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      I stared out the window in disbelief. “Son of a nutcracker. We’re actually here.”

      Sinclair grinned at me as he threw the RV into park. “We sure are. I’ll go get us a site, and we’ll get settled in.”

      “Looking forward to it.” I was, too. We’d been on the road a while.

      He opened the door and jumped out of the driver’s seat, leaving me with Spider and Sugar, both of whom were asleep somewhere in the back.

      I watched him walk to the RV park office. It was a large building, but the back half looked like a residence. Maybe the owners of the RV park lived there. A car was parked alongside on a short driveway that ended in a metal carport.

      Everything was covered in a dusting of new snow, which was making me a little homesick. I never thought we’d be back in Nocturne Falls, especially not for Christmas, but here we were, at the Pumpkin Patch RV Park and Campground.

      It was a little after 3 p.m., but the facility’s lights were already on. Made sense, I guess. This time of year, the sun would set in about two hours.

      Last time we’d been here, there hadn’t been an RV park. Of course, we hadn’t needed one then either. Now, thanks to all kinds of progress happening around town, there was one near the lake. The sign by the entrance said campers, RVs, and tents welcome.

      The campground wasn’t anything big. I think there were about forty-five or fifty sites in three rows with another smaller section for those camping in tents. It was a beautiful little area with lots of trees and nice-size camping sites, quite a few of them filled, too, but most of the campers looked like they’d been winterized. I took that as a good sign. If people parked their campers here year-round, it had to be a nice place to stay.

      I could see that. The RV park had a small picnic area on a concrete pad next to the office along with places to grill, a volleyball court, shuffleboards, a basketball hoop, and a laundry. There was also a pool, but it was closed for the season.

      Didn’t bother me. Seeing the snow really did my heart good. We’d just come from Miami and a visit to the shop there, so I was ready for cooler weather. Nocturne Falls definitely delivered. It might not have been the North Pole, but it was certainly winter, and I was here for it. Literally and figuratively.

      “Mama?”

      I looked down to see Spider sitting next to the passenger’s chair. His fur was sort of flat on one side, and his eyes weren’t quite all the way open. I reached down and ruffled his fur a little more. “Hi, baby. Did you just wake up?”

      He yawned, which was all the answer I needed. “Spider hungry.”

      “I’m sure you are.”

      Before I could unbuckle my seat belt and get up to get him food, he jumped into my lap and stuck his little face right next to the passenger window. His whiskers twitched. “Snow.”

      I scratched his back, sending his tail into the air. “That’s right. We’re back in Nocturne Falls. You remember Nocturne Falls? Where we used to live?”

      He gave me a look. “Spider ’members.” He turned around and stuck his face in my face. “Spider loves Chicken Party.”

      We were down to one can, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. Fingers crossed Shop-n-Save had plenty on hand, which I was sure they would. “Come on. Chicken Party it is. Where’s Sugar? Is she still sleeping?”

      He jumped down and trotted toward the back as I got out of my seat. “Sugar snores.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but so do you. You two are a match made in heaven.” I got out the last can of Chicken Party and divided it into two dishes, then set them down in the cats’ eating area.

      Sugar came running in. She wasn’t one to sleep through the sound of a can being opened. “Food!”

      “Yes, food.” I laughed as the two of them chowed down. I was starting to feel a little hungry myself, and not only were we low on Chicken Party, we were low on pretty much everything else. I think we had a container of oatmeal, half a jar of peanut butter, and some condiments. I was a six-pack of Dr Pepper away from being out of that, too. The horror.

      We definitely needed a trip to the Shop-n-Save.

      Sin got back in, settling behind the wheel. “We’re in site number thirty-three, and they have full hookups, free cable and Wi-Fi, and 50-amp power.”

      “Of course, they do,” I said as I returned to my seat. “It’s Nocturne Falls. They don’t do anything in half measures. First class all the way.” I looked around. “Lots of campers but they look empty. Doesn’t seem like there are many people here.”

      “Off season,” he said as he started up the RV and headed down toward our site. “Which was also why the rate was so cheap too. Jerry, the campground manager, said there are only a handful of people who live here full time.”

      I didn’t mind that. Quiet was good. Miami had not been quiet. “After we get parked and hooked up, we should probably get some groceries. I just opened the last can of someone’s favorite food.”

      Sin’s brows shot up. “Oh boy. That could mean trouble. Maybe we could swing by Mummy’s and grab a bite before we hit the market. What do you think?”

      “I’m in. Although you know we’re bound to run into someone we know.”

      He smiled, slowing the RV as he pulled past our site so he could back us in. “They’re going to find out we’re here sooner or later. Do you want to run by the shop, too?”

      My dad, Jack Frost, the Winter King and King of the North Pole, had specifically asked us to come to the Nocturne Falls store so I could help out. I’d even been issued two new employee codes for the keypad that unlocked the side entrance. That way I could get in through the stockroom if need be. One code was standard; one was in case of trouble. All the employees got them.

      Anyway, I’d be filling in for Buttercup, the second shift manager. She was headed back to the North Pole because her grandmother was sick.

      The store, Santa’s Workshop, was one of the many branches of the business my family ran, my family being the aforementioned Jack Frost, my mom, my aunt, and my uncle, Kris Kringle. Yes, Santa Claus. The toy stores were the perfect way for him to see what kids were interested in, test out new toys, and help foster the magic of Christmas.

      You’d be surprised how soon kids lost sight of that magic in this crazy world.

      “Maybe we could do the store visit after we get groceries. I feel like that could take some time.”

      “Whatever you want is fine with me.” His gaze was on the backup cameras, keeping a close watch on the spot he was fitting us into. “Although tonight might be an early night for me. That was a long drive.”

      “You’ve earned an early bedtime if that’s what you want. We could just do Mummy’s and groceries and put off the store visit until tomorrow morning when we’re both fresh. Buttercup doesn’t leave until the day after tomorrow anyway. What do you think? We’ll just have a quiet night in. Maybe watch a movie and crash.”

      “Sounds good to me.” He gave me a wink as he turned the engine off. “You want to call a Ryde? I should have us hooked up in ten minutes or so.”

      “Sure thing.”

      It only took him nine minutes. After a year and a half or so of traveling around the country to visit various Santa’s Workshop locations and staying at RV parks and campgrounds, Sin was an old pro at getting us set up. It took another twenty minutes for our Ryde to arrive and get us to Mummy’s.

      By the time we were in a booth, I was ready to order the whole menu. I shook my head as I looked at the selections. “I want it all.”

      Sin chuckled. “I’m pretty hungry myself. Plus it smells so good in here that I’m thinking about ordering three different things.”

      I laughed. A man after my own heart. “Let’s split a cinnamon roll. I know it’s not really a lunch or dinner food—”

      “Because it’s dessert,” Sin said.

      “True, it is, sort of. But we could take the leftovers back and have them for breakfast tomorrow.”

      Sin snorted. “Leftovers?”

      I bit my bottom lip. He knew me so well. “I was thinking about ordering two, just to make sure.”

      He snorted. “I love you. Order as many as you want. Like you weren’t going to anyway.”

      I did, too. A double order of cinnamon rolls, although I did ask for the second one to be packed up to go. For my main meal, I got a Dr Pepper, a cheesesteak sub with hot peppers and fries, opting to try Mummy’s new sriracha mayo dipping sauce.

      I’d developed a taste for hot stuff ever since our visit to Amarillo, which had been right before Miami. Hard to visit Texas and not eat chilis.

      Sin had no aversions to spicy either. He proved that by getting another of Mummy’s new dishes, hot honey fried chicken. Basically crispy fried chicken drizzled with fiery honey. It came with biscuits, coleslaw, and french fries. I was second-guessing my order as soon as the server walked away because his really sounded good. We’d discovered hot honey chicken in Nashville, so seeing it here in Georgia wasn’t that unusual.

      I sighed. “I really want cheesesteak, but yours sounds good too.”

      He just looked at me and nodded. “You’re going to want a piece of my chicken, aren’t you?”

      I pursed my lips and twirled a strand of blue hair around my finger. “Just a little one. I’ll give you some of my cheesesteak.”

      He laughed. “Maybe I should have gotten two orders.”

      “Let’s see if it’s any good first.”

      “It will be. You already know that.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” This was Mummy’s, after all. People on death row probably wished they could come here for their last meal. I know I would. If I ever murdered anyone. Not that I had any immediate plans.

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and set it on the table along with his keys. “I’m kind of surprised you didn’t get a milkshake.”

      I shrugged. “I’m saving myself for a slice of that pumpkin cheesecake.”

      He glanced toward the counter. “Now that’s something we might need to get a to-go order of.”

      I pulled a little notebook and pen out of my purse to work on the grocery list. At least we wouldn’t be shopping hungry. That could be disastrous. One thing I’d learned pretty quickly about living in an RV was that storage was at a premium, even in a high-end rig like ours. Buy too much and we’d have bags of chips and rolls of toilet paper in our bedroom closet.

      As I added things to the list, starting with Chicken Party, naturally, our drinks came. Sin unwrapped straws for both of us, sticking mine in my tall cup. I took a long sip of my Dr Pepper, instantly feeling better.

      He’d gotten root beer. “I don’t think I’ll need anything else to eat today after this meal.”

      “Me either. Probably. I mean besides dessert.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Jayne?”

      We both turned to look at the familiar and enthusiastic voice. My favorite blue-haired werewolf was headed towards us. I grinned. “Birdie!”

      I got out of the booth to greet her.

      She hugged me instantly. “I had no idea you were coming to town. Is this a surprise visit, or are you here for a little bit?”

      “We’re here for a little bit. At least through Christmas.”

      She looked at Sin. “You’d better get over here and let me hug your neck, too.”

      He got up and obliged, kissing her cheek as the hug ended. “It’s nice to see you again, Birdie.”

      “You too, honey. How are your folks?”

      More than a year ago, Birdie and her boyfriend, Jack Van Zant, had helped us figure out who had kidnapped Sin’s mom. Since then, Sin’s affection for her had only grown. “They’re doing great.”

      “No more trouble?”

      “No more trouble. How’s Jack?”

      She smiled. “He’s just fine. Oh, it’s so good to see you two. And for Christmas, too.” She put her hand to her throat. “I could just cry.”

      “Do you want to sit with us?” I asked. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      “You’re too sweet. I wish I could. I’m just picking up some food for the station. Hank’s working a little late tonight. There have been a few weird break-ins lately.”

      I gave her a curious look. “Weird how?”

      She glanced around like she didn’t want anyone to overhear. “Nothing’s been stolen. Someone’s been breaking into houses, unwrapping all the Christmas presents, cleaning up the mess, and leaving.”

      I blinked. “You’re right. That is weird. Maybe it’s kids playing a prank.”

      “Maybe,” Birdie said. “But breaking into a house is still a crime.”

      Sin made a little noise. “I’d say maybe it was kids except for the cleaning-up part. Sounds to me like someone’s trying to ruin Christmas.”

      Birdie nodded. “Doesn’t it? Why would someone do that? Hank is stumped, bless his heart. We all are. Anyway, I better scoot or the food’s gonna get cold. Don’t be strangers. I mean it. I need to see that sweet little Spider baby too.”

      “We’ll be here a while,” I promised. “You’ll get to see him.” Birdie had cat-sat for me once when I’d gone out of town. She and Spider had a special bond now.

      She wiggled her fingers at us, went up to the counter to get her takeout bags, and left. We sat back down, and two seconds later, our food arrived.

      My cheesesteak looked great, but Sin’s hot honey chicken was calling my name. He put a piece on my plate before I even said anything. Did I marry the right guy or what?

      I picked up the thigh and bit into it. The coating was crisp, the honey was sweet and hot, and my mouth was happy. A few more bites in, and I took a moment to breathe. I gestured at him with the remains of the chicken thigh. “I can’t stop thinking about the break-ins Birdie told us about. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Sin shook his head. “No, it doesn’t. Unless someone really is trying to ruin Christmas.”

      “But there are all kinds of other ways to do that besides unwrapping people’s gifts.”

      He swallowed the bite of chicken he’d just taken. “Such as?”

      I shrugged. “Well, if I wanted to do it, I’d snow the whole town in like the yetis did that time. Shut everything down. But a witch could probably do that too with the right spell. Alice is certainly powerful enough. If I was the Sandman, I’d put everyone to sleep until December twenty-sixth. Make them sleep right through it.”

      He nodded. “But those are paranormal ways of ruining Christmas. What if whoever’s behind this is human?”

      I sat back. “Huh. I hadn’t thought about that, but you’re right. They could be.” I gave that some consideration. “Whoever it is must be a miserable person to want to make everyone else miserable, too. Totally Grinchy.”

      “Agreed.”

      I cut one half of my cheesesteak into half again and put that piece on Sin’s plate. “I changed my mind about stopping into the store. I want to make a quick trip there before we get groceries. I promise it’ll be quick. I know you’re tired. But I suddenly feel like I need to be there.”

      “No problem, sweetheart. That’s what we’re here for anyway.”

      “Yep.” I picked up my knife again and worked on slicing off a nice hunk of the cinnamon roll. “Although right now, I’m here for this food. We’ve had some great meals on the road, but there’s no place I’d rather eat out than Nocturne Falls.”
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      I’d be lying if I said Jayne’s ability to outeat me and pretty much everyone else I knew didn’t amaze me. Even after a couple of years of marriage, it was still an impressive feat. The woman could eat. I figured if she ever used her talents competitively, she’d take home every trophy she went after.

      I couldn’t help but smile while she polished off the remains of her cheesesteak, all of her fries and some of mine, the rest of the cinnamon roll, and then ordered a piece of the pumpkin cheesecake she’d been wanting.

      How she ate all of that without gaining weight was just proof that the winter elf metabolism, if bottled, could make us millions.

      But I was already a rich man. I was married to her. And that wealth had nothing to do with her status as next in line for the Winter Throne.

      Her cheesecake arrived, and she clapped, making me laugh.

      She looked at me. “What?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “You’re just the most adorable woman I’ve ever known.”

      “Adorable?” She rolled her eyes. “You make me sound like a puppy.”

      “Nah,” I said. “You’re far too sexy to be a puppy.”

      She forked up a big helping of pumpkin cheesecake and grinned. “That’s more like it.”

      A few minutes later, the server brought us the bill. I gave her my credit card. Jayne ate the last of the cheesecake as I added a good tip and signed my name. “You okay to walk, or do you want to get another Ryde?”

      “Walking is fine. It’s not that far. Although after what I just ate, I should probably jog.”

      Laughing, I slid out of the booth and offered her my arm. We walked outside, and the cold hit us. I knew it didn’t bother Jayne, but I was glad for my coat. We headed for the shop. “Do you ever miss living here?”

      She nodded. “Sometimes I do. Don’t get me wrong. I love our new life. I never thought in a million ice ages that we’d be traveling around the country doing meet and greets at the shops as our royal selves. And living in an RV.”

      “A very nice RV.” I couldn’t imagine how much that rig had cost, but it was spectacular.

      She smiled. “A very nice RV. What about you? Do you miss the doughnut shop?”

      “Yes and no. I miss the creative side of it. Coming up with the new doughnut flavors was always a lot of fun. But the hours were long, and now I get to spend all of those hours with you.” I leaned in and kissed her cheek. Two years of marriage and I still fell more in love with her every day.

      She hugged my arm tighter and smiled up at me. “I don’t miss my single life. I hope you didn’t think that. What I miss is having a house. Not all the time. But being back here has me thinking about all the things you have when you’re in a more permanent living situation.”

      I wondered if not being home was bothering her. We’d gone back to the North Pole for Christmas last year. “Is there something you think we’re going to miss out on?”

      “Well … where are we going to put a tree?”

      “We can put a little one on the end of the counter.”

      She shrugged, and I could tell by her expression that a small, countertop tree was not what the Winter Princess truly desired. “Yeah, I suppose.”

      She sighed. “I’m just having a melancholy moment. Feeling a little homesick. I’ll be all right.” She smiled at me again, but not without visible effort.

      I let go of her to put my arm around her shoulders and draw her in. “This will be a different Christmas for sure, but different doesn’t mean worse. We’re going to be with old friends, and that’s going to make for all kinds of wonderful memories. Plus you’ll be in the shop. You always loved that.”

      She nodded, her smile looking a little brighter. “That’s true. Good point.”

      And while I hadn’t mentioned it, I planned to do everything in my power to ensure her Christmas was as good as it could be. I might only be a necromancer, but I had been raised by two romantics. I could make this a very memorable holiday if I planned things just right.

      Santa’s Workshop was just ahead, and even though they knew we were coming, I was already anticipating the scene when Jayne walked in. She’d become good friends with two of the women who worked at the shop, Buttercup and Juniper, who were also winter elves. Everyone who worked at the shop was. They had to be. No doubt her friends would be overjoyed to see her.

      I glanced over at Jayne. She was grinning, which made me smile. “It’ll be good to see your friends, huh?”

      She nodded. “It will be.”

      I opened the door for her, and she walked in. Instantly, the Christmassy scent of cool pine and warm cinnamon greeted us. Small, crystalline snowflakes fell from the ceiling. I caught one on my hand. Real snow. A kind of winter elf magic they called shimmer. Customers loved it, even this time of year when there was already a sprinkling of the white stuff outside.

      Juniper was behind the register, bagging a woman’s purchase, but she saw Jayne, and her face lit up. “I’m sure your son is going to love it.”

      “Thank you.” The woman took her bag and left.

      Juniper came out from behind the counter, arms out, smile ear to ear. “Jayne!”

      “Hiya, Juni.” Jayne hugged her, and the two women held onto each other for a few long moments.

      When they separated, Jayne looked around the store. “The place looks great.”

      “Thanks.” Juniper looked over at me. “Hi, Sinclair. Nice to see you.”

      “You too, Juniper. Love the shimmer.”

      “Thanks, but that’s Kip’s work at the moment.”

      Kip came out from between two aisles. “Did I hear my name? Hey, Jayne! I knew you were coming, but I didn’t know it was today.”

      Jayne nodded. “Yep. This is just a quick hello, though. We need to get groceries, then we’re headed back to the RV park to get some rest. We had a long drive. I’ll be in tomorrow, though, for real. As I’m sure you know, I’ll be taking over the evening shifts for Buttercup so she can go home and see her grandmother.”

      “That’s so kind of you,” Juniper said.

      Suddenly distracted, Jayne walked over to a couple of displays of wrapping paper. She picked up the last roll in the second one. “Oh, this is really pretty.” She held it up for me to see. “What do you think?”

      The paper had a pattern of snow-frosted pine branches covered in tiny, multicolored lights. “It’s very nice.”

      “I want it. I don’t have any gifts to wrap yet, but I will.” Jayne tucked the roll under her arm and looked back at Kip and Juniper. “I saw the new patterns of gift wrap in the shop in Miami, but they didn’t have this one.”

      Juniper nodded. “They wouldn’t have. We’re the only store that has the new Christmas Magic paper.”

      I went over for a better look. “Christmas Magic?” The sign over the display said the same thing with an asterisk explaining that Christmas Magic paper only worked when used in conjunction with Christmas Magic tape.

