’t going to have to serve time.

	Judge Weathers leaned forward and crooked his finger toward the witness box. “Step up here, young man. Right now.”

	Kip glanced at Todd and me. Todd nodded. Shaking—Kip was throwing off fear like a wet dog shaking off water—my son uneasily settled into the witness box. The judge motioned for him to face him, then leaned down, staring at him.

	“Your mother is a fine woman. Your stepfather is a fireman. A real hero. Look up to them as role models. Your friend Sly is headed down a dangerous path, and it’s one you do not want to travel. I don’t ever want to see you standing in front of me, in trouble, again. Do you understand me, Kipling?” Judge Weathers seemed to balloon into a massively powerful figure. He looked intimidating, that much was for sure.

	Kip nodded, eyes so wide he looked like an anime character.

	“Answer me, boy.”

	“Yes, Your Honor.”

	“You promise, on all you hold dear?” Again, the judge’s voice held an element of command that startled me.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Then return to your seat.”

	Once Kip was in his chair, the judge made certain the sentence was entered into record, and he dismissed the court. I sat there, thinking how lucky we were compared to what could have happened.
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	TWO WEEKS LATER…

	The snow was falling again, and Randa and Kip were making a snowman in the front yard. Winter Solstice was a day away, and then Christmas a few days after that. We celebrated both—Yule as a family, and then Christmas when my parents came to town to visit the kids. We were waiting for Murray and Jimbo to show up. They were going to spend the evening playing board games with us. Murray was sporting a new diamond ring on her left ring finger, and Joe couldn’t wait to badger Jimbo about joining his ranks as an old married man.

	Sly had left for Portland, bound for a military boarding school that would be better for him than detention. Kip hadn’t been allowed to speak to him, but neither had he asked. Joe was in a walking cast, but we kept the wheelchair. When we were inside, the cast was fine, but the ice was thick and the snow deep, and a wheelchair was safer than him trying to walk with a cane or crutches.

	I was sitting by the bay window, watching the kids play in the deepening twilight. Joe slid behind me, leaning against my back as a fire crackled merrily in the hearth.

	Krampus had vanished. Maeve, Nanna, and I had broken his spell. But I couldn’t help but dwell on the spirit. He had so much anger and hatred locked within him.

	I was feeling a little melancholy, to be honest. Even though my shop’s business was booming, and everything seemed to be working just fine, it had been hard to surface after all the shocks of the past few weeks.

	“Are you okay, Em?”

	I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m feeling a little sad, and I’m not sure why.”

	“Missing Harlow?”

	I ducked my head. Harlow, my other best friend besides Murray, was on an overseas trip with her husband. Truth was, I did miss her, but that wasn’t the cause for my sadness.

	“Yes, but that’s not why. I guess it’s just that Randa’s going to be leaving in a year. How can I protect my daughter? She won’t even be eighteen and she’ll be hundreds of miles away at college. And Kip is growing so fast. I don’t expect we’ll see any more trouble out of him, not like what we’ve just been through, but he’s growing up, Joe. Pretty soon neither one of them will need me.”

	Joe laughed. “They’ll always need you, Em. There’s no telling where Randa will choose to go to college. Yes, she will eventually leave for Cal-Tech or some big fancy place, but we both know that she’ll always love you. And she’s going to do wonderful, incredible things. And Kip? He’s eleven. You’ve still got seven more years to hover over him and drive him crazy.”

	“Maybe so.” I paused. The thought hadn’t occurred to me earlier, and it sounded crazy, but I suddenly couldn’t think about anything else. “Joe, what do you think? We’ve only touched on the subject before, but do you want any children of your own?”

	He sat up straight, staring at me in the glow of the firelight. “Emerald O’Brien, are you asking what I think you’re asking?”

	I bit my lip. “I don’t know. I really don’t. But should we?” And then, as I looked at him, I could suddenly see them there, standing beside him, waiting for us to make up our mind. Twins. A boy and a girl, with Joe’s hair and my eyes. I didn’t want to say anything, didn’t want to break the spell or jinx it or prejudice him into making a decision.

	Joe took my hands. “I love you. You and me? We’re enough. But I also love Kip and Randa, and if you want to have a baby, I’ll happily change diapers and get up at two in the morning to feed her—or him. I’ll rub your back when it hurts, and get you pickles and ice cream when you have cravings.”