      Juniper explained, “It’s really still in the testing phase, but apparently, they finally got the right paper to make it work, so they’ve been sending us batches as quickly as they can make it. We sell out of it pretty much the same day it comes in. As soon as people understand what it does, they snap it up. That’s the last roll from a shipment of seventy rolls we got in this morning. I keep telling them to send more, but I know they’re doing their best.”

      “I want it,” Jayne said. She looked at the roll. “So what does it do?”

      Kip laughed. “Juniper has the sample behind the counter. She can show you.”

      “Yeah,” Juniper said. “I put it under here because when we run out, someone usually tries to buy it. I keep a roll of the tape under here too.” She reached under and pulled out a roll of tape and a shoebox that had been covered in the paper except for one end that hadn’t been taped down yet.

      Jayne and I walked closer to the counter to see the demonstration.

      Juniper held up the tape. “This is conductor tape. The paper is loaded with nano-circuits and infused with bioluminescence.” She lowered her voice. “And winter elf razzle dazzle, but that’s a trade secret.”

      We laughed.

      She went on. “So when you close the circuits in the paper with a piece of the conductor tape, the magic happens…” She pulled a piece of tape off and secured the last flap on the wrapping.

      The tiny lights on the branches actually lit up and twinkled.

      Jayne gasped. “That’s the best thing I’ve ever seen.” She grinned at me. “Outside of you, naturally.”

      “Naturally,” I said. “That is pretty amazing. No wonder you’ve been selling out.” But my business side had questions. “How much?”

      “It’s not cheap.” Juniper stuck her finger through the hole in the tape roll and twirled it around like a gunslinger showing off her skills. “The paper is twenty-five bucks a roll, and the tape is ten.”

      I snorted softly, amazed at what people would pay for a novelty. Although as novelties went, this was a pretty good one. And I was one of those people willing to pay the price. “My mom would love this. I really want to send her some. No idea when that next shipment is coming in, huh?”

      Juniper shook her head.

      Jayne put the roll of paper she’d been holding onto on the counter. “We could send her this one.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m sure there will be more in soon.”

      Jayne shrugged. “I hope so. I need to call my dad tonight to let him know we’re here anyway. I’ll ask him for an update on the shipment.”

      “Even a couple of rolls would be good,” Kip said. “We already have a waiting list of people who want some when it arrives.”

      “Really?” Jayne’s brows were up, and I knew the look on her face. Her mind was working. “That’s crazy. A waiting list for wrapping paper? Then why was this roll out?”

      Kip answered, “Because I found it under one of the shelving units in the stockroom. It must have rolled under there when we were unboxing the last shipment.”

      Jayne looked at me. “I’m glad we got it. But we’re sitting on a gold mine here, and the display is empty. I have to call my dad as soon as we get back.” She tapped her fingers on the counter as her attention returned to Kip and Juniper. “I will see if I can’t get things moving.”

      “Thanks,” Juniper said. “That would be great. So will having you both around through the holidays. Do you remember how to work the register?”

      Jayne snorted. “I got married. I didn’t have a lobotomy.”

      Juniper giggled, then her smile turned sort of bashful and she held out her left hand. A very sparkly diamond decorated her ring finger. “Speaking of marriage, Kip gave me an early Christmas present …”

      Jayne gasped for a second time and grabbed Juniper’s hand. “You’re engaged? It’s beautiful. I’m so happy for you guys.”

      Juniper beamed and made moony eyes at Kip.

      He lifted his chin proudly. “That’s right. I put a ring on it.”

      I stuck my hand out. “Congratulations.”

      He shook it. “Thanks. Any advice for me?”

      I looked at Jayne, the love of my life. “When you get the right woman, you don’t need much advice. But that old saying is true. Happy wife, happy life. Also? Keep a lot of sweets on hand.”
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      I could not believe Juniper and Kip were getting married. I knew they’d been dating for a while, but I guess I hadn’t realized just how serious it was. I was so happy for them. Kip clearly adored Juniper, and she was all smiles when he was around.

      “That way,” I pointed, directing Sin toward Shop-n-Save’s pet food aisle. “If they’re out of Chicken Party, we’re in trouble. I don’t think substituting Tuna Fest or Salmon Soiree is going to cut it.” Although I’d get a few cans of those anyway since Sugar liked them.

      Sin nodded. “Now that we’re going to be in one spot for a while, maybe you could get some shipped. Jerry said people use the office address for deliveries all the time.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.” We went to the cat food section, and I was relieved to see twelve cans of Spider’s addiction sitting on the shelf. I took all of them, but I still might order some. Twelve cans wasn’t nearly enough. We got another pouch of the cats’ favorite treats, too.

      Then it was on to the people food. Breakfast items, stuff for sandwiches for lunch, some snack things, a few odds and ends for dinner, and plenty of Dr Pepper. Sin basically did all of the cooking, so whatever he wanted to make was fine by me. I’d always been more of an eater. Something he knew pretty well.

      He was looking at all the different varieties of rice. “How would you feel about curry one night? I could do a spicy one.”

      “That sounds good. I’m in.”

      He grabbed a bag of basmati rice and put it in the cart. We finished up in produce, where he grabbed onions, peppers, carrots, zucchini, and eggplant.

      But the best thing about produce was that the bakery was nearby. I wandered over while he picked out some apples. The smell from the bakery was mouthwatering, despite the fact that we’d just eaten. There were some giant chocolate chip cookies just calling my name. Was a dozen enough? That was only three a day for four days. Or four a day for three days. And what if I wanted to take some into the shop to share?

      By the time he joined me, the lady behind the counter was handing me a box containing thirty-six cookies.

      “Um, sweetheart?” Sin nodded at the box. “What’s that?”

      “Just a few chocolate chip cookies. For later. And for sharing at the store.”

      He laughed. “I see.”

      “I know—I already got ice cream, Twizzlers, and M&Ms, but the pantry is pretty bare.”

      He shook his head. “Just put them in the cart, and then you should probably call us a Ryde. By the time we get through the checkout, it might get here.”

      I balanced the bakery box on top of the egg carton. The cart was pretty full. I was starting to wonder if we’d over-shopped. I could always keep the M&Ms in the drawer of my nightstand. I got my phone out and pulled up the Ryde app.

      “Sinclair? Is that you?”

      I looked up to see a woman I didn’t know coming toward us. She was a very pretty, very curvy redhead with an aura of the supernatural about her. And he was smiling.

      “Hi, Gracie. Yes, it’s me. How are you?”

      “I’m just fine, sugar.” She hugged him. “Don’t you look good enough to eat.”

      I cleared my throat.

      Sin’s smile didn’t fade one bit. “Gracie, this is my wife, Jayne. Sweetheart, this is Gracie Morales.”

      As she looked me over, a telltale flash of shifter gold played in her eyes. I wondered what kind she was. “Nice to meet you. How do you know my husband?”

      Gracie smiled, revealing perfect white teeth with canines just slightly sharper than the average humans’. “We used to date. I used to cut his hair, too.” She laughed. “I’m not sure which came first.”

      I felt stabby for about half a second, quickly reminding myself that Sin was well and truly mine. Even so, I shot him a look. “How about that?”

      He laughed. “It was a long time ago. Gracie moved away, and that was that.” He looked at her again. “What are you doing in town? Don’t you live in Louisiana now?”

      “I do, but I’m here for the holidays. My brother, Santana, just got a job with the sheriff’s department here. Alex Cruz, one of the sergeants, helped him.”

      “I know Alex,” I said. “Sort of. He’s dating a friend of mine, Roxy St. James.”

      Gracie nodded. “That’s right, the writer. We had dinner with them last night. I forgot how much fun this town is. Kind of makes me want to move back. That’s the great thing about being a hairstylist. You can go anywhere.”

      I was jealous again and for no good reason. That really wasn’t like me, but I chalked it up to being tired from all the travel. I did my best to quash that feeling and be civil. “This is a fun town. It was nice to meet you.”

      “You too.” She smiled, mostly at Sinclair. “If you want a haircut while I’m in town, I’d be happy to take care of you.”

      “I’m good,” Sin said. “Thank you, though.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe I’ll see you around again. If not, Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas to you.” He started pushing the cart toward the checkout lanes.

      I glanced back at her. My hips didn’t sway like that. I shook my head. “She’s very pretty.”

      He looked at me. “She’s all right. She’s no Winter Princess, though.”

      I smiled. He did know all the right things to say. “How long did you two date?”

      “Six months, maybe. It was never that serious.”

      I glanced back again, but she was already gone. “She’s some kind of shifter, right?”

      He nodded. “Jaguar.”

      I made a face. Of course, the very sexy ex of Sin’s was also a very sexy animal.

      “Hey,” he said. “Don’t go there.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” I opened the bakery box and helped myself to an emotional support cookie.

      “Yes, you are. I can see it in your face. You’re jealous. I don’t know why. After all, I married you. I love you. I cook for you.”

      That he did. I smiled around the crumbs and shrugged. “She’s just really pretty and has a great body, and I haven’t showered since yesterday.”

      He laughed. “And I’d still pick you. Crazy, huh?”

      I laughed, too, all traces of jealousy gone.

      By the time we got back to the RV, I was ready to put the groceries away, have a nice hot shower, then get into some pajamas and chill with Sin. And possibly eat another cookie or two. Maybe even with a cup of hot chocolate. Being in the shop and hearing the Christmas music, along with the cold weather and snow on the ground, was definitely putting me in a mellow mood.

      Of course, I still needed to call my dad. Via magical snow globe since cell communications with the North Pole were unreliable.

      I started to help Sin with unpacking the groceries.

      “Go on,” he said. “I know you need to talk to your dad. I can do this.”

      “You sure?” I didn’t want to slack on my share of things.

      “Positive.”

      I lifted my brows. “Could you also make some hot chocolate?”

      He smiled and nodded. “I can do that too.”

      “Thanks!” I went back to the bedroom, which was the entire rear end of the RV, and got the snow globe out.

      With the RV’s slides extended, the motor coach was surprisingly roomy. Kind of like a small apartment. And actually, probably bigger than most of those tiny homes that were weirdly all the rage at the moment.

      I didn’t get it. I couldn’t fit enough Dr Pepper in one of those to last me a week.

      I picked up the globe on my nightstand and gave it a shake. As the snow settled, my father’s face appeared.

      “Hi, Jayne. How are you?”

      “Good! We’re in Nocturne Falls. We’re staying at the new RV park by the lake. The Pumpkin Patch Campground. It’s pretty nice. Free Wi-Fi and cable hookups, too.”

      He smiled. “Sounds good. How’s your weather?”

      “Cold with a little snow on the ground and I couldn’t be happier.” Well, I could be. I could be home for Christmas, but this was definitely the next best thing.

      “Have you seen any of your old friends yet?”

      I nodded. “We ran into Birdie in the diner.” I didn’t think my dad needed to know about seeing Gracie at the grocery store. I kind of wished I didn’t. I changed the subject. “How are you and mom?”

      “We’re great. Your mom and Aunt Klara have been making eggnog fudge like there’s a national shortage.”

      I shrugged. “I sure don’t have any.”

      He laughed. “You will soon. In fact, I’d check your Santa’s Bag tomorrow morning if I were you.”

      That made me happy. The Santa’s Bag was just what it sounded like, but it had the magical capacity to send and receive just about anything. We had one on the RV, and there was one at each of our shops. “Cool. I will definitely do that.” Eggnog fudge was totally a breakfast food, right?

      “Have you been to the store yet?” he asked.

      “We have. We stopped into the shop on our way to get groceries. It looked great. They had the shimmer going, the holiday music playing, and it smelled like Christmas in there. Just perfect.”

      “Glad to hear that. Always good to know a store is presenting itself well.”

      “Speaking of presents, I saw the new Christmas Magic wrapping paper. They only had one roll left, and that’s because Kip found it under a shelf in the storeroom. They can’t keep the stuff in stock. That’s a fun new product, huh?”

      He nodded, smiling. “One of the tinkers came up with it. Rather ingenious, don’t you think?”

      “It is. Why don’t we have it in all the stores by the truckload?”

      He sighed, letting out a few wisps of icy vapor. “Because the paper required for the technology to work is hard to get. One of the tinkers engineered that deal, and the company we get it from, a small paper mill in Massachusetts, only produces it in limited quantities. We’re buying every roll they’ll sell us.”

      “Dad.” I shot him my best get-real look. “We’re magical creatures. Why don’t we just manufacture the paper ourselves?”

      “Because it’s a proprietary blend and they won’t give us the formula. But trust me. We have scientists working on the analysis right now. We’re close.”

      “It would be great if they could crack it soon. Like before Christmas is over and people don’t need wrapping paper anymore. You know there’s a waiting list for that stuff?”

      “I know. And we’re trying. I promise.” He shifted in his chair slightly. “Once we get the supply chain issues fixed, we’ll have a second product line. Birthday Magic will be the next one.”

      “Great, we’ll be able to sell that all year round. In all the shops.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “And the Nocturne Falls store should get a Halloween one. Seriously.”

      “Hmm. That’s not a bad idea. I’ll talk to your uncle about it.”

      “Cool. Is Mom around? Maybe I could say hi to her.”

      “She’s not. I’m sorry. She’s practicing with the choir for the Christmas musical.”

      “Okay. Tell her I called and that I love her, and I’ll talk to her next time.”

      “I will. Love you, sweetheart. Have a good shift tomorrow.”

      “Thanks. Love you too, Dad. Tell everyone we said hi.”

      “I will.” In a flurry of snow, he was gone.

      I tucked the snow globe into my nightstand drawer. I was looking forward to working at the shop tomorrow, although I hadn’t been away from Sin for that long since we’d started this road trip. What would he do with himself?

      An image of a curvy, pretty, redheaded shifter popped into my head.

      I rolled my eyes at my own nonsense. Regardless of what my travel-addled brain might think, I knew my husband better than that. There was no way he’d do anything with her just because he had time on his hands. Sin was not that kind of guy.

      I did my best to delete that ludicrous thought from my head and went to take a quick shower. Afterwards, I put on my fleece snowflake leggings, some fuzzy socks, and a big sweatshirt of Sin’s that I’d appropriated some time ago. Following the scent of hot chocolate, I went back out to the living area.

      Sin was at the stove, making the stuff. The good kind with milk and sugar and cocoa powder and whatever else he put in there to make it taste amazing. He lifted his eyes to me. “How are things in the great white north?”

      “Good.” I hooked my arm around Sin’s waist and leaned in to see how the cocoa was coming. He was warm and hard-muscled and reeked of loyalty. The man was making me hot chocolate, after all. “Snowballs. We forgot mini marshmallows.”

      “You might have.” He snickered. “But I didn’t.”

      I grinned up at him. “I really married well.”

      He gave me a wink. “Now you know how I feel.”
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      We settled in front of the television with hot chocolate and a supply of chocolate chip cookies. Those were mostly for Jayne. For the movie, we’d decided on Rabbit Returns, the action-packed sequel to Rabbit’s Revenge—Vin Diesel, Jason Statham, Michelle Yeoh, and Terry Crews attempting to again steal a priceless bejeweled gold rabbit statue that they’d stolen in the first movie, but this time with Idris Elba as the villain out to stop them.

      Good fun and very little thinking required, just what I needed after a long day of driving. Even so, my mind kept drifting back to what Birdie had told us about the break-ins that had been going on. I just couldn’t figure out why someone would do something like that. Nothing about it made sense.

      Jayne grabbed the remote and hit pause. “I’ve had enough cookies.”

      “Is that possible? Do you feel all right? Should I check your temperature?”

      She laughed even while giving me a look. “I feel fine. I just want ice cream now is all.”

      “Ah, that makes so much more sense.”

      We got up and went into the kitchen. I opened the freezer and read off what Jayne had selected at the Shop-n-Save. “Mint cookies and cream, Mississippi mud pie, and caramel popcorn with toffee chips.”

      When my wife bought ice cream, she really bought ice cream.

      “Hmm …” Jayne stood next to me to look at the selections. “I want to try that caramel popcorn. It’s either going to be super weird or my next obsession.”

      I grabbed the pint and set it on the counter, then went digging for the scooper.

      She opened the cabinet where we kept the dishes. “Are you going to have some with me?”

      “Definitely. I’m as curious about it as you are.”

      “Cool.” She took two dishes out and put them on the counter. “What are you going to do with yourself while I’m working tomorrow?”

      I pulled the top off the pint. “I was thinking I’d run by my old place. Check in with Archie. See how business was going.”

      She leaned on the counter. “You miss it, don’t you?”

      “Sometimes.” I dug the scooper into the ice cream, which was almost too hard to scoop. “There are times when I’d really love to try out a new flavor. This ice cream, for example. What would a caramel popcorn doughnut be like? I can’t stop my mind from trying to work out that recipe, you know?”

      She nodded. “You can always make doughnuts for me.”

      I laughed. “I can’t imagine a better audience, but this isn’t exactly the kitchen for that kind of operation.”

      She shrugged. “Not in a big scale way. But you could do some small batches.”

      “I could.” I put two scoops in her bowl and one in mine. I wasn’t sure I was going to like the flavor.

      She moved to get spoons. “What else are you going to do while I’m working?”

      A new thought occurred to me. “Are you worried about that? About me being bored while you’re at the shop?” I asked. “Because I won’t be. I promise. I have plenty to do.”

      “If you say so.” She stuck a spoon in both bowls, then picked hers up. “But homemade doughnuts sound pretty good too.”

      I kissed her forehead before I grabbed my bowl. “If you want doughnuts, I will happily make them for you.”

      She used her spoon to chip a piece of ice cream off one of the frozen scoops in her bowl. “Only if you want to. Don’t do it just for me.”

      “Jayne. Pretty much everything I do is for you. Why should doughnuts be any different?” I winked at her, then tried the ice cream. “Hey, this is actually pretty good.”

      She nodded, smiling. “Like surprisingly good, right?”

      “For sure.”

      I put the pint back in the freezer and we returned to the movie, but now I was thinking about what she’d said about me being bored. Was it possible that seeing Gracie had triggered Jayne into thinking about what I’d be doing while she was at work? There was no way Jayne could think I was interested in my ex, was there?

      But the idea persisted, and I hated it. I hated thinking that my wife, the woman I loved more than anything in the world, might be wondering if I wanted to reconnect with an old flame.

      I couldn’t take it. I hit pause. “Hey, babe?”

      She looked at me. “What?”

      “If you’re thinking, even a little bit, that I might be going to see Gracie while you’re at work, I want to be completely upfront and say I am not the least bit interested in reconnecting with her. There is nothing there. Nothing. There wasn’t all that much there when we were going out. She’s nice enough, but she’s not you. You’re my whole world. I hope you know that.”

      I could tell by the look at her face that the thought had to have occurred to her. She smiled. “You’re my whole world, too.”

      I pulled her onto my lap and wrapped my arms around her. “You never have to worry about me in that regard. Never.”

      She settled in against my chest, a soft sigh slipping from her. “I know. I really do. It’s just that she’s so pretty and I couldn’t help but compare myself and that’s just how the female mind works sometimes.”

      I held her tighter. “Sweetheart, there is no one who compares to you.”

      “But she’s a shifter.”

      “And you’re the Winter Princess who could easily turn her into an ice cube. There’s no contest if we’re talking superpowers. Winter magic versus overgrown kitty cat? Not even a Vegas bookie would take bets on that fight.”

      She laughed. “I’m sorry for even thinking it. I’ve been in a slightly weird place lately, and I don’t know why.”

      “Maybe you’re a little burned out from so much traveling. Being in one spot for a while will be good for both of us.”

      She nodded and tucked her head under my chin. “Maybe.”

      I woke up to a blank television screen and the microwave clock showing 3 a.m. Jayne was still on my lap, snoring gently. Obviously, we’d fallen asleep.

      I picked her up and carried her to bed, tucking her in. I went back out to put the ice cream bowls in the sink, then got into bed next to her.

      I lay there for a while, thinking. A little worried about my girl, to be honest. I really didn’t know what was causing the weird place she was in, and that bothered me because without knowing the cause, I had no idea how to help.

      Was it worth talking to her parents? I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to alarm them unnecessarily. And it wasn’t like Jayne was in crisis mode. Maybe she was down because she was homesick. That was a very real possibility.

      The thought only renewed my drive to make this the best Christmas I could for her. Which meant tomorrow, while she was at the shop, I was going to do a little shopping.

      I might not be a winter elf, but I’d learned a lot about how to do Christmas right since getting connected to Jayne and her family.

      We might not be able to get to the North Pole for her favorite holiday, but maybe I could bring a little of the North Pole to her.
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      I smelled pancakes. Which is a pretty amazing way to wake up, I have to say. Especially Sin’s pancakes, which could probably win awards. They’re that good.

      I sat up and realized I’d been so tired last night, I didn’t even remember coming to bed. I yawned, stretched, then got out of bed. I opened the sliding door that separated the bedroom from the rest of the coach.

      Sin was at the stove, making pancakes. With chocolate chips. Score. He looked over. “Morning. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      I shook my head. “I smelled pancakes. Not a bad way to wake up, trust me.”

      “How did you sleep?”

      “Apparently pretty hard. I don’t even remember getting into bed last night.”

      “That’s because you didn’t. We fell asleep watching the movie. I carried you in.”

      “Wow, I was that out?”

      He nodded. “You were. Ready to eat?”

      I snorted. “Silly question.” I grabbed a Dr Pepper from the fridge and slid into the booth. He’d already set two places with napkins and utensils. There was butter and syrup on the table, too.

      I touched the syrup bottle. It was warm. I knew right then that I was incredibly spoiled. I hoped I never lost sight of that.

      Which made me feel bad for even thinking one second that Sin might be the least bit interested in his ex. What was wrong with my brain? That was just dumb.

      He set a plate in front of me with three fat, fluffy pancakes. They were golden brown and flecked with chocolate chips.

      “Aren’t you eating with me?”

      He nodded. “My plate’s keeping warm in the oven.”

      He grabbed it and his cup of coffee, then returned. His pancakes didn’t have chocolate chips.

      I smeared butter on mine, then drizzled them generously with syrup. Sin did the same, although lighter on the syrup.

      I cut through the pancakes with the edge of my fork. “Thanks for making breakfast. Although at this time of day, it’s more like lunch. Either way, this is great.”

      “I figured you’d need a good meal to get you through your shift, at least until your dinner break. I made you dinner to take with you, too. Ham and cheese on wheat, bag of Cheetos, a couple fun-size candy bars, and two chocolate chip cookies.”

      I grinned. “I feel like I’m headed off to my first day of school.”

      He laughed. “Too much?”

      “No, I love it.” And him. “I’m sorry about last night. About thinking that you might be even the slightest bit interested in seeing Gracie again.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what got into me.”

      “We were both tired. Feeling better today?”

      I nodded. “Much.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that. I was thinking maybe we should rent a car while we’re here. Getting a Ryde every time we need to go someplace is going to be expensive. And not the most convenient.”

      “Is there a place nearby we can get one?”

      He nodded. “The next town over has a rental location. I’ll take care of it this afternoon.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’ll do laundry too.”

      “That reminds me, I have no idea what I’m wearing for work. Or what time it is.” I glanced over at the microwave. “Is that thing right? It’s almost one? How did I sleep that long?”

      He shook his head. “I slept until ten. We were both really tired.”

      “I guess so.” I dug into my pancakes again, which were about as perfect as pancakes could be.

      After a second helping, I gave Sin a hand with cleanup, then took a shower. While wearing my robe, I figured out my outfit: skinny jeans, which thanks to all those pancakes were a little tighter than usual, with my fuzzy blue and white snowflake sweater. And white sneakers. I was going to be on my feet all day. Might as well be comfortable.

      I dried my hair and was putting on a little makeup when Sin stuck his head in the bathroom. “Want me to call you a Ryde? I figure I’ll go with you, then just get the driver to take me out to the car rental place.”

      “That’s perfect. Thanks.”

      He leaned against the door.

      I glanced over. “What?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “Just admiring the view.”

      I laughed and poked him in the shoulder. I only had mascara on one eye. I leaned in toward the mirror to do the other one. “I think all that sugar has gone to your brain.”

      He came in and stood behind me, putting his hands on my waist and bending to kiss my neck. “It’s a shame you have to go to work.”

      I went still and closed my eyes. His kisses reached my jaw. “It really is.”

      He stopped kissing me to sigh. “I’ll go call that Ryde.”

      “Tease,” I called after him as he left. Laughing, I went back to my makeup.

      Half an hour later, I was kissing him again, goodbye this time. “I’ll be done at ten.”

      “I’ll be here to pick you up. I’ll text you what kind of car I get so you know what to look for.”

      “Okay.” I opened the door.

      “You have your dinner?”

      “I do. Love you.”

      “Love you too. See you tonight.”

      “Tonight.” I gave him a little wave, then shut the door. I watched the car pull away, my only thoughts about how lucky I was, what a good man I’d married, and how much I already missed him.

      I headed into the store. Buttercup had worked the day shift, which wasn’t her usual, but she’d done it to give Juniper an extra day off before Buttercup headed out of town. She was crouched down, straightening the bottom shelf of a display near the front.

      “Hey, Buttercup.” Her mother had been a huge Princess Bride fan, hence the name. “How are you doing?”

      She stood up. “Jayne! I’m all right. I really appreciate you filling in for me like this.”

      “I’m happy to do it. I really hope your grandmother’s all right.” I knew she wasn’t a hugger, so I didn’t give her one.

      “Me, too.” Her spiky blue-black hair was a little longer than the last time I’d seen her, especially in the back. It was sort of like a modern mullet. Which Buttercup rocked, like everything else she did.

      She was wearing black leggings with boots, a Freezer T-shirt, which was her favorite ice metal band, and a black argyle cardigan. She hooked her thumb toward the back of the shop. “I should probably get my suitcase. My ride is supposed to be here in fifteen minutes to take me to the airport.”

      “Go on,” I said. “I’m fine.”

      She took a few steps backward toward the Employees Only doors that led to the stockroom. The employee breakroom was back there too. “You’re not alone. Rowley’s in the games section restocking puzzles.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let him know I’m here. Hey, would you stick my dinner in the fridge?” I held out the cooler bag.

      “Sure thing.” She grabbed it and took off.

      Thinking about the stockroom and the Santa’s Bag that was back there made me realize I’d forgotten to check the Santa’s Bag in the RV. That was a real bummer. There was every chance a package of my mom and aunt’s eggnog fudge was sitting in there.

      Something to look forward to when I got home, I guessed.

      I stuck my purse under the counter, then went through to the game area and found Rowley. The retired tinker almost jumped to his feet when he saw me. “Princess Jayne!”

      I laughed. “Hi, Rowley. Just Jayne while I’m here, okay?”

      “Right, right.” He grinned. “Looking forward to working with you.”

      “You too. Next time there’s a customer, can you walk through the checkout with me? I want to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything.”

      “You bet. I’d be happy to show you around the store, too. Although I suppose you can do that on your own. We moved things around a little.”

      “I’d love for you to show me.”

      Rowley took me through the aisles, pointing out new sections or expanded sections. Mostly the video game area had been doubled and we were carrying more consoles than before, but I’d already seen that in other stores.

      Ten minutes in, Buttercup came back through the shop to say goodbye, then headed out.

      He walked me through the checkout process with the next customer. As it turned out, the procedure came back to me pretty quickly. I was glad for that. I’d hate to think I’d forgotten how to ring people up.

      There was a steady flow of customers, but I knew it would pick up even more as people got off from work. We were about three weeks from Christmas. It was basically shopping crunch time.

      Rowley came back to the front, his restocking done. He came around the counter and reached underneath, pulling out a slim binder. “Buttercup and Juniper made an employee handbook. Mostly to remind the rest of us what needs to be done.”

      “That was a good idea.”

      He flipped it open and ran his finger down the list of daily tasks. “We’re in pretty good shape right now.” We weren’t due to start another shimmer for half an hour. He tucked the binder away but stayed bent down. “Actually, we need shopping bags. Mostly large ones but a few small wouldn’t hurt.”

      “I can get them. I remember where they are in the stockroom. Plus, then I can get my drink out of my cooler bag.”

      He grinned. “Your old fridge is still in the breakroom, you know.”

      “You’re right. I’d forgotten about that.” When I’d lived here in one of the apartments upstairs, my refrigerator had been magically enhanced by a wayward wish. Another of those wishes was how Spider ended up with the ability to talk. Anyway, the result was that fridge never ran out of Dr Pepper. I’d had it moved to the employee breakroom so that everyone could benefit. “You want one?”

      “Sure.”

      “Be right back.” As I pushed through the doors of the stockroom, all kinds of wonderful old memories came flooding back. There’d been a little reorganization, but the place mostly looked the same. Tall shelves of inventory filled most of the space with a center aisle. On the right side was the door into the employee breakroom.

      To the far left was an exterior door and the elevators that went to the apartments upstairs.

      I stayed where I was for a moment, just having a look around and remembering my old days here. Good times that preceded even Sinclair. I’d had two boyfriends before him. Greyson Garrett, a vampire, and Cooper Sullivan, a summer elf. Grayson was now married, and Cooper … I wasn’t sure what he was up to.

      He’d gone back to his hometown to take care of his mom, who’d suffered heatstroke. Kind of a like a heart attack for a human. I hoped they were both well. Cooper and I had dated in college, and once upon a time, I’d thought he was the one.

      Then I’d met Sin.

      With a smile on my face, I grabbed the shopping bags I’d come for, then headed into the breakroom and took out two bottles of the best soft drink ever invented. I returned to the shop floor, arms loaded.

      Rowley quickly grabbed the bags before I dropped them.

      “Your purse was making noise. Probably your phone,” he said.

      “Let’s hope so.” I put the drinks down and got my phone out. A text from Sin.

      Got a white Ford Explorer. Also, there was a package for you in the Santa’s bag. Smells like fudge.

      I grinned. It is fudge. Eggnog! Thanks. I added a heart because why not? Although I wasn’t sure why we needed such a big car. There were only two of us. And two cats. But maybe that’s all the rental place had.

      How’s work?

      Good. Like riding a bike. What are you up to?

      All kinds of secret, mysterious, necromancer things.

      I laughed and shook my head. Three customers came in. You enjoy. I have people to wait on.

      I also had the best husband in the world.
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      I was a little surprised Jayne hadn’t asked why I’d gotten such a big vehicle. I knew how her mind worked, and that seemed like a question she’d want an answer to. I was prepared to lie and tell her that was all they had.

      But the real reason was because I had plans. Plans I was currently working on. Namely, getting a Christmas tree, decorations, lights, and a wreath for our front door.

      We might be spending Christmas in an RV, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t embrace the season.

      I ran to the Shop-n-Save first for a few things we still needed, then I hit the local tree lot, run by the VFW, and bought a live, pre-decorated wreath, plus the nicest small tree I could find. Small as in something that would fit in the RV’s living room, not on the counter like I’d suggested to Jayne.

      The tree was still going to take up some room, but it was only for a few weeks, and I knew how happy it would make Jayne.

      With the tree safely secured to the roof racks and the wreath on the back seat, I hit the big box store just outside of town. I got everything necessary to decorate the tree and the RV. A tree stand, tree skirt, ornaments, lights, clips for the lights, garland, a wreath hanger, even two big plastic candy canes that could be stuck in the ground on either side of the door.

      I was really hoping they’d fit into one of the outside storage compartments when Christmas was over. Otherwise, they might have to be left at the shop. There was definitely room for them in the stockroom.

      As soon as I got back, I went to work on project number one, fresh, homemade doughnuts for Jayne. I wasn’t reinventing the caramel popcorn flavor, though. I was going with a classic yeast dough, raised doughnut. I planned to fill them with raspberry jam and frost them with chocolate. Once I got the dough made and set aside to proof, it was time to get serious on the decorating of the RV.

      Granted, Christmas was not my holiday. I mean, it was now that I’d married Jayne. But I was a necromancer. My mom was a zombie. My dad was an illusionist. Christmas was great, no doubt about that, but by nature, we were much more Halloween people.

      For Jayne, however, I found my Christmas spirit. It wasn’t that hard, not after living in the North Pole. That place was ground central for Christmas spirit.

      I got the tree in the stand and let it relax, which was what the guy at the lot had told me to do. While the tree did that, I went to work on the outside of the coach.

      Pretty quickly, I realized I was going to need a ladder. Thankfully, they had one at the office that I was able to borrow. Jerry, the manager, was super accommodating. He seemed like a good guy. He ran a little side business doing passport photos. He said it was a way to help pay for his photography hobby.

      I strung lights around the top of the RV, got the wreath hung on the front door, then stepped back to have a look at my handiwork. I’d bought ten packages of multicolor lights but had only used three so far. I wasn’t sure how many the tree would take, but it couldn’t be seven.

      I used one more pack to outline the door. Then I put the candy canes in place on either side. Looked pretty good to me, but I wanted some feedback.

      I snapped a photo and texted it to my mom along with a message. What do you think? Trying to surprise Jayne.

      My mom responded right away. Looks fantastic, honey. You did a great job. She’s going to love it.

      Smiling, I texted back, Thanks. I appreciate the input.

      Satisfied, I went inside to tackle the tree. It had definitely relaxed in the warmth of the RV. It looked fuller now.

      I got the tree skirt on. It was burgundy with gold-stitched lines of quilting and gold fringe around the edge. I’d gone with a simple color scheme of red, ivory, and gold. It was what they’d had the most of. I hoped Jayne approved.

      Spider and Sugar came over to watch. No surprise there. Cats were the nosiest creatures on earth, and ours were certainly no exception.

      “Christmas tree,” Sugar said as she rubbed against me. She could talk because of a magical collar one of the tinkers had invented.

      “That’s right. And it’s for looking at, not scratching on.”

      Spider was oddly quiet. Then, from a seated position, he did a big bunny hop and landed halfway in the tree.

      “Spider! No!” I grabbed his backend and tried to pull him out, instantly second-guessing my brilliant idea of putting a tree inside the motor home.

      Spider seemed permanently affixed to the tree. “Spider needs to scratch.”

      “No, you do not. Your mother will be very unhappy if you ruin this tree.”

      He let go, and I was able to pull him free. He stared up at me. “Mama likes tree?”

      “She will when she sees it. I’m hoping she likes it a lot.”

      “Mkay. Spider let tree live.”

      I tried not to laugh. “That is very generous of you.” Then I realized Sugar was missing. I looked around. And found her curled up under the tree on the tree skirt, settled in for a nap.

      I’m not sure what part of me didn’t realize the cats would just see the tree as something else to take possession of, but clearly, it was going to belong to them as much as it was to us.

      By pure coincidence, I’d bought unbreakable ornaments. I’d just thought that would be a good idea in our small space, figuring that if one did break, having little pieces of glass all over the floor would be a bad idea for us and the cats.

      Score one for the necromancer.

      Then I had a new thought. Was decorating the tree something Jayne and I should do together? There was every chance that was an activity she’d enjoy. It just wouldn’t be as impressive to reveal a naked tree as it would be to fling open the door and show her one covered in ornaments and garland.

      But I knew Jayne pretty well, and I had to admit she’d want to help decorate it.

      I compromised by only adding the lights. That wasn’t really the fun part anyway. Then I could at least have them on when we got home.

      I had two boxes of lights left when I got done. I couldn’t leave them unused. I went back outside and decided to outline our awning with them. I’d already set up our camp chairs and the little propane heater we used to take the chill off, although I wasn’t sure how much we’d be using it here.

      I had to stretch the clips out to make the lights around the awning work, and the last section might have made judicious use of a little duct tape, but I got it done.

      “Very nice.”

      I turned to see who’d spoken and saw Jerry Quinlan, the park’s manager. He was a short, round man with kind eyes and an open, friendly face. I’d borrowed the ladder from him, so he’d known what I was up to. “You think so?”

      “Indeed. Outstanding job. My wife will get a big kick out of that.” He stuck his hands in the pockets of his Georgia Bulldogs puffer jacket. His grandson played on the football team, something he’d proudly shared when I’d commented on the jacket earlier.

      “I hope mine does too. It’s a surprise for her.”

      He smiled, crinkling the lines at the corners of his eyes even more. “She’s going to love it.”

      “Thanks. Say, how late do you work?”

      “Oh, you can return the ladder any time. I’m here all the time. We live in the apartment behind the office. My wife is at the desk once in a while, but her real job is as a nurse. Works at the hospital in town. Anyway, that little bell at the front desk will get me up in case anyone checks in late.”

      “Good to know. Thanks.” I hadn’t asked about returning the ladder; I’d asked because I wanted to bring him some doughnuts when they were done.

      “Just let me know if you need anything else.” He lifted his hand to say goodbye and headed back to the office.

      “I will.” I went inside. Time to make the doughnuts.
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      Exactly as I’d thought, the shop got nuts shortly after five. Thankfully, Holly came on at six, working a split shift. The three of us were busy straight through until about nine, when the crowd finally thinned out a bit. We’d kept the shimmer going throughout that time, too. Five minutes of magical snow every fifteen minutes. We’d taken turns, to keep any one of us from getting fatigued.

      Now we could take a breath. And we needed it. The shelves directly across from the register looked like they’d been looted.

      I shook my head. “We need to restock half the store.”

      “I’m on it,” Rowley said.

      I looked at him. “I can work on it while you take a dinner break.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Of course. If that’s all right with you. Then I’ll eat after you.” I wasn’t the manager anymore, so I didn’t want to assume that position, even if my royal blood gave me a certain amount of status. But I was pretty sure Buttercup wouldn’t want any of us going hungry.

      “Sounds good to me.” Rowley nodded. “Let me just help you pull the stock first. I’d feel better about that.”

      “Okay.” I looked at Holly. “Yell if you need us.”

      “I’ll be all right. I can even help you stock and straighten when there aren’t customers.”