	As we sat there, in the light of the fire, I realized that we were on the brink of making a life-changing decision. “We could create a nursery down at the shop. One of the storage rooms.”

	“Will Kip and Randa be okay with the idea?” Joe glanced out the window. “They won’t feel pushed away?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Kip, especially, will be happy, I think. Randa will probably be embarrassed, but that’s nothing new.”

	We fell into silence, but the decision had been made. There was no more need for words. As we sat there, waiting for our guests, Samantha leaped into my lap and I gently petted her, kissing her head. Joe caught Noël up and nuzzled her belly. The light outside faded and my gloom faded with it. It wasn’t that I was missing anything from my life. No, it was that we had so much to give, and the house had so much love in it, and I wanted to share it and see it grow.

	“Blessed Yule, Em. I love you,” Joe said.

	And I answered him with a kiss.
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	Each Chintz ‘n China book contains a charm for you to safely do. Turn the page to read on!

	 

	If you liked HOLIDAY SPIRITS, don’t miss the rest of the Chintz ‘n China series:

	GHOST OF A CHANCE, LEGEND OF THE JADE DRAGON, MURDER UNDER A MYSTIC MOON, A HARVEST OF BONES, and ONE HEX OF A WEDDING.

	 

	Meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. Fun-loving witch Maddy Gallowglass, her smoking-hot vampire lover Aegis, and their crazed cjinn Bubba (part djinn, all cat) rock it out in Bedlam, a magical town on a magical island. BLOOD MUSIC, BEWITCHING BEDLAM, and MAUDLIN’S MAYHEM are currently available, and BLOOD VENGEANCE and TIGER TAILS are available for preorder. And more are on the way!

	 

	If you prefer a grittier series, try my post-apocalyptic romance—the Fury Unbound Series: FURY RISING, FURY’S MAGIC, FURY AWAKENED, and FURY CALLING.

	 

	The newest Otherworld book—MOON SHIMMERS—is available now, and the next, HARVEST SONG, will be available in May 2018.

	 

	For information about all of my work, including upcoming releases, see the Bibliography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases.

	



	


Yule Protection Charm
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	Here’s a very simple protection charm to make during the winter holidays. Make a new one each year as part of your traditions. You will need:

	 

	1 round ornament (ball-shaped is best, with the removable top—like a glitter Christmas ornament), colored with red and gold on it

	3 teaspoons kosher salt

	2 teaspoons black peppercorns

	1 teaspoon dried basil

	1 teaspoon dried rosemary

	1 teaspoon dried tobacco

	1 teaspoon dried sage

	3 drops sage oil

	3 drops cedar oil

	3 drops vetiver oil

	1 thin, short quartz crystal spike or several quartz crystal chips

	Superglue

	Green ribbon

	 

	In a small bowl, mix together the herbs, oils, and salt. Focus on protecting your house and all who live within as you do so. Hold your hand over the mixture and say:

	 

	By power of might, by power of will,

	By earth and air, by fire and sea,

	By universal light, this charm fulfill,

	As I will, so mote it be.

	 

	Carefully remove the silver/wire hanger top from the ornament. Using a funnel or rolled up paper, fill the ornament with the herb mixture. Cautiously squeeze superglue onto the outer lip of the ornament and carefully replace the top so that your fingers do not come into contact with glue (you can wear vinyl gloves for this). Allow to dry. Tie ribbon through the wire the ornament hangs by. Hang in the corner of your room for protection for the next year.
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	New York Times, Publishers Weekly, and USA Today bestselling author Yasmine Galenorn writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance, and is the author of almost fifty books, including the Otherworld Series, the Whisper Hollow Series, the Fury Unbound Series, the upcoming Bewitching Bedlam Series, and many more. She’s also written nonfiction metaphysical books. She is the 2011 Career Achievement Award Winner in Urban Fantasy, given by RT Magazine.

	 

	Yasmine has been in the Craft since 1980, is a shamanic witch and High Priestess. She describes her life as a blend of teacups and tattoos. She lives in Kirkland, WA, with her husband Samwise and their cats. Yasmine can be reached via her web site at Galenorn.com.
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