      We got to work. Rowley and I pulled as much stuff from the stockroom as we could, piling it up onto one of the rolling carts. Then he went to eat, and Holly and I refilled shelves.

      She straightened a row of dolls. “There will probably be another shipment of stuff in tomorrow morning. This time of the year, we get deliveries multiple times a day.”

      I knew she meant through the Santa’s Bag as well as actual trucks that came in. “I can tell you from personal experience that the factories in the NP are working at maximum capacity right now.”

      She smiled. “My mom worked in Paper and Bows. She’s retired now, but I remember the shifts she used to put in during the months leading up to Christmas.”

      “You must really think the new Christmas Magic paper is amazing then.”

      “I do. I wish we could keep it in stock, though.”

      I added three Dragonman action figures to a shelf. “I talked to my dad last night about that. He said the paper is the tricky part. They’re buying it from a supplier right now, but once they figure out the formula and can produce it themselves, they’ll be able to give us all we need.”

      She nodded. “That will be great. I just hope it happens before Christmas is over.”

      “I said the same thing.”

      The bells over the door jangled, announcing new customers. I walked over to greet them, an older woman, maybe in her seventies, and a young couple. “Welcome to Santa’s Workshop. If we can help you find anything, let us know.”

      The man raised his finger. “Chemistry sets?”

      Holly had joined me. “I can show you. Right back here.”

      As they headed in that direction, the older woman approached me. She looked upset and was shaking her head. “I need wrapping paper. My grandchildren are coming for Christmas, and all of their presents were unwrapped, and all of my paper was stolen. Who would do such a thing?”

      Instantly, I thought about what Birdie had told Sin and me. “Was your house broken into and that’s how that happened?”

      “Yes.” She sighed. “The sheriff told me I was the fifth house it had happened to.” She sniffed. “It took me weeks to wrap all of those gifts. Most of them I bought here. Such lovely things. But the wrapping is difficult. You see, my arthritis makes it so hard.”

      I glanced at her hands. Her joints were swollen. My heart fell. “I’m so sorry that happened to you. We have plenty of wrapping paper, though.” None of the Christmas Magic paper, but I didn’t think she’d care about that. “And … I’m really good at wrapping.”

      All winter elves were. It was built into our DNA. Even those of us who weren’t that good at it could still wrap quickly and neatly and make nice bows.

      She clutched her pocketbook a little tighter. “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You didn’t,” I said. “I’m offering.” I stuck my hand out. “I’m Jayne Frost.”

      She smiled. “I’m Elsie. Elsie Merriweather.” She took my hand. Her skin was warm and soft and reminded me of my Aunt Martha’s.

      I shook her hand gently. “Nice to meet you, Elsie. I would be happy to come over tomorrow morning and take care of your wrapping.”

      “That is very kind of you, but I don’t think you understand how much wrapping there is. I have seven grandchildren. There are a lot of presents.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m a whiz at wrapping.” Although I might see if Sin would help me. “I can have it done in no time.”

      She blinked a few times, suddenly seeming hesitant. “How-how much would that cost me?”

      “Not a cent. It’s my gift to you as a patron of the shop.”

      “I couldn’t possibly—”

      “I do like hot chocolate, though.”

      Her smile came back. “I can make hot chocolate.”

      “Elsie, I think we have a deal.”

      “Are you sure? It really is an awful lot of work.”

      “I’ll bring my husband along to help, then. How’s that?”

      She nodded. “All right. I can’t thank you enough. You really don’t know what this means to me.”

      “Well, I love wrapping presents, so I’m excited to do it. Now let’s make sure you have enough paper to get the job done.” I showed her our display. “Here’s what we have.”

      “All out of that other paper, I see. The kind that lights up.”

      “Yes, sorry about that. Was that what you had before?”

      “Only one roll. It was a bit expensive for me, but I thought the little ones would love it. I’m on the waiting list, though, so if more comes in, maybe I’ll get a roll and put it away for next year. For now, the regular stuff will do.”

      She picked out four jumbo rolls. I brought them up to the counter, checked her out, and then made sure to get her phone number and address. I gave her my number, too. “My husband and I are staying at the Pumpkin Patch Campground, out by the lake.”

      “I haven’t been out there since all the new developments started going in, but I hear it’s lovely.”

      “It is,” I said. “Very nice. Not many people in the RV park either, so we practically have the whole place to ourselves.

      She put her wallet away. “Say, do you think you could check where I am on the waiting list for the light-up paper?”

      “Sure.” I took out the clipboard from under the counter. “When did you sign up?”

      “Maybe two weeks ago?”

      I set the clipboard on the counter and ran my finger down the list of names. Most of those orders had been filled. I flipped to the next page. “There you are. Looks like there are about two dozen people ahead of you still.”

      “Okay, thank you for having a look.”

      “No problem. I’ll see you tomorrow morning. About ten. Is that okay?”

      She smiled and suddenly took my hand, giving it a surprisingly strong squeeze. “That’s just perfect. Thank you so much. You’re saving my Christmas.”

      She looked like she might cry. I couldn’t let that happen or I’d cry too. “You’re very welcome. You have a good night.”

      “I will now.” She took her rolls of wrapping and headed out the door.

      I hoped Sin wouldn’t mind that I’d volunteered him to be my wrapping assistant, but in truth, I needed him. Not so much to help wrap but to distract Elsie enough that she wouldn’t notice the supernatural speed at which I worked.

      I was about to get my phone to text Sin when Rowley came out from the back room. “Your turn for a break. How’s it going?”

      “Good.” More customers came in. “Holly’s with a couple in the back, but we got most of the stocking done.”

      “I can finish the rest.” He stepped up. “Welcome, folks. Anything we can help you with, you just let us know.”

      I patted his shoulder. “I’m off to eat. Back in a few.”

      I grabbed my phone and went to the breakroom. I could text Sin while I had my dinner. I got my cooler bag out of the fridge and laid out my sandwich, chips, and cookies. And took the top off my Dr Pepper.

      I’d already decided I’d be filling my cooler bag with bottles before I left. Why not? This had been my fridge. And the magic kept it from running out of Dr Pepper, so I might as well take advantage of the situation.

      In fact, I’d do that every day until I had a nice supply tucked away in the RV.

      I unwrapped my sandwich, took a bite, and chewed while I texted him.

      I volunteered to help wrap someone’s presents tomorrow. Could use your help too. Hope you don’t mind. It’s a good cause, I promise. I’ll explain more later.

      I took another bite and waited on his response, which didn’t take too long. No problem. I’m in.

      I smiled. Thanks!! Love you.

      Love you too. How’s work?

      Busy. How’s whatever you’re doing?

      His reply started with three laughing faces. Fine. Keeping busy.

      Sure, I thought. No wonder he was laughing. He was probably watching old horror movies. Although he had said he was going to do laundry. I suppose that could be keeping him busy.

      The door to the breakroom opened, and Sin walked in.

      I stared at him. “How are you here? I was just texting with you.”

      “That’s why I sent the laughing faces. I was walking in the shop’s front door.” He had a package under one arm. He held it out. “I wanted to bring you this.”

      I took the box, knowing instantly what it was and not just because I could smell the sweet, creamy goodness through the wrapping. “Eggnog fudge.”

      I hugged the box to me, practically feeling the love from my mom and aunt. “Thank you so much. But you didn’t have to make a special trip just to bring me this.”

      He sat down at the table with me. “Maybe not, but I wanted to see you. And I thought the fudge might be a nice pick-me-up in case the cookies weren’t enough.”

      “Plus I can share the fudge now.”

      He nodded. “That will make everyone happy. So tell me more about why you’re wrapping someone’s gifts tomorrow?”

      I explained the whole thing to him. “After Elsie told me what happened, my heart just went out to her. Maybe it was impulsive, but helping her seemed like the right thing to do.”

      “I agree,” he said. “And I’m happy to help, but I’ll be honest. I’m not the world’s best wrapper.”

      “That’s okay, because you’re a great conversationalist, and that’s what I need you to do. Talk to her and keep her from noticing my supernatural wrapping skills.”

      He smiled. “That I can do.”
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      I hadn’t planned on hanging out at the shop until it closed, but since I was there, I figured I might as well. I helped stock while Jayne, Holly, and Rowley took care of customers. I even swept a little. Anything to get Jayne home sooner.

      Not going to lie. I was pretty excited to show her what I’d done. So excited that right before we reached the entrance to the RV park, I made her close her eyes.

      “Why?” she asked, suspicion instantly dancing in her gaze.

      “Just do it,” I said, slowing down to take the turn onto Pumpkin Patch Lane. “You’ll see soon enough. And no peeking.”

      With a big sigh like she was only playing along to humor me, she closed her eyes and covered them with her hands.

      I smiled and drove toward our site. I could already see the glow of the lights from here. I went around the long way so I could park the car with the passenger side facing the RV. “All right. You can look.”

      She uncovered her eyes and gasped. “Oh, it’s beautiful. I love it.” She turned to look at me. “You did all of this?”

      I nodded, extraordinarily pleased with myself. “Yep.”

      “It’s just fantastic. It’s like a little corner of the North Pole.” She leaned over and kissed me. “You’re the best. I can’t believe you did all this.” She laughed suddenly. “You really were busy.”

      She had no idea. I reached into the back to grab her cooler bag, now full of Dr Pepper bottles. “Come on. Let’s go in.”

      She was all smiles as she hopped out of the SUV, her purse and what remained of the box of fudge in her hands. “This is amazing. I love it. Thank you.”

      “I’m happy it makes you happy.” I went ahead of her and opened the door.

      She gasped again when she saw the tree, but hopefully not just because it was lying on its side with two very suspicious-looking cats sitting nearby.

      I groaned. “That was upright when I left.”

      She was laughing now. “Spider, Sugar, what happened to our beautiful Christmas tree?”

      Sugar’s eyes went round. “It fell down, Momlady.”

      “Yeah,” Spider said. “Tree fell down.”

      Jayne glanced at me, looking very amused but also trying to look displeased so the cats wouldn’t be encouraged to do it again. She cleared her throat and looked at Spider. “How did it fall down, Spider?”

      He licked his foot, obviously buying time. “Bad people?”

      “More like bad cats named Spider and Sugar,” I muttered, too amused to really be mad. I put the cooler bag on the counter, then picked up the tree and set it straight. I fixed the tree skirt, too.

      Sugar jumped off the couch to rub against my knee. “Spider jumped in the tree.”

      Jayne snorted. “So much for a wife not testifying against her husband.”

      I looked up at Jayne. “He’s your son.”

      She laughed. “Good thing it wasn’t decorated.”

      I stood. “I was actually saving that part so we could do it together. While we had doughnuts and cocoa.”

      Her brows went up. “Homemade doughnuts?”

      “Is there any other kind?”

      “Wow, you really were busy today.”

      I shrugged. “I figured this place could use a little Christmas spirit. And the doughnuts just seemed like a nice way to welcome you home after your first shift back.”

      “You did great.” She was looking at the tree again. “I love the tree. I’m so glad you waited for me to decorate it.”

      “You sure you’re not too tired?”

      “Not now.”

      I put my arm around her, kissing the top of her head. “I’m glad I waited too.”

      She leaned into me. “I’m going to take a quick shower, put on some comfy clothes, then we can get started. Although I should probably have a doughnut now. For quality control reasons.”

      “Naturally.” I opened the microwave. I’d put the plate of doughnuts in there for safekeeping after delivering four of them to Jerry for him and his wife. He’d been thrilled and didn’t believe I’d made them myself until I explained I used to own the doughnut place in town.

      I took the plate out and offered it to her.

      “Chocolate?”

      “With raspberry jam filling.”

      “Very nice.” She took one and bit into it. Her eyes closed, and she made the happy sound of deliciousness that I so enjoyed. “Oh, honey. These are amazing.”

      “I’m glad you like them.”

      “Eating this makes me feel a little guilty that you had to sell your shop because of me. You really have a doughnut gift.”

      I snorted softly. “Then I’ll do my best to use it more. It wasn’t too hard to make them in here. I did a small batch, and that seemed to work out all right. I took some to Jerry, the park manager.”

      “Aw. That was so nice of you.” Somehow, there was only one bite of doughnut left. She polished that off, then licked a smudge of chocolate frosting off one finger. “Off to shower. Then the tree!”

      She didn’t take long to return. By that time, I had the ornaments and garland laid out, ready to go, and an old holiday movie, White Christmas, playing on the TV.

      She had a Dr Pepper, two more doughnuts, and a piece of eggnog fudge. I had a doughnut myself. They were good. Surprisingly good for being made in our small kitchen. The chocolate frosting and raspberry jam might be a simple combo, but it was also a classic for a reason.

      But Jayne was yawning by the time we decided the tree was done.

      “We should go to bed.”

      She nodded. “I know. Busy day tomorrow. I told Elsie we’d be there at ten.”

      “I’ll have breakfast ready in the morning.”

      She shook her head. “I can very happily have more doughnuts and Dr Pepper.”

      I laughed. “It’s a good thing winter elves have such a high metabolism.”

      “Trust me,” she said. “I know how blessed I am to be able to eat so much sugar without it ruining me.” Then she patted her stomach. “Although sometimes I think it might be catching up with me a little.”

      I shrugged. “More of you to love.”

      She rolled her eyes and laughed. “I’m writing it down that you said that.” Then she pointed at Spider and Sugar, who’d been watching the decorating from the back of the couch. “If this tree is knocked over again, neither one of you are getting anything for Christmas. You understand me?”

      Spider lifted one paw. “Mama mad?”

      “No, not mad. But I will be if the tree gets ruined.”

      He seemed to consider that. “Spider love tree.”

      Sugar meowed like she agreed with him.

      “Great,” Jayne said. “Then we all understand the tree is not a toy.”

      I had my doubts about that. More likely the cats had only heard tree and toy in the same sentence. “Good luck with that.”

      “Worth a shot.”

      I turned the tree off, locked the front door, pulled the blinds, and followed her back to bed. I let her use the bathroom first, but halfway through my turn at the sink, I looked out and saw she was already asleep.

      Work had worn her out. That was to be expected. Neither of us had worked a full shift doing anything since we’d embarked on this adventure. Tomorrow really was going to be a long day.

      I decided to make her more than doughnuts for breakfast. At least scrambled eggs. She needed some protein, too. I couldn’t let her get run-down. If she was going to be working like this, then that was the least I could do.

      Helping her with the wrapping tomorrow would be good, too.

      Although once that was over and she was off to work, I’d be left with hours to fill again. What was I going to do?

      I still needed to get her a Christmas present. Maybe that would be tomorrow afternoon’s activity. After I dropped her off at the shop, I’d walk around town and see what I could find.

      Jayne was tough to buy for. She had everything she needed or wanted, and we had limited room on the RV, so big gifts were out.

      But this was Nocturne Falls. If there was ever a place to find a gift for a real live elf princess, this was it.
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      Elsie’s house was an adorable little ranch on Crossbones Drive, pale blue with white shutters and a darker blue door with a wreath on it. Through the front windows, I could see her tree, sparkling with lights.

      The snow on the ground outside made the whole thing seem like a Christmas postcard. I was so glad to be helping her.

      Sin parked, and together we walked to the front door. He knocked.

      Elsie answered a few moments later. She had a flowered apron tied around her plump middle. “You really came!”

      “Of course we did,” I said. “Elsie, this is my husband, Sinclair.”

      He put his hand out. “Pleased to meet you.”

      She smiled and shook it. “Aren’t you a handsome fellow?”

      I had to agree with her. He was in jeans and dark green chunky turtleneck sweater with a tan puffer vest over it and tan leather boots. Practically a male model. Even the streaks of silver in his hair were hot.

      He almost blushed. “That’s very kind of you.”

      “Come on in,” she said.

      We walked into her toasty little house, and I could already smell hot chocolate and something sweet. I was interested in getting a better look at the crime scene, though. I just couldn’t help myself.

      Elsie gestured toward the tree. “There are all the presents.”

      My jaw fell open, and all thoughts of the break-in were forgotten. I quickly closed my mouth out of politeness, but for snowball’s sake, that was an avalanche of gifts. “Seven grandkids, huh?”

      She nodded, smiling. “I know I overdo it, but they’re only little once.”

      “I totally get it.” I didn’t, actually. I almost couldn’t see the back wall because of how many gifts there were. And they all needed to be wrapped.

      She pointed out which piles went to which child and then showed me she’d put a sticky note with the child’s name on one of the presents at the top of the pile.

      “That will help a lot.” So would a whole team of wrapping elves.

      “I’m so glad to hear that. Now your hot cocoa is all ready, so come into the kitchen and have some before you start.” Elsie led us into her kitchen. “I went over to the Shop-n-Save bakery this morning and got some of their cinnamon applesauce bread, too. Would you care for a slice before you get started?”

      “That was very kind of you,” Sin said. “Sounds lovely.”

      “It does,” I said. Although all I really wanted to do was get to work on that mountain of gifts. What I wouldn’t have done for a few extra sets of hands right now.

      She poured us mugs of cocoa, then put out the clear plastic container of the applesauce bread along with a stack of paper napkins. It was pre-sliced, so I helped myself and put the piece on a napkin.

      She sat at the table with us and had a piece of the bread, too, but no cocoa. “I hate to ask for any more help, but do you think, Sinclair, that you might be able to change a light bulb in my bathroom? I’m afraid to go up on the stepstool.”

      “I’d be happy to as soon as I finish this delicious bread.”

      I exhaled. That would buy me some time. I could go into wrapping overdrive. Maybe he’d even find some more things to do. “Sinclair’s great around the house. I’m sure he could take care of a couple more chores if you needed him too.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to impose.”

      “No,” Sin said. “I’m happy to help. What do you need done?”

      As she listed a few more things, I noticed one of the panes of glass in the back door was covered with a piece of cardboard and taped over. I didn’t want to upset her, but my curiosity about the break-in returned. I gestured with the last bite of applesauce bread. “Is that how the wrapping paper thieves got in?”

      She looked in the direction I was pointing. “Yes. They knocked that pane of glass out, unlocked the door, and helped themselves.” She made a cute little angry face. “I was asleep in bed the whole time. Never heard a thing. Of course, my hearing’s not what it used to be, but still. I could have been murdered in my sleep.”

      “Thankfully, that didn’t happen,” Sin said. “Did they take anything else besides your wrapping paper?”

      “Not a blessed thing. Isn’t that the dumbest burglary you ever heard of? I hope they catch those hooligans and … and punish them good. They ought to make them rewrap everyone’s presents, that’s what they ought to do.”

      I suppressed my smile. “It is pretty crazy. I’m very glad you weren’t hurt.”

      “Thank you.” She sighed, then smiled. “I suppose I should let you get to work. The wrapping paper, the scissors, the tape, and the bows are all in the dining room. You can use that table, if you like.”

      “That will be perfect.”

      “There are little cards in there to put the names on the gifts too. Just put the name. You don’t have to fill out the From. They know the gifts are from me and only three of them can read anyway.”

      I laughed. “Okay, I’ll take care of it.”

      I got up and went out to the dining room while she took Sin into the other side of the house to deal with the light bulb.

      I set everything up the way I liked it. Paper on one side, tape and scissors on the other, along with the name cards and the bows.

      Then I went into supernatural wrap mode, becoming a machine that sliced paper, folded sharp edges, and taped with military precision. I slapped on bows, added name cards, and in the first hour finished two and a half of the piles. I’d worked on one child’s gifts at a time to help myself stay organized.

      I went back to the kitchen for another slice of applesauce bread. This kind of effort needed sustenance. I should have brought a Dr Pepper.

      Elsie had Sin moving suitcases into the attic. Or tightening a faucet. Or adjusting the shower rod in the second bathroom. I really couldn’t keep up.

      The sixth pile was nearly finished when Elsie and Sin returned to the kitchen. I’d been working for almost two and a half hours.

      She walked into the dining room and gasped. “Have you really gotten that much done already?”

      I nodded, stretching my back as I straightened. “I told you, I like to wrap.”

      She got all teary-eyed. “I can’t believe it. You really did save my Christmas.”

      “I’m not done yet, but I will be in another half an hour or so.” I was going to need a second shower. I’d been pushing myself so hard, I’d actually broken a sweat.

      “Oh no, you’ve done enough. You need to eat lunch.”

      I was hungry. Breakfast and applesauce bread only went so far, but I really just wanted to finish the wrapping. “It’ll just be a few more minutes. Really, I’m happy to get it done.”

      “Well …” Elsie took out her phone. “I’m going to order pizza. And I won’t take no for an answer. I do it for the grandchildren all the time. They love Salvatore’s.”

      “Who doesn’t?” Sin said.

      “You young people have worked so hard, it’s the least I can do.”

      I wasn’t going to protest. Pizza sounded pretty darn good right about now.

      With Sin’s guidance, she ordered a large cheese with pepperoni, sausage, and mushrooms. While we waited for it to arrive, the rest of the wrapping got done with Sin’s help.

      Mostly he cut paper into sheets of the right size, then added bows and name cards. Which really was a big help. Elsie set the table, which was cute because I’d have been perfectly happy eating the pizza right out of the box.

      When it came, we all sat down at the table to eat. I was a little worn out but super proud I’d finished the wrapping. It had been a massive job. More than I’d expected, that was for sure.

      I was curious about Elsie and her family. “Do any of your relatives live in Nocturne Falls?”

      “Just my nephew. He’s a delivery man for International Parcels. They keep him awfully busy. Especially this time of year.”

      “I can imagine.” Those blue trucks were everywhere. I supposed he was pretty busy this time of year. Maybe that’s why he wasn’t helping her with all the around-the-house stuff. I didn’t want to judge. “Have you lived here long?”

      “Oh, yes. Most of my life. I was the art teacher at Nocturne Falls Middle School. Retired now, as I’m sure you guessed.”

      Sin looked around. “That explains the artwork. Or are the drawings from your grandchildren?”

      “It’s a little of both,” Elsie said. She rubbed her hands together like her joints were bothering her. “I used to do a lot of drawing and painting myself but not so much anymore. I still try on the good days. But those seem to come less and less.”

      I finished my second slice of pizza. “We should probably get going. I have to work at the shop at three.”

      “I understand,” Elsie said. “I hope you know how grateful I am for what you did here today.” She put her gnarled hand on Sin’s. “Both of you.”

      “It was our pleasure,” Sin said.

      I nodded, smiling. “It really was. You call us if you need anything else now, all right?”

      She put her other hand on mine. “After all you’ve done for me, I’m going to be just fine.”
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      I knew Jayne had to be a little tired. I’d never seen anyone wrap that many gifts in such a short amount of time. I was pretty sure she’d broken some kind of record. “That was pretty amazing what you did back there.”

      She smiled. “It was fun. A lot of work, but fun. Thank you for helping. You did a lot for Elsie, too.”

      I shrugged. “I hope someone would do the same thing for my mom when she’s that age. If I’m not around to do it.”

      “Yeah, about that … I guess her nephew must either be really busy or a slacker if he’s not giving her a hand now and then.”

      I nodded. “I was thinking that too. I don’t want to think poorly of anyone, but she had all kinds of little things that needed taken care of. He could have easily knocked them out in an afternoon. But who knows what his story is.”

      “I suppose so.” She sighed. “I need another shower.”

      “And I’m guessing more to eat.”

      She glanced over. “It wouldn’t hurt. I didn’t want to eat all of that pizza.”

      “I’ll make you anything you want. You earned it.”

      “Grilled cheese with tomato soup?”

      I smiled. “You bet. You want pepper jack?”

      “Yes, please.”

      As soon as we were in the RV, she went to shower, and I got cooking. It was a simple meal, but if it made her happy, that was all that mattered. I made her dinner to take to the shop, too. Another ham and cheese sandwich with chips and cookies, but this time I included the rest of the tomato soup in a small thermos.

      She came back out dressed for work in jeans, a long-sleeved top, and sneakers. She grabbed a Dr Pepper before sitting down. I picked up the coffee I’d made for myself and joined her at the table.

      She dipped a corner of her diagonally cut grilled cheese into her bowl of soup. “Did you see anything weird when you were doing chores at Elsie’s?”

      “Weird how?”

      “I don’t know, but are these guys really breaking into people’s homes and only unwrapping gifts and taking the paper?”

      “Seems that way. Why? What are you thinking?”

      “That maybe it’s a cover for something else. I just don’t know what that other thing might be.”

      “You could be right, but nothing jumped out at me at Elsie’s. It’s a three-bedroom, two-bath ranch with an attic. Simple layout. I saw every room in that house, and it all looked pretty normal to me.”

      “What if the whole gifts and paper thing is a distraction? Maybe they’re looking for some big thing that’s been hidden away in someone’s home? One guy does all the unwrapping while the other guy searches.”

      “Why wouldn’t both guys search?”

      She sighed. “Good question. I guess it’s a silly idea.”

      “No, not silly. The whole scheme just makes no sense, and you’re trying to understand it. Any scenario is worth running.”

      She’d finished one half of the sandwich. “What about the scenario in which it has something to do with the new Christmas Magic paper?”

      “You could find that out pretty easily. Just ask Birdie if everyone who’s been broken into had that paper. She’d know.”

      “True.” Jayne took a breath, letting it out slowly. “You have any ideas?”

      “No ideas but a couple of observations.”

      “Go ahead. I’m listening.”

      “For one thing, it didn’t take much to break into Elsie’s. She has no alarm system. All they had to do was break a single pane of glass and unlock her door. For another, some of those gifts for her grandchildren had to be worth a decent amount of money, and yet, none of them was taken. Nothing was taken at any of the houses.”

      As I continued, I swirled my coffee in its cup. “I’d be interested in knowing if all the houses were that easy to break into and also if there was some kind of connection between all the people who were burgled. Elsie’s a retired teacher. What if this is some former students getting back at their previous educators?”

      She nodded. “That’s interesting. It definitely feels more like a prank than a crime right now.” She dug in her back pocket for her phone.

      I smiled. “You’re texting Birdie, aren’t you?”

      “I can’t help it. This is driving me nuts. I need to know more. Especially about the paper and any connection it might have to the store.”

      I just nodded. Jayne’s mind would never let a thing like this rest. Especially not when the good name of Christmas was being besmirched in the process.

      She put her phone down. “You think I should let it go, don’t you?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. If you want to play armchair detective, I’m not about to stop you. I don’t want you putting yourself in harm’s way, but this doesn’t seem like a particularly vicious criminal gang, so at the moment, I’m not too worried.”

      She laughed. “Are you always going to be this indulgent?”

      “So long as you’re not in danger or making the sheriff mad at you, why not?” I glanced at the time. We needed to leave soon.

      As if reading my mind, she picked up her bowl and drank the last of her soup. “Let me brush my teeth and then I’m ready to go.”

      I dropped her off at the shop twenty minutes later, kissed her goodbye, and headed to Zombie Donuts to see Archie.

      He was busy and everything seemed to be going great, which was nice to see. I promised I’d come back when he didn’t have a line of people waiting for doughnuts. I didn’t want to interrupt business just to chat.

      I drove back into the heart of town to my next destination. I took the first parking spot I saw and hopped out. I really didn’t know what to get for Jayne for Christmas, but her earlier text to Birdie had sparked an idea.

      I walked into the sheriff’s department and found my favorite blue-haired werewolf at the reception desk. The place was decorated for Christmas, something that had to be Birdie’s doing.

      She smiled as soon as she saw me. “Hello there, handsome.”

      “Hi, beautiful.”

      “What can I do for you on this fine winter afternoon?”

      I leaned on the desk’s counter area. “I was hoping you might have some ideas for a Christmas gift for Jayne.”

      Birdie’s mouth bunched to one side. “Hmm …”

      “I know. She’s a tough one to buy for. Which is why I’m here.”

      “You guys don’t have a lot of room in that RV for nonsense, either.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      She tapped her fingers on the desk. “I’d probably think better with a pumpkin spice latte. Extra whip, extra cinnamon sugar sprinkle.”

      I laughed. “Message heard loud and clear. I’ll be right back.”

      “Two sugars,” she called after me.

      I went to the nearby Hallowed Bean and got Birdie’s drink, then I went across the street and picked up a half dozen truffles from Delaney’s Delectables for good measure. Delaney wasn’t in, but when I saw she had a special ’Tis The Season truffle collection, I picked up a box of those too.

      Jayne would love them. The flavors were cranberry orange white chocolate, eggnog, pumpkin brûlée, dark hot chocolate, gingerbread spice, and peppermint milk chocolate.

      I took the drink and the truffles back to Birdie and put her box on her desk.

      “Truffles, too?” She took a sip of the drink. “You spoil me.”

      I held up the second bag. “Don’t worry. I’m spoiling Jayne just as much. So, any ideas?”

      “Have you been to Illusions? Jewelry is always a nice option. Doesn’t take up a lot of room either. But I was also thinking you should go by Bell, Book, and Candle. It’s a bookstore first and foremost, but this time of year she’s got all kinds of gifty things in there too.”

      “Jayne does like to read.”

      “And one more idea. What about a set of really good makeup brushes? Jayne’s a girly girl. I bet she’d get good use out of those. Although I’m not sure where in town to get those. You might have to order them. Lastly, what about a gift certificate for a really indulgent spa day? I bet Jayne hasn’t had one of those in ages, and we’ve got a great spa here in town.”

      “Those are all good ideas. Can you give me the address for the spa and for Bell, Book, and Candle?”

      Birdie wrote them down for me on a sticky note.

      “Thank you.”

      She lifted her drink while she opened the box of truffles with her other hand. “Thank you.”

      I went to the bookstore first since it was walkable. It was a great shop with lots of shelves stuffed with all kinds of books. There were little tables, too, with displays of handmade soaps, candles, jewelry, journals, bookmarks, pottery, and a whole assortment of other items. Most of the items seemed handmade by local craftspeople, which I loved the idea of.

      I grabbed a book on fairy tales I thought Jayne might enjoy, then a leather bookmark with snowflakes painted on it. I got her a bar of soap in the scent Mint Brownie that I thought she’d like too.

      But I was still in search of the big gift. Should that be the spa day? I was actually thinking about getting us a couple’s spa day as an anniversary present since that was something I needed a gift for, too.

      Or maybe the spa day should be a Christmas gift and jewelry should be the anniversary gift?

      I wasn’t great at this. I headed for Illusions, prepared to spend whatever amount necessary to knock Jayne’s socks off.

      The shop only had one other person in it, and he was being helped by one of the clerks. I went to the first counter and looked in. I had no idea what to get Jayne. She had a lot of nice jewelry already. And by nice, I meant heirloom quality pieces that were stored in the royal vault. She was a princess, after all. She had more tiaras than any other woman I knew. Outside of maybe her mother.

      I sighed.

      “Need some help?”

      I looked up. “Willa, am I glad to see you.”

      She smiled. “Hi, Sinclair. I didn’t know you were back in town. I assume Jayne’s with you?”

      I nodded. “She’s at the toy store. She’s filling in for an employee, so we’re here until after Christmas.”

      “It’s great to see you. Tell Jayne I’d love to see her too.”

      “I will. Except if I tell her, she’ll know I was in here and I’m looking for a gift.” I knew Willa and Jayne were friends. They’d been out, along with a few of the other women in town, for several girls’ nights.

      Willa grinned. “Good point. I’ll text and tell her Birdie mentioned you two were back. Now, what kind of gift are you looking for? Something special?”

      “Yes, and I have no idea what it is. Any suggestions?”

      “I’d be happy to point out a few things. Price range?”

      “Just show me what you think she’d like. I’ll figure out the money later.”

      With a smile, she led me to the second case. “These are a new item I’m trying for the holidays. Semi-precious gemstone bead bracelets with diamond accents. This one feels like Jayne to me.” She took the bracelet out and showed it to me.

      Round, mostly clear stones about the size of peas danced with blue light when Willa moved the bracelet. One slightly larger silver bead, completely covered in tiny diamonds, accented the piece. “That’s really pretty. And blue is sort of her color. The stones even look a little like ice. What are they?”

      “Gem quality moonstones. They have to be really high end to get this much blue flash. The accent bead is white gold, and the diamonds are all VS quality and GH color.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure what all of that meant, but Willa didn’t sell junk. “I like that a lot. I’ll take it.”

      Willa laughed. “I haven’t shown you anything else yet.”

      “That’s okay. I already know this is it. She always wears the rainbow obsidian bracelet that I gave her a few years ago. This will go really nicely next to it.”

      “I know that bracelet. This would be a good companion piece.” She turned the tag over to show me the price. “All right?”

      Not cheap, but still plenty left to spend on a spa day. “Yes.”

      “You want me to wrap it?”

      I’d already done enough wrapping today to last me a lifetime. I got my credit card out. “More than you know.”
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      The shop wasn’t quite as busy as it had been the day before. That gave Rowley and I a chance to do some cleaning and make a serious effort on restocking. We worked well together, keeping things on a pretty nice pace, but it was still good to have Holly come in and give us a hand.

      That also gave me a little breathing room to talk to Birdie when she came in at about quarter after five. We were busy then but not so busy I couldn’t take five minutes to catch up with her.

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “Happy to do it. I could use another gift each for Hannah Rose and Charlie anyway. I was thinking a soft doll for her and a remote control something for him. What have you got?”

      That made spending time with her even easier. “All kinds of stuff. Follow me.”

      I took her to the remote-control toys first. “What do you think of this?”

      Birdie grinned at the SWAT vehicle I’d pointed out. “He’ll love that. He’s all about Hank being the sheriff, so that’s perfect.”

      I took one off the shelf. “Now for Hannah Rose …” I walked us over to the dolls and stuffed animals. “These are all the rage this year, and I guarantee you that as soon as the after-work crowd comes in, this shelf will probably be empty.”

      “Poodle Princesses?” Birdie looked skeptical.

      “It’s the hot girl gift in the four to six range. They all come with their own bed, brush, collar and leash and their own perfume. The two most popular are Princess Penelope, the pink one that smells like strawberry, and Princess Emily, the brown poodle. She smells like chocolate.”

      “Hannah Rose does love strawberry. All right, I’ll take one.”

      I grabbed a Princess Penelope. The shopping was done, which meant we could get on to the real reason she was here. “So? What did you find out?”

      “Nothing, really. We didn’t know about the Christmas Magic paper, so it wasn’t a question we asked. In fact, I didn’t know about it until you mentioned it. I did, however, bring a list of the names and addresses of everyone who’s been burgled so far. Don’t tell Hank. This isn’t illegal, but it’s a little bit of a gray area.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “Thanks. I’m pretty interested to figure this out too.”

      We went up to the register. Before I rang her up, I pulled out the clipboard with the waiting list of people who wanted the Christmas Magic paper. But what we were both curious about wasn’t who wanted it as much as who’d already gotten some. The names that had already been checked off. Granted, that was only a small selection of people who’d bought the paper—there were still plenty of people who just walked into the shop and picked up a roll—but it was a place to start.

      I rang up her selections while she covertly checked her list against the names. “Only two of the five are on here.”

      I frowned. “That doesn’t prove anything.”

      She shook her head as she handed me her credit card. “Nope, it doesn’t. Sorry.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing. I mean, I’d hate to think someone was targeting our customers. Although, to be really sure, I’d have to pull a list of people who bought any wrapping paper from us. And even then, I’ll only be able to get the names of those who paid by credit card.”

      Birdie shook her head. “It would be easier for me just to call the other three people and ask them if they had the magic paper. In fact, I think I’ll do that first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Really? You’d do that?” I ran her card and handed it back, then got out a big shopping bag for her purchases.

      She smiled. “Sure. Anything is worth a shot right now because we’re really at a dead end with this nonsense.”

      “I bet. So no more break-ins since Elsie’s?”

      “None. Thankfully.” She picked up her bag. “Maybe they’re over. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      I still had questions. “How many days between break-ins? Is there any kind of pattern?”

      “No. I wish there was because that might mean something, but the second one didn’t happen until almost a week after the first, and the third and fourth were only a day apart. Elsie’s was three days after the fourth. They happen at all times, too. Day and night.”

      I shook my head. “I can only imagine how frustrated Hank is.”

      “He’s taken grumpy to a whole new level.”

      I grimaced. “That sounds fun.”

      Birdie just laughed. “Oh, he doesn’t bother me. I used to change that boy’s diapers. I know how to handle him.”

      “I have no doubt. Will you let me know what you find out tomorrow?”

      “Sure will. And if you think of anything else, you let me know.”

      “I will. I promise.” It really bothered me to think that the Christmas Magic paper could be the cause of all this. If that was the case, the best solution would be getting more of it so that it wasn’t such a rare thing to come by. “Is there any chance you’d share the list of crime scene addresses with me? For investigative purposes?”

      She pursed her lips. “I could get into trouble for that.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “I’ll text them to you as soon as I get home. But you share them with no one.”

      “No one. I swear it on the good name of Christmas.” Which I was kind of trying to protect.

      “All right. See you later.”

      “Later. And thanks.”

      She waved in response as she left.

      Rowley came back up to the register. “I was thinking about taking my break. Need anything before I go?”

      “No, I’m—actually, yes. Can you show me how to run a report on the register that would give me the names and addresses of everyone who’s bought a roll of the Christmas Magic paper so far?”

      “Sure. It’ll just take me a minute.” He stepped behind the computer screen and started tapping away on the keyboard.

      Thirty seconds later, he nodded at the screen. “There you go.”

      “Thanks, Rowley. Enjoy your break.”

      “Be back soon.”

      As he left, I looked at the list he’d generated. It was a pretty long list. I realized why as I scrolled through it. It was everyone who’d bought the paper. Including tourists. I should have asked him to narrow it down to people who lived in Nocturne Falls or the surrounding area.

      Tourists probably weren’t going to be affected. For example, I was pretty sure the Carmichaels from Phoenix, Arizona, were too far away for the burglars to care about. I stared at the screen wishing I knew how to eliminate the out-of-towners, but I didn’t. I printed out the whole list, as is.

      Once it finished printing, I folded the pages and tucked them into my purse. I’d look it over later when I wasn’t on the company’s time.

      But the question of who and why remained with me for the rest of the night. Even after Birdie’s promised text arrived. All the way until Sin came to pick me up.

      I got in the car, aware I was still very much in my own head.

      “How was your night?”

      I glanced over. “Busy enough. How was yours?”

      “Less busy than last night.”

      I smiled. “No more doughnut-making then?”

      “Not tonight, no. But I do have something for you …” He reached into the back and pulled out a bag I instantly recognized.

      “You went by Delany’s?”

      He nodded. “It’s a box of her ’Tis The Season truffles. All holiday-inspired flavors.”

      “I love you so much right now.” A thought popped into my head as I took the lid off the box of truffles. The smell alone was worth whatever these had cost. “Before we go back, could we drive around town a little and look at some of the lights?”

      “Sure. You mean on the houses, right?”

      I nodded. I did want to see the lights, but I was curious about something else too. I pulled the address list from my purse.

      He glanced over. “What’s that?”

      “Me butting into business I probably shouldn’t.” I gave him a little smile. “I printed out the names and addresses of everyone who bought Christmas Magic paper from the shop already. Everyone who paid by credit card, that is.”

      “Okay. And the reason for that? Which I’m sure has something to do with the break-ins.”

      “It does.” I tilted the paper toward the window so I could read the addresses by streetlamp. “I’m just curious to see if the Christmas Magic paper is visible through the windows. In other words, can you tell someone’s wrapped their gifts in it if those gifts are under the tree?”

      “Trying to figure out if the burglars chose their victims by driving around or more deliberate methods.”

      “Yeah. That. Crazy?”

      “No. I think it’s a worthwhile investigation. But I’d be more interested in finding out if the people who were burgled had their trees and gifts set up where they could be easily seen. Like Elsie did. But we’d need the addresses of the break-ins for that.”

      “As it happens,” I said, “I have that list, too. But you can’t let Birdie know I shared them with you.”

      “Don’t you think she’ll know?”

      “Probably. But if we don’t tell her, she can still maintain her innocence.”

      He laughed. “Such as it is. All right. Program the first address into the GPS, and we’ll take a look.”

      I really was fortunate to have a husband who indulged me the way Sin did. We spent the next forty-five minutes crisscrossing town to look through windows. The Christmas lights were really nice, too.

      All four of the burgled homes had their trees in their front living room windows, just like Elsie had. Driving around made us realize that most people did. And if not the front windows, then a lot of the trees were visible in a side room.

      But we also learned that the lights from the trees made it harder to tell if the gifts were covered in Christmas Magic paper or not. Determining that would take closer inspection, although we both surmised that even using binoculars from the car would have worked.

      I was once again deep in thought as Sin drove us back to the RV.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked.

      “Still trying to figure out if there’s a connection between the break-ins and the magic paper. I don’t think we learned enough tonight to say there is, which is a good thing, but Birdie said she was going to look into that idea in the morning.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She’s going to straight-up ask the victims if they had the paper or not.”

      He nodded, eyes on the road. “And if they did?”

      “I … don’t know. It still won’t mean that’s why the houses were broken into, but it will certainly create a new possibility.” A pretty strong one.

      “But why take all the paper then? That part still doesn’t make sense. Why not just steal the Christmas Magic paper?”

      “Maybe in an attempt to hide that the magic paper is what they were after?” I breathed out in frustration and helped myself to another truffle. “I wish I knew. But this isn’t the kind of publicity Santa’s Workshop needs. Especially not this time of year.”
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      Jayne went to bed pretty much right after we got home. I figured she would. She’d had a long day of wrapping and retail. That was enough to make even a winter elf princess conk out.

      I should have been asleep, too, but my mind was going too fast. Instead, I lay on the living room couch, watching a little TV in the hopes that would help me unwind. I’d pulled the sliding door to the bedroom shut, too, as I didn’t want to disturb her. I needed to close the blinds in the rest of the RV, but I liked seeing the outside lights through the windows.

      I’d close the blinds before I went to bed. If I went to bed.

      I’d even tried staring into the lights of the Christmas tree, something that had always made me drift off as a kid, but to no avail. I couldn’t stop wondering if I should call her father and give him a heads-up about the paper situation.

      It didn’t feel like it was my place to make that call, though. Jayne could just as easily call him in the morning. But maybe she didn’t want to worry her dad just yet. Maybe that’s why she was doing her best to figure out what was going on.

      I wouldn’t call. But I would suggest it in the morning.

      With that settled, I figured I’d get sleepy any second, but I didn’t. Amazing how things had changed. When I’d been running Zombie Donuts, I’d had no trouble falling asleep because I’d been such an early morning person. I’d had to be. Doughnuts had to be made before the customers came in.

      Now that was Archie Tingle’s job. He was a winter elf who’d retired from his job as a baker in the North Pole. He’d originally come to Nocturne Falls to run my shop so that I could visit the NP with Jayne. When we’d decided to get married and moved to the North Pole, Archie had been eager to buy the shop.

      I’d been happy to leave the place in good hands.

      My schedule was very different now, as would be expected. Jayne and I had definitely become more evening people. Most of the meet and greets we’d done at the toy stores had been in the evenings.

      My parents, with their Vegas show, were definitely late-night people. I smiled. If I couldn’t sleep, I might as well call my mom. I checked the time. It was almost midnight. They’d just about be getting home from their last show.

      I was going to turn off the Christmas tree lights before I left, but Spider and Sugar were both curled up under the tree and seemed to be enjoying them. I crouched down and spoke to them in a whisper. “I’m going out to make a phone call so I don’t wake Jayne up. You guys don’t make any noise, okay?”

      Sugar let out a soft chirp, and I swear Spider nodded.

      I pulled on my jacket, a knit cap, and some gloves, then took my phone outside. I headed for the picnic area over by the office. There were string lights up, but they weren’t on at this time of night. Relying on a sliver of moonlight, I found a place to sit as I called my mom on Facetime.

      I settled in at one of the tables against the office/apartment wall so I could put my back to it and my feet up. I could hear the faintest hum of something mechanical. Could have been a dryer running.

      When my mom answered, I could see she was in the house. “Hi, sweetheart. What a nice surprise.”

      “Hi, Mom. How are you? How was the show tonight?”

      “I’m great. The show was fabulous. Packed house, too. People love the Christmas show, probably in part because we only do it during the month of December. You should see how we’re incorporating my new skills, too.”

      Jayne had been the donor for a blood transfusion for my mom after my mother had been kidnapped, and because of that transfusion, my mom had picked up a little of Jayne’s winter elf magic. Namely the ability to craft small objects from ice and create shimmer. “I bet you’re making it snow over the entire audience.”

      She nodded. “I am. And the best part is, the snow is so real. A lot better than the foam we used to use.”

      “That’s great. Dad must be thrilled.”

      “Oh, he is. It’s a little tiring, but it’s only once a year, right?” She smiled. “You and Jayne are in Nocturne Falls now?”

      I nodded and shifted slightly. The picnic table bench wasn’t the most comfortable seat. “We are.”

      “Where are you? Outside?”

      “I am. Jayne’s sleeping, and I didn’t want to wake her, so I came out to the picnic area here at the RV park.”

      “Did she like the decorations you put up?”

      I grinned, still pleased with myself. “She loved them. And the cats have only knocked the tree down once so far.”

      My mom looked proud of me. “That was a very nice thing you did for her.”

      “She’s the best thing that ever happened to me, Mom.”

      My mom smiled, causing a little crack in the skin around her mouth. My mom was a zombie. These things happened. “I think she feels the same way about you.”

      “I do my best. I bought her a really pretty moonstone bracelet for Christmas. It’s already wrapped, or I’d send you a picture of it so you could tell me what you think.”

      “I’m sure it’s lovely. You have wonderful taste.”

      I laughed. My mother was obviously biased, but I didn’t care. “Where is Dad? I’d love to say hi.”

      “He’s sitting on the back patio with your Aunt Zinnia. You know, having her here has really been nice. She’s a handful sometimes, but she’s certainly made our lives more interesting. She’s got three cats now.”

      “Three?” I laughed. “The guest house has never been so full.”

      “No, it hasn’t. She seems to really enjoy living here, too. I hope so anyway.”

      “I’m sure she does.” I sighed. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too.” She tipped her head slightly. “Is everything all right, honey?”

      I nodded, trying to reassure her. “Yes. There’s just some stuff going on that might cause a little bad publicity for the toy stores. Nothing that can’t be worked out, I’m sure.”

      “That’s too bad. If there’s anything your father and I can do, you just let us know.”

      That made me smile. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Tell Aunt Z I said hi. And tell Dad I’ll try to call him soon.”

      “All right, sweetheart. Give our love to Jayne.”

      “I will. Night, Mom.”

      “Good night, Sinclair.”

      We hung up, and I put my phone in my coat pocket but sat there for another minute watching the clouds of vapor formed by my breath. The sound of an engine rumbled through the night, and it had nothing to do with the hum I’d heard earlier.

      For a reason I couldn’t name, I didn’t want whoever it was to see me. Call it a sixth sense or some weird instinct, but the feeling was strong.

      I slipped off the table’s bench to sit on the concrete pad the tables were on. That put another picnic table in front of me and covered me in shadows, but I could easily see under the table.

      A dark blue or dark gray pickup truck, a Toyota, I thought, rolled through the park, slowly enough that my gut said they were looking for someone. Or something.

      There were probably twenty to twenty-five pull-behinds, fifth wheels, and driving campers in the park. According to Jerry, only three of them, besides ours, were occupied. The rest were just permanently parked by folks who rented their sites by the year.

      I hadn’t seen any of the other campers, but then Jayne and I didn’t keep the most typical hours. Was the pickup truck driver looking for one of them? Or maybe the exact opposite. Maybe he was looking for the unoccupied campers, hoping for a quick score of … I had no idea. I couldn’t imagine most people left anything valuable behind.

      Jerry was probably asleep like everyone else. I wasn’t going to wake him until something actually happened.

      I got my phone back out, though, and snapped a shot of the truck’s plate as best I could. At this angle, I could only see part of it. In fact, in the dim light it might have been black. Or even dark green.

      The vehicle was headed toward our site, which was very obviously occupied. Only one other camper had Christmas lights up, although another of the campers did have a wreath on the door and a small ceramic Christmas tree visible through the kitchen window.

      I got up and stayed in the shadows as I crept forward to keep an eye on the truck. As best I could tell, the only person in it was the driver. It was so dark, even my eyes couldn’t be sure it was a man until the truck slowed next to our RV. The lights made it easier to see it was a man in a ballcap with short hair, but the colored Christmas lights distorted my perception of the truck’s color. I was leaning toward it being black, now.

      More detail than that was impossible from my angle.

      The truck had stopped. I inched closer. If the driver’s door opened and I thought Jayne was in any way being threatened, I would wield the full extent of my powers. It had been a long time since I’d left a death mark on anyone, but I was more than willing to do it to protect my wife and our cats.

      I tried to look at our RV through a stranger’s eyes. It was an expensive rig, one of the most expensive on the road, so he’d probably assume it was loaded with all sorts of pricey things inside. That was partially true. Jayne had some royal jewelry on board, but none of it was real, although that was a state secret. Both she and her mother traveled with fake replicas of the real stuff for safety reasons.

      I, on the other hand, had a very expensive diamond watch that had been deemed too hard to fake by the royal jeweler. Of course, there was no way the guy in the truck knew about that.

      What else did I see looking at our RV? Christmas lights and, through the big side windows, our tree. Not much else.

      The truck rolled forward again, and I exhaled in relief as he continued around the horseshoe-shaped drive that went through the RV park. I also snapped a few more pictures, including one of the treads, just for good measure.

      There was probably nothing weird going on. For all I knew, the guy might have been looking for a friend.

      Then again, it was after midnight. And good things rarely happened after midnight. Even in a town like Nocturne Falls.
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      It wasn’t often that I woke up to find Sin still in bed next to me. He was an early riser, something I’d come to terms with not long after we were married. I was okay with that, because most mornings that meant I was getting some kind of spectacular breakfast.

      Honestly, any breakfast I didn’t have to make for myself was spectacular. My cooking wasn’t great.

      Today, however, he was still asleep next to me. Not just in bed. But asleep. That was rare. I slipped out of bed as quiet as could be.

      Of course, Spider and Sugar, who’d been asleep on the bed with us, hopped down and followed me out. Hoping for breakfast, I was sure. I carefully opened and closed the sliding door to the bedroom.

      Speaking of breakfast, how nice would it be to surprise Sin with a waiting pot of coffee? As much as I would have loved to do more, I wasn’t going to attempt pancakes. Filling the RV with smoke wouldn’t be a pleasant start to the day for either of us. But maybe I could talk him into going out for breakfast so he didn’t have to cook. I knew he didn’t mind cooking, but Mummy’s breakfast was pretty fantastic.

      Then I remembered we still had half a cinnamon bun in the fridge. Maybe I’d warm that up in the microwave while the coffee was brewing. I’d be having a Dr Pepper anyway.

      I turned on the Christmas tree lights and got the coffee started, then, before the caterwauling started, I split a can of Chicken Party into two bowls and put it down for the cats. They went right to it.

      As the coffee dripped into the pot, I started to rethink my beverage choice. The coffee smelled really good. And a hot drink on a cold morning made more sense than a cold drink. Plus, I could add chocolate syrup to it and make it a mocha.

      As dark as it was with the blinds drawn, I left them that way. I was afraid the noise of raising them, along with the light they’d let in, might wake Sin. If he was tired enough to sleep in, he deserved to be undisturbed.

      I opened the fridge, grabbed the leftover cinnamon bun, the chocolate syrup, and the cream. Then I shut the fridge and let out a little shriek, nearly dropping the groceries.

      Sin stood in the bedroom doorway. He laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I huffed out a breath. “I didn’t even hear the bedroom slider open. I almost died.”

      He smirked. “Pretty sure that’s not true.” He leaned in and kissed me. “Nice of you to make coffee for me.”

      “I was up first, so why not? You always make me breakfast.”

      “So you’re making breakfast?”

      “Not really. Coffee and reheated cinnamon bun.”

      He smiled. “Coffee sounds great.” He went around the RV and started opening the blinds. It was bright outside. Like, extra bright.

      I realized why a few seconds later.

      “Hey,” Sin said. “Fresh snow. And it’s still falling.”

      I went to the windows, standing beside him. “It’s so pretty.” I glanced up at him. “Is that Explorer four-wheel drive?”

      “It is. You think we’re going to need it?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but those are some pretty big flakes.”

      He nodded. “They are. And they’re really coming down.”

      It was like being inside a snow globe. I loved it, but I also knew it could cause a little havoc. Nocturne Falls was pretty good about keeping the roads clear. They had to be. The town was situated in the mountains of Georgia, and winter up here could get pretty wintry, but too much snow and even the plows wouldn’t be that useful.

      Especially if the temperatures dropped and everything froze.

      I put my hands on my hips. “I guess we’re not going anywhere this morning.”

      He looked at me. “Did you have plans?”

      “I was thinking we could go to Mummy’s for breakfast but not now.”

      “We still could. If we left soon.”

      “We have food. We should probably just eat here. But maybe we should put the weather on and see what the rest of the day’s going to be like.”

      Sin picked up the remote to do that while I went back to concocting my hot mocha. I squeezed two big glugs of chocolate syrup into my cup, then added a splash of cream before filling the mug with coffee.

      The cream barely changed the color, so I added more, then used the frother to blend it all together. It still needed cream. I put more in, frothed it again, then added some mini-marshmallows and whipped cream because I could. I drizzled a little chocolate syrup over the whipped cream like they did in coffee shops.

      Sin took a mug out for his coffee. “Is that hot chocolate?”

      “No, it’s coffee.”

      He cocked one eyebrow. “With all due respect, my beautiful sugar addict, that is not coffee. It does look very fancy though.”

      “Thanks. I thought a hot drink sounded good this morning.” I took a sip. He was sort of right. I could barely taste the coffee. Which was fine with me. I put the cinnamon bun leftovers in the microwave for thirty seconds on half power, then stood closer to the television to see the weather.

      “Um, Sin?”

      “Yes?”

      The microwaved dinged, and the scent of warm cinnamon bun permeated the RV. I held my mug in both hands, my eyes staying glued to the screen. “I think we’re about to get snowed in.”

      He brought his cup of black coffee over and stood next to me, watching the radar. A big clump of red, which indicated the snowstorm, covered most of Georgia. “That does not look good, does it?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s a good thing we got groceries.” He took a drink of his coffee. “You think you should close the shop?”

      “I don’t know. I have no idea what the roads are like in town. It’s not really my call anymore, either.” I checked the time. It was quarter after nine. The shop wasn’t due to open until ten. “I’ll text Juniper, see what she thinks.”

      “And I’ll text Archie. If he’s not busy, then that’s a sure sign no one’s out and about.”

      I grabbed my phone and sat at the table with my coffee. The microwave beeped again to remind me I still hadn’t taken the cinnamon bun out. I sent my text: How’s the weather in town? Snowing hard here. Then I got up to snag it. I grabbed a fork and a knife too.

      Sin sat across from me with his phone and coffee as well.

      I cut a piece of cinnamon bun and offered it to Sin.

      He took the bite. “I’m going to make a big cheese omelet with bacon. You want some?”

      “Yes, please.” I ate some of the cinnamon bun as Juniper’s reply came in.

      Main street is plowed, but the none of the side streets I can see. The way this snow is coming down they’re going to have to plow Main again soon.

      I stabbed the remaining bun with my fork, then picked the whole thing up and took a bite out of it. Do you think the shop should open or not?

      I don’t really know. If other businesses close, it might be a chance for people in town to do some shopping.

      Okay, keep me posted. I’m fine with whatever you decide. I admired Juniper’s dedication, but I didn’t want anyone to risk an accident trying to get to work either.

      Sin looked up. “Archie did a steady business until about quarter to nine, which is generally when the morning rush drops off anyway since people have to be at work, but he says it’s been slower than usual since then.”

      “Does he think that’s because of the weather?”

      Sin nodded. “He says if he doesn’t have a customer in the next hour, he’s boxing up the remaining stock, dropping it off at the police station, and closing for the day.”

      “Hmm. Juniper seemed to think if everything else in town closed, locals might take the opportunity to finish up their shopping.”

      “So she wants to open?”

      “Yep. Of course, other than me, the shop’s employees live in the apartments upstairs, so none of them have a commute. I told her to keep me posted and I was fine with her decision. But maybe we’ll end up closing early.”

      “I don’t really want you working late if everything else is shut down.”

      “And I don’t want you to have to come get me if the roads aren’t plowed.” I took another bite of cinnamon bun and another sip of my coffee that wasn’t really coffee. “I’m texting her back.”

      Sin got up. “And I’m getting to work on breakfast.”

      Which he did, then we ate. It was delicious as usual, and by the time breakfast was over, I was full and a little sleepy.

      All of a sudden, as if channeling what I was feeling, Sin yawned. And he wasn’t a yawner.

      “Didn’t you sleep well last night?”

      He shook his head and got up for more coffee. “I didn’t, actually. It took me a long time to even feel sleepy.” He filled his cup and returned to the table. “I wasn’t going to say anything, because I’m not sure there’s that much to tell, but we had a strange drive-by last night.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He explained about going outside to talk to his mom and the truck that had rolled through the park.

      I sat up straighter. “Do you think he was casing the joint?”

      “I don’t know what he was doing, and I hesitate to speculate because it could have been nothing.”

      “Or he could have been casing the joint.” Just then my phone buzzed. I checked the screen and saw a text from Birdie. “Hang on. Birdie just messaged me.”

      I read the text. Only four of the five break-ins had Christmas Magic paper.

      I sighed. So much for that theory.
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      Jayne told me what Birdie had said, then slumped down in her seat, almost like she was disappointed. Maybe she was. The lack of connection to the magic paper meant there wasn’t as much reason for her to be involved.

      Sure, there was a sense that someone might be trying to ruin Christmas, and Jayne was intimately connected to that holiday, but that wasn’t really enough reason for her to become Miss Marple.

      As much as she would have liked to.

      “Maybe we should go out,” I said.

      She looked at me, brows knitted together. “Didn’t we just spend the morning trying to figure out how bad the roads were?”

      “Yes, but we have a four-wheel-drive vehicle.” And she looked like she needed a distraction. “We won’t go far. We’ll just have a look around. Maybe swing by the shop and see if anyone needs anything. And if the roads are really that bad, we’ll turn around.”

      She nodded. Her phone chimed. She looked at it. “Juniper says she found a new shipment of Christmas Magic paper in the Santa’s bag. Forty-eight rolls of it.” She grinned at me. “Let’s go get one for your mom.”

      “That would be great. You can shower while I clean up, if you want.”

      She nodded, drained the last of her pretend coffee, then put her mug in the sink. “On it.”

      Twenty minutes later we were in the car and headed toward the shop when Jayne’s phone went off again. A call this time.

      “Hi, Birdie.” Jayne’s smile disappeared pretty quickly. “Oh no. Wait. Can I put you on speaker? I’m in the car with Sin. Okay, hang on.”

      She switched to hands-free and put the phone on the console. “Okay, Sin’s listening in.”

      “Hi, Birdie,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “There was another break-in last night. Another unwrapping. The homeowners didn’t realize until about half an hour ago. Mr. and Mrs. Dominguez. She works at the Shop-n-Save bakery, so she leaves the house around five thirty, and Joe, the husband, said she never turns the lights on so she doesn’t wake him. He works from home as a website developer and didn’t notice all of the presents were unwrapped until he went down for his second cup of coffee.”

      Jayne looked at me, clearly upset. “Did they have Christmas Magic paper?”

      “Joe says they didn’t.”

      She exhaled. “I should tell you that the shop just got a new shipment of the paper in, so if someone really wanted some, today would be the day.”

      “Do you have a way to let people know the paper is back in stock?”

      “Not really. The people on the waiting list will get called. Otherwise, it’s first come, first served. Sin and I are headed over there now to get a roll for his mom. You want one?”

      “You know I do.”

      I cleared my throat. “Birdie, any idea when the break-in happened?”

      “Not really. The Dominguezes are both in bed by eleven and according to the husband are both sound sleepers.”

      Easy math. “So after eleven and before 5:30 a.m. because presumably the wife would have noticed if there were people in her house, even if she didn’t turn the lights on.”

      “Right,” Birdie said. “And there was no broken glass or forced entry. We think they used a key the couple kept under a flowerpot on the back porch.”

      I wondered if I should say anything about the truck I’d seen last night. I felt I had to. “You know last night would have been a great night to break into someone’s house. The snow started sometime after 1 a.m., and it would have covered any tracks.”

      “How do you know when the snow started?” Birdie asked.

      “Because I was up that late. In part because I saw someone driving through the campground and taking a hard look at our RV.”

      “A hard look?”

      “He drove through pretty slow, then stopped in front of our place for at least sixty seconds before he moved on.”

      “He?”

      “I know for sure it was a man. But that’s about all I know.”

      “Any chance you got the plate number?”

      “I took a picture but only got the first two letters. RZ. The truck was probably a Toyota pickup and either dark blue or dark gray. Or maybe dark green or black. Sorry, it was dark, and the glow of the Christmas lights didn’t help.”

      Birdie let out a long breath. “You know it’s probably completely unrelated.”

      “I know.”

      “But send me the photos anyway. I’ll see what I can find out.”

      “I’ll have Jayne send them from my phone as soon as we hang up.”

      “Great. You two stay safe. I don’t like the idea of anyone out on the roads right now. From what I understand, the county’s trying to get a few more plows out, but this is a massive system moving over us. Do what you need to do and then get home.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I winked at Jayne.

      She leaned in toward the phone. “Talk to you later, Birdie. Let me know if you find out anything else.”

      “Will do. Bye now.”

      “Bye.” Jayne tapped the end button. “Well, I guess that puts an end to my idea that the break-ins had something to do with the paper. Two of the six didn’t have the paper.” She held out her hand. “Phone.”

      I handed it over so she could send the pics. “It’s good, though, right? I mean, wouldn’t it be worse if the break-ins were because of the paper?”

      “Yes.” She was tapping away. “But now the break-ins and the unwrapping really make no sense at all.”

      I shook my head. “They really don’t.” I looked over at her. “You were hoping to help crack this case wide open, weren’t you?”

      “Sent.” She handed the phone back and shrugged. “It would have been nice to help.”

      “I know. Maybe we should swing by and see Archie. Help him out with his unsold doughnuts.”

      The corners of her mouth twitched up in a smile. “Maybe we should.”

      We weren’t that far away, but by the time we reached my old doughnut shop, I swear the snow was coming down harder, in bigger flakes.

      As we parked, a silver Dodge pickup was pulling out. “Go ahead in,” I told Jayne. Then I got out and took a picture of the pickup’s tire treads. Just for comparison’s sake.

      She waited on the sidewalk for me, her brows bent in curiosity. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not really sure, but I felt compelled.”

      We walked in. Archie was at the back counter, boxing up a partial tray of glazed.

      Jayne stopped in the middle of the floor and inhaled. “Wow,” she said. “I forgot how good it smells in here. There really is nothing like the aroma of a doughnut shop.”

      Archie turned around, and his eyes lit up. “Princess Jayne! Prince Consort Sinclair! It’s so good to see you.”

      Jayne smiled. “It’s good to see you, too, Archie. I heard you ran out of customers this morning.”

      He frowned at the outside. “Yes, but not doughnuts. Enough that I’m unhappy about closing up with this much inventory left. No sense in staying open with all that white stuff coming down, though. Schools are closed, too, so people will be busy looking after their kids and getting themselves home if they had to go to work this morning.”

      I nodded. “We’ll be getting ourselves home, too, shortly.”

      “But before that, we need supplies. Especially if we’re going to be snowed in.” Jayne stepped back to look into the case. “I see you have half a tray of my favorite Dr Preppers.”

      The Dr Prepper was one of my original inventions. The doughnut was decorated with a white circle of icing with a red cross, a few sprinkles, and filled with Dr Pepper mousse. The fact that Jayne liked it was a no-brainer. Zombie pun intended.

      Archie came over to the case. “I do. I’d be happy to give them to you.”

      “Give?” She jerked her head back like that was unthinkable, which I knew it was for Jayne. “Not a chance. I’ll buy the rest from you. I want another box of two dozen assorted, as well.”

      She looked at me. “I want to take those to the shop for Juniper and the gang.”

      I smiled. “Sounds great.” I put my arm around her. Hard not to love a woman with such a generous heart. “Give me another assorted dozen in a box, then everything you have left over I’ll take to the sheriff’s department. And we’re paying for all of it. No argument.”

      “You’re too kind.” Archie shook his head, smiled, and got to work.

      Jayne looked up at me. “Who’s the assorted dozen for?”

      “I thought we could stop by and check on Elsie. I can’t imagine she’ll be able to get out in this weather. We can drop these off, and I can at least shovel her walk for her, if she’d like.”

      Jayne hugged me. “That’s a great idea.”

      It took two trips to take all the doughnut boxes out to the car, but thankfully the Explorer had plenty of room in the back once the third-row seats were down.

      I paid. We said goodbye to Archie with a promise to visit again and went back to the car. “First stop Elsie’s?”

      Jayne nodded. “Then the shop, then the sheriff’s.”

      As soon as we got into the residential area, the plowed road ended. There were tire lines in the street from where cars had traveled, but those were getting filled up by the falling snow. I slowed down, still confident in the four-wheel drive but not willing to take any chances.

      “Hardly any of the driveways have been shoveled,” Jayne said.

      “People might be waiting until the snow stops. I would if I didn’t have to go out.”

      She nodded. “Me too. Why do it twice?”

      Elsie’s was just up ahead. There were wide tire tread marks in her driveway. I parked on the street and turned the car off. “Looks like someone’s already been here to check up on her. Or she’s gone out, which I doubt very much.”

      “I see a light on in the kitchen. She’s home.” Jayne exited the car on her side.

      I opened the rear hatch with a button near the steering wheel, then got out and went around to grab the doughnuts. Jayne was already walking toward the front. Something made me stop and snap a fast pic of the treads in Elsie’s drive. I met Jayne at the front door. She rang the bell.

      A few moments later, Elsie came to answer it. Her brows went up in happy surprise. “Hello there! I thought you were my nephew coming back because he’d forgotten something. He was just here, you see. But of course, he could have let himself in. He has a key. Anyway, it’s so nice of you to stop by. How are you doing?”

      “We’re great,” Jayne answered. “We came to check on you and see how you were doing.”

      “And,” I said, “we brought you some doughnuts to help you weather the storm.”

      “You dear people.” She stepped back. “Come in, come in.”

      “We can’t stay long,” I said as we entered. “We have two other stops to make, and then we’re going home. But I’d be happy to shovel your walk for you.”

      Elsie shook her head. “Aren’t you sweet? But there’s no need. My nephew said he’d back tomorrow to take care of it. He’s got a snowblower. You should see that thing work.”

      Jayne leaned back to glance into the kitchen. “Looks like you’re right in the middle of putting groceries away.”

      Elsie nodded. “Yes, Richie brought me a few things in case the snow keeps us all in for a while. Bread, milk, soup, you know. He even brought some firewood in, just in case the power goes out.”

      “That was really nice of him,” I said. “Now you have doughnuts too.” I handed her the box.

      “That was so kind. I’ve never had so many people looking after me.” Elsie smiled at the box. “I feel spoiled.”

      Jayne looked pleased. “You have my number if you need anything.”

      Elsie clutched her doughnut box in one hand so she could reach out and take Jayne’s hand with the other. “I’m sure I’ll be fine, but thank you. Both of you. Now I’d better get the rest of those groceries put away, and you two should get home as soon as you can. This snow doesn’t look like it’s stopping.”

      “All right,” Jayne said. “You take care.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Stay safe.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      We let ourselves out and jumped back in the SUV.

      Jayne put her seat belt on. “I’m glad her nephew got groceries for her. I was starting to think he wasn’t much help yesterday based on all the things that needed doing around her house, but maybe he really was just busy.”

      I nodded. “He’s a delivery driver during the busiest shipping season of the year. I’m sure that factors in. But he stepped up today. Elsie’s in good shape. Let’s go see how things are at the shop.”

      I got back onto Main Street as soon as I could. It was plowed and much easier to drive on, but what little traffic was there wasn’t moving very fast. No one seemed to be taking any chances. I parked as close to the store as I could, then grabbed two of the big boxes of doughnuts and followed Jayne in.

      Juniper and Kip were both behind the counter. Kip was on the phone. There was no shimmer going. No one was going to be impressed with more snow today.

      Juniper waved. “Hey guys!”

      I put the boxes on the counter. “Special delivery. Doughnuts to get you through the storm.”

      “Wow, nice.” Juniper lifted the lid on the top box and peeked in. “We’ve only had Zombie Donuts a few times since you two moved away. What a treat.”

      Jayne smiled. “Archie said business dried up after the morning rush, so we bought the rest of his stock and decided to bring some to you guys and the sheriff’s department.”

      Juniper’s brows went up in clear skepticism. “You’re not keeping any for yourself?”

      I snorted. “Trust me, we are.” I turned to look at the display of wrapping paper. The Christmas Magic bin was about half full. I went over and picked one out for my mom. The paper had a black background with strings of multicolor Christmas lights. I assumed those would actually light up once the tape completed the circuit.

      I grabbed a roll of tape and went back to the counter. “I’m buying this for my mom.”

      Juniper shook her head. “I think you can take whatever you want.”

      “No way. I know how hot this stuff is. I’m paying.”

      “Well … how about we ship it for you then?”

      “You can do that?”

      She nodded. “Sure. We ship stuff all the time.” She reached under the counter and produced a mailing form. “Just put her name and address on here and we’ll get it taken care of. As soon as the snow lets up.”

      “That would be great.” I grabbed a pen and started filling in my mom’s information.

      Jayne glanced back at the display. “You must have had some customers. There aren’t many rolls left.”

      “Not as many people as I would have expected,” Juniper said. “But Kip’s been calling people on the waiting list all morning, so most of the rolls are being sold to them. We’re taking credit cards over the phone. I’m not holding anything for anyone. Not with an item this hot.”

      “Smart,” Jayne said. “I’m taking a roll of paper and tape to Birdie, so put that on our bill, too. Actually, I’m taking two rolls of paper and tape each, because I want another one for myself.”

      Juniper nodded, but her gaze went toward the front windows. “Is it my imagination, or is it coming down harder?”

      “Seems like it,” Jayne said. “Again, it’s up to you, but I think you guys should close soon. The streets are pretty empty.”

      I finished filling out the form and looked up. “I don’t think that snow is about to stop anytime soon, either.”

      “It isn’t, according to the last weather report.” Juniper sighed. “I think it’s safe to say we are about to be snowed in.”
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      We said our goodbyes and hustled back to the car. I swear, there was an inch of new snow on it already. We got in, and I looked over at Sin. “Are we nuts to be out in this?”

      “Probably.” He grinned. “Quick trip to the sheriff’s department and then we’re back home. For a while. Although if we did get stuck out here, you could, you know …” He wiggled his fingers.

      I laughed. “Work some winter magic? Sure, to some extent. But my skills are more about creating snow and ice than getting rid of it.”

      “True. We’d better really make this a quick trip.”

      “Meaning no chatting with Birdie for an hour?”

      He smiled, but his eyes were on the side mirror as he pulled out of the spot. “Something like that.”

      While he drove carefully, I looked at all the shops, trying to figure out who was open and who was closed. Most were closed. There weren’t many people on the sidewalk, and those who were, were bundled up and vainly shoveling the snow away from their front doors.

      I had no doubt the whole town would be closed in another hour or so.

      A gust of wind blew a white sheet of flurries across the windshield, making it impossible to see for a second.

      Sin shook his head. “It’s getting worse.”

      “I see that.”

      He parked around the back of the sheriff’s department, in one of the visitor spots. That gave us a little shelter from the wind because of the building, but even the sky seemed to be darkening.

      “Quick trip,” he reminded me as he grabbed the two big boxes of doughnuts.

      I nodded. “Promise.”

      We hustled inside and stomped our feet to get the snow off.

      Birdie met us halfway. She looked concerned. “You shouldn’t have come. It’s really getting bad out there.”

      “Does that mean we should take our doughnuts and go?” Sin asked.

      She put her hands on her hips and shot him a look. “Such a sassy mouth on you.” She winked at me. “You want some coffee or something?”

      “No,” I answered. “This is a just quick trip to drop off these doughnuts, then we’re off. We don’t want to get stuck in that mess outside.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      Sin adjusted his grip on the boxes. “Where do you want these?”

      “In the conference room would be great.” Birdie led the way. “You’re going to make a lot of deputies happy.”

      Sin put the boxes on the table, and Birdie lifted the lid on one of them. “Ooohh, is that peanut butter and jelly? I love those.”

      She snagged a doughnut. “Hmm. Now I want coffee.”

      Sin held the door for her as we went back out. “Did you get a chance to run the plate on that truck? From the pictures I had Jayne send you?”

      Birdie nodded as she went back behind the reception desk to get her coffee cup. The doughnut went onto a paper napkin she produced from a drawer. “I put the info into the system, but a plate starting with RZ on a possibly dark blue, dark green, dark gray, or black truck is a pretty wide set of parameters. It’s already found twenty-three possibilities, and I only plugged it in an hour ago.”

      “Is there a way to narrow it down?”

      “Yes, when I read through it, but that won’t happen for a bit.” She gave him a quick smile. “Sorry, but it’s been crazy around here. We’re short-handed and then with the break-in to deal with, plus we’ve had two trees down and numerous accidents from the snow already. It’s just nuts.”

      “No problem.” But Sin looked disappointed. “I just thought maybe we’d figure out something.”

      “Oh! I left Birdie’s Christmas Magic paper in the car.” I held up a finger. “Be right back.” Then I looked at Sin. “Keys?”

      He handed them to me, and I ran out to the SUV. The snowfall hadn’t changed. The big, sticky flakes were coming down with a vengeance. I unlocked the car, grabbed her roll of paper and tape, then relocked it and hightailed it back inside.

      The sheriff, Hank Merrow, was standing by the desk talking to Sin. The sheriff gave me a nod when I approached. “Could you spare a minute to tell me more about this magical paper? Birdie was explaining it to me. Even though it’s only been at four of the six houses that have been broken into, I think it’s worth a deeper look.”

      “Sure.” I ran a hand through my hair to dislodge the snow I’d picked up outside, then held the paper and tape up. “I have some right here. I brought it for Birdie, but I can show you what it does. If Birdie doesn’t mind.”

      “Go right ahead,” she said. “Just don’t use too much. That stuff is expensive.”

      Hank’s brow furrowed. “How expensive?”

      I answered. “Twenty-five bucks for the paper and another ten for the tape.”

      He made a face. “Just for something that’s going to get ripped off and torn to shreds?”

      Birdie rolled her eyes. “It’s Christmas, you old humbug.”

      “For thirty-five bucks, I can use old newspaper and get Charlie another video game,” Hank gruffed.

      I rolled my lips in to keep from laughing as I pulled the protective cellophane off Birdie’s Christmas Magic paper. “I’m not even going to cut any. I’m just going to take a tiny piece of tape and lay it over the seam at the very end of the roll to complete the circuit. I think that’ll do it.”

      Birdie’s paper was patterned with happy snowmen wearing necklaces of Christmas lights. I pulled out the smallest bit of tape that I thought would do the job and laid it over the seam like I’d said.

      The Christmas light necklaces and the holly berries on the snowmen’s hats twinkled to life.

      Hank grunted in what might have been surprise. Or amusement. It was hard to tell with him.

      “Look at that!” Birdie wore a big grin. “The kids are going to love it.”

      “Yeah,” Hank said. “I suppose so. Don’t go telling Ivy about this or she’ll want some.”

      Birdie frowned at her nephew. “Don’t you have paperwork to do?”

      Hank ignored her to nod at us. “Thank you for showing me that. Makes it a little easier to understand why wrapping paper’s being stolen. I guess. Birdie said this paper is hard to get?”

      I nodded. “My dad told me the mechanics that produce the lights require a certain kind of paper, one they’ve only been able to get from a small manufacturer. He’s got his tinkers trying to figure out the formula so they can produce the paper themselves, but so far, no luck.”

      Hank stared at the roll, which was still blinking and twinkling. “So in theory, if they were able to work that out and flood the market with this paper, the break-ins might stop.”

      I shrugged. “Sounds plausible.”

      Sin shifted slightly. “If that’s the reason for the break-ins.”

      Hank glanced at him. “I have my doubts too.” He sighed and looked at me again. “Any chance you could reserve a roll of the paper and the tape for me?”

      Birdie snickered.

      Hank frowned. “I know my wife, and Ivy’ll have a fit if she finds out I could have gotten some and didn’t.”

      I nodded, very carefully not laughing. “I happen to have an extra roll in the car. I’ll get it for you.”

      I ran back out with the keys, grabbed the roll and the tape, and brought them back in. “Here you go. You can give me the money whenever. No worries.”

      He took them. “Thanks. But I have cash. Thirty-five, right?” He pulled his wallet out and peeled off some bills, handing them to me.

      I took them and stuffed them in my coat pocket. “Yep, that’s perfect. Thanks.” Although I’d been willing to wait. If you couldn’t trust the sheriff, who could you trust?

      Sin put his hand on my arm. “We should really get going before we have to spend the rest of the day here.”

      The sheriff nodded. “You should. And be careful. The tow trucks aren’t going to be able to get out soon either, and I don’t need the fire department bogged down with pulling any more cars out of ditches.”

      “We’ll be careful,” Sin said. “You won’t have to rescue us, promise.”

      Birdie stood. “Thanks for the doughnuts.”

      Hank’s brows bent. “There are doughnuts?”

      “We brought you a supply for the storm,” Sin said as we made our way toward the back parking lot. “They’re in the conference room.”

      Hank waved. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said over my shoulder.

      Sin pushed the door open, and I went out. Everything was blanketed in white.

      “It’s going to take an hour to get home, isn’t it?”

      Sin exhaled. “Maybe.”

      I sighed. “Good thing I have some doughnuts of my own.”
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      It didn’t take an hour to get home. It took almost seventy-five minutes. The roads were in awful shape, and we passed two small accidents and one car that had slid into the median. It was a mess out there. We skidded once. I’d never been so happy to see the RV as the moment we pulled onto our site.

      Jayne sighed in relief as I parked. “That was a nightmare.”

      I nodded. “I’m so glad we’re home safe and sound.”

      “Me, too. And I’m really glad we had four-wheel drive. I love the snow, but I’m not going out in this again unless my dad ships us a crawler.”

      I laughed. The crawlers were a sort of next level snowmobile vehicle used in the North Pole, and they were capable of handling any amount of snow. “Agreed. Let’s get in and get warm.”

      “I’ve got the doughnuts!” Jayne jumped out.

      I was right behind her, but there was still a box of assorted doughnuts in the back of the SUV. Archie’d had so much stock left that I saved another box for Jayne. I knew she’d eat them, although I figured we could take some over to Jerry and his wife, too. I grabbed the box and followed her.

      She had the door unlocked by the time I got there. We stomped the snow off our boots on the metal steps that led to the door, then closed it. Spider hopped down from the driver’s seat and joined us. Sugar, who was asleep in the passenger’s seat, stretched but stayed put. I’d noticed the cats liked to sleep up there when we were parked.

      I put the doughnuts on the kitchen counter and started peeling off the layers, then realized there was no point if I was going back out to take doughnuts to Jerry. Naturally, the box I’d put on the counter wasn’t lost on Jayne.

      “More doughnuts?” She seemed pretty happy about it.

      “Yes, but I want to take some to Jerry and his wife.” I got a plate out of the cabinet.

      “Great idea.”

      I started adding the best-looking doughnuts to the plate. “That was nice of you to give up your other roll of paper to the sheriff.”

      She shrugged. “Much like Jerry, the sheriff is a good man to keep happy. Especially if these break-ins turn out to be related to that paper in some way.”

      “Didn’t sound to me like he was thinking that.”

      She hung her jacket up in the narrow coat closet. “I know, which I’m glad about, but right now none of us has a clue why those break-ins are happening.”

      “True.” I covered the doughnuts with cling wrap. “I’ll be right back. Then maybe we can watch a movie or something.”

      “Or …” Jayne’s eyes lit up. “We could download that new game, Pack.”

      Jayne had recently gotten interested in video games. I didn’t mind. They were really entertaining and a lot of fun to play together. “Remind me what that’s about?”

      “You’re a lone wolf trapped in an abandoned mechanized city, and your goal is to find a way out of the city while also rescuing other members of your pack that are trapped there too. All while not getting infested with nano-fleas that could turn you into a mindless wolfbot.”

      I stared at my wife for a long moment as I processed what she’d just told me. “Why would wolves be trapped in an abandoned city?”

      She stared back, lips pursed. “They were used for security?” She shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      I chuckled. “Set it up. We’ll play when I get back.”

      “Cool.” She went into the bedroom.

      I went back out and walked to the office. I’d seen the Quinlans’ car on the way in. He drove a blue sedan, and from the amount of snow on it, he hadn’t been anywhere in a while. I went into the warm office. Jerry was behind the desk with his feet up and a rerun of Matlock on the television, a cup of coffee at his side.

      He jumped up when I came in. “Hi there, Sinclair. How are you and the missus handling this weather?”

      “Just fine.” I couldn’t exactly tell him this weather was Jayne’s happy place. I held out the plate of doughnuts. “Brought you a little something to help you get through the storm.”

      He grinned, eyes glued to the plate. “More homemade?”

      “Not this time, I’m afraid. But they’re probably even better. They’re from the shop I used to own in town. Zombie Donuts?”

      “They look great. Thanks for thinking of me. The wife is going to love them too. She loved the batch you made. Oh, that reminds me. She washed that plate. Let me get it.”

      He went through a door at the back of the office, which I knew led into the apartment where he and his wife lived.

      He came back a minute later, plate in hand. “Here you go. Thanks again. If you folks ever need anything, you just let me know. Passport photos, anything.” He pointed to the blue paper backdrop against one wall.

      “We will. Thanks.” I turned toward the door, then stopped. “Will Pumpkin Patch Lane get plowed by the county?”

      He sighed. “It should, but this is our first winter here. The RV park hasn’t been around that long. But as far as I know, they’re supposed to clear the main drive. If they don’t, I’ll have to hire someone, I suppose.”

      “No rush,” I said. “I was just curious. Enjoy those doughnuts.”

      “I will. Thanks again.”

      I headed back to the RV. If the road through the park wasn’t plowed, we’d have a hard time getting out. Not that we needed to be anywhere anytime soon. We were well stocked, and as long as we didn’t lose power, we’d be in great shape.

      Even if we did lose power, we’d still be all right. The RV had its own generator, although at some point the gas that powered it would run out. I was pretty sure I’d filled that tank the last time we’d fueled up, which had been right outside of Nocturne Falls. But now I honestly couldn’t remember.

      I got back in the RV. Jayne was on the couch in her pajamas and fuzzy slippers, eating a doughnut with a Dr Pepper in the nearest cupholder. The video game was queued up and ready to play on the big screen.

      I smiled. “You look cozy.”

      “I feel like a kid playing hooky from school. It’s kind of nice.”

      “I bet. Let me change, and I’ll be right next to you.”

      I went into the bedroom and put on a long-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of fleece lounge pants Klara Kringle Frost had given to everyone last Christmas. They were dark blue with small white snowflakes.

      Jayne’s mom had decided to start a new family tradition now that Jayne and I were married. A family Christmas portrait. In matching pajamas. I’d sent a copy of the photo to my mother, who’d immediately decided our family should be doing the exact same thing.

      I could only imagine her trying to get my Aunt Zinnia in matching pajamas.

      Shaking my head at the idea, I went back out to join Jayne on the couch, but not before I grabbed a doughnut for myself. Frosted apple pie. I settled in next to her, took a bite, and instantly wished I’d started a new pot of coffee.

      She looked over at me. “A doughnut, huh?”

      “I eat sweets. Not as much as you, but I do.”

      She leaned in and kissed me. “You taste pretty sweet, too.”

      I kissed her back, doughnut forgotten.

      It was an hour later by the time we actually started the video game.
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      I loved the RV, don’t get me wrong, but voluntarily staying in it was very different than being trapped in it because of the weather. It was making me a little claustrophobic, which wasn’t something I’d ever really felt before.

      I sat on the couch, staring out at the windows at the endless white. It was beautiful, but it also wasn’t the North Pole.

      The NP was covered in snow and ice twenty-four seven, three hundred and sixty-five. But we were adapted to it up there. More than that, we made it work for us. And we knew how to handle it.

      Here? I felt … trapped.

      I thought Sin was getting itchy too. He was currently in the bedroom, on the floor, doing a core workout.

      We’d played Pack for nearly four hours. After we’d … entertained ourselves in a more adult way. Which was great fun and a fantastic way to pass the time, but now? I needed to do something that wasn’t inside this RV.

      “Mama?”

      Spider was sitting in front of me, probably hoping I’d brush him. “Yes, baby?”

      “Why you sad?”

      “I’m not sad.” I put on a big smile to show him I wasn’t. “I’m just feeling a little cooped up is all.”

      “What’s cooped up?”

      I scratched his sweet little cheek. “Stuck inside. Unable to leave the RV because of the snow outside.”

      “Spider and Sugar always stuck inside.”

      I nodded. He had a point. “Do you want to go outside? You’d have to wear a harness and a leash so you’d be safe.”

      He looked out the window. “Nah. Maybe later. Treats now.”

      “Oh, I see.” I laughed but got up and grabbed the packet of treats. Sugar showed up out of nowhere. I gave them each a few. Sin and I had both had doughnuts. I couldn’t very well deny the cats a little snack.

      Sin came out of the bedroom. “Hey, the snowplows went by on the main road. You want to go for a walk? I figured we could follow the road around the lake since it’s been cleared.”

      “That sounds great.” A walk was exactly what I needed.

      “Who knows? Some of those shops down at the end might even be open. Although I seriously doubt it.”

      “Doesn’t matter one way or the other. I’d just be happy to get out.”

      He nodded. “Me too. Then when we get back, I’ll make curry for dinner, and we can tackle the next chapter of Pack. Or watch a movie. Or whatever. But I figure the exercise will do us good.”

      “Agreed.” I got dressed in my warmest leggings, fuzzy socks, and my snow boots, then put on my coat over my sweatshirt. I added a knit cap with a pom-pom and mittens, both gifts from my Aunt Martha last Christmas.

      Sin geared up, too, and then we were out the door. He locked it behind us, and we trudged through the knee-deep snow until we got out of the RV park and came to the main road that went all around the lake.

      It was still snowing, but the plows had indeed been by. They’d left big drifts on both sides of the road. The entrance to the RV park had a small mountain in front of it, making the road impassible. We’d have to climb over if we planned on walking any farther.

      Sin frowned. “I really hope they come back to clear the road through the park. Jerry wasn’t sure they would. He said he’d have to hire someone to do it otherwise.”

      “I doubt the nearly vacant RV park is high on the list of town priorities. They’ll get to it eventually.” I didn’t really care right now. We weren’t going anywhere by car tonight. And probably not tomorrow either.

      “They should at least clear this blockade away.” Sin still wasn’t happy. “Jerry’s not a young guy. If he tries to do it himself, I’ll have to help him.”

      “Or …” I lifted my hands, called up my magic, and did a little rearranging. The mountain of snow became two large snowmen on either side of the park’s entrance. “How’s that?”

      Sin laughed. “That is infinitely better. And decorative.”

      I blew off my fingertips like a marksman blowing away smoke. “All in a day’s work for a winter princess.”

      He held out his gloved hand to me, and I took it. We headed down the road. “Sometimes I forget just how talented you are. And then you go and do something like that and remind me that you really are the most amazing woman I’ve ever known.”

      “You’re not such a slouch yourself. No one makes a dead person talk like you do.”

      He snorted. “Thankfully, I haven’t had to use that skill in a while.”

      “Agreed. The break-ins might be a nuisance, but at least no one’s been hurt.” I sighed in a deeply contented way, and I was. It was always good to flex the old magical muscles, but I was also really happy to be outside.

      The snow might be causing some problems, but I still loved it. I especially loved the depth of the silence the snow created.

      I looked up at Sin. “This is great. Fabulous idea on your part.”

      He smiled. “You looked like you were feeling a bit stir-crazy.”

      “I was. It just kind of got to me all of a sudden. Not sure why. That’s not true. I do know why. It was the forced part of the confinement. Normally, I’d love to do nothing but hang out in the RV with you, playing games, watching movies, reading, whatever. But not being able to go out just took all the enjoyment out of it. I was feeling a little claustrophobic.”

      He squeezed my hand. “We’ve been living in that RV for nearly two years. I’m a little surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”

      “Do you ever feel that way?”

      “I haven’t, but then when we’re driving there’s always something new to look at it. And when we’re parked, we’re doing our shop visit and going out to eat and generally not in the RV all that much. Today, though, I definitely had some of the same feelings you were.”

      It made me feel better that Sin understood. “It would be different if we were in town. Or staying in my old apartment. You could walk anywhere from there. Here, at the RV park, we’re a little more isolated.”

      “We are,” he said. “Doesn’t help that there are only a few other inhabited campers either.” Then he smiled. “But this is nice. And if we’re stuck inside again tomorrow, we’ll just go for another walk.”

      Suddenly he pointed. “Look.”

      We’d reached the edge of the commercial district around the lake where the shops, the theater and some of the new hotels were. Directly in front of us was a park area with a playground. It was completely covered in snow, but you could still tell what was a slide and what was the monkey bars.

      Sin grinned. “Want to swing?”

      I laughed. “Okay.”

      It was good to have a husband who knew when to be silly and when to be serious. A girl needed silly sometimes.

      “Race you.” He took off without waiting for me to answer.

      “Hey!” I ran after him, using as much elf speed as I could, which was pretty decent, but he had a longer stride than me and a head start. Cheater. Laughing, I ran faster, only to trip over something and face-plant into the snow.

      Thankfully, it was deep and soft and I didn’t hurt anything.

      Sin, good husband that he was, came jogging back to check on me. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Just wounded my pride.”

      He helped me up and started brushing me off. Then he picked me up and started carrying me the rest of the way to the swings.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I can walk, you know.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not so sure you can.” He bounced me once in his arms, making me squeal softly. “Hey. You feel a little heavier than I remember.”

      I knew he was teasing, but I playfully punched him in the shoulder anyway. “I’m wearing a heavy coat and snow boots, mister.”

      “Oh, right, right. I wasn’t accounting for clothes. I’ll have to pick you up again later when you’re naked.”

      That got another squeal out of me. I had a feeling dinner was going to be later than usual this evening.
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      Dinner was slightly postponed due to unplanned marital activities. One of the unexpected perks of being snowed in, I was starting to realize. No complaints from me. I got the rice started, then chopped the vegetables and worked on the curry. I might have even whistled while I worked.

      Snowed in or not, life was good.

      Jayne was in the bedroom, chatting on the globe to her mom. I could hear the conversation, and not once had Jayne said anything about the break-ins. I got it. She didn’t want to worry her parents. Besides, the wrapping bandits might be completely unrelated to the Christmas Magic paper.

      Why freak them out if it wasn’t necessary? They had enough going on. The North Pole this time of year was its own kind of chaos. I’d seen it firsthand.

      I gave the veggies and chicken a stir. The curry was filling the whole RV with the most delicious smells. Later this evening, I planned to call my dad. And if Jayne fell asleep before me, I was going to wrap her gifts and put them under the tree.

      I knew she’d be relentless about wanting to open them early, but I also knew my hiding place, which was my sock drawer, wasn’t going to stay secret long. At least the big gift, the bracelet, was already wrapped.

      She came out of the bedroom. “My mom says hi.”

      “Did you tell her I was making curry for dinner?”

      “I did, and she said I’m lucky to have a husband that cooks.”

      I laughed. “I’m lucky to have a wife that eats.”

      She leaned against me, having a look at dinner. She put a hand on her stomach. “Speaking of, when will the food be ready?”

      I checked the timer. “Five minutes until the rice is done.”

      “I’ll set the table.”

      I wasn’t sure what Jayne would think of the curry, but she ending up liking it a lot. And not to pat myself on the back, but it was really good.

      After dinner, we played another chapter of Pack. Jayne got up to stretch and looked outside. “It’s still snowing, but only barely. Maybe we’ll be back to normal tomorrow.”

      I got up to look. “The road through the RV park has yet to be plowed.”

      “I noticed.” She straightened. “I’m going to grab a doughnut or two. You want one?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      While Jayne ate three more doughnuts, we watched a few episodes of a new show on one of our streaming channels. By the end of the last one, she was yawning. “Doing nothing is exhausting.”

      I snorted. “We did have a busy morning. And we went for a walk.”

      She grinned. “And other things. All the same, I’m beat, and I’m going to bed. You coming?”

      I looked at the time. “Not yet. I’m going to call my dad. I didn’t get to talk to him last night.”

      “Okay.” She kissed my cheek. “Tell him I said hi.”

      “I will. Good night, sweetheart.”

      “Night.”

      “Night,” Spider said as he followed her back to the bedroom where Sugar was already asleep.

      “Good night, Spider.” I didn’t really want to go outside to have my phone call, but I also really wanted Jayne to fall asleep so I could wrap the rest of her gifts. My compromise was to close the bedroom slider, then head up to the cockpit, sit in the driver’s seat and keep my voice down.

      I called my dad on Facetime. He answered shortly, appearing on screen with a big smile. “Hiya, son.”

      “Hi, Dad. How are you?”

      “Doing just great. Our Christmas show is packed every night. I’m seriously thinking about extending it by two weeks next year. So long as your mom is up to it. I know it wears her out a bit. But the audiences are eating up her new skills.”

      “So I heard.”

      “We owe Jayne for that.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t owe her anything. I know she wouldn’t want you to think that way.”

      “Well, she did a lot for your mom. We’ve been trying to think of something to get her for Christmas. Any hints?”

      I sighed. “She’s a tough one to buy for.”

      “A lot like your mother.”

      I nodded. “That’s very true. You know, Jayne would appreciate anything you got her. She really would.”

      “Your mom found a pair of diamond snowflake earrings, but I thought she might have something like that already.”

      I tried to think of all the jewelry I’d seen Jayne wear. “Not that I can remember. She’d love those, I’m sure. But they sound expensive.”

      My dad gave me a look. “Son. I realize your mother and I aren’t exactly royalty, but we’re not paupers either.”

      They actually were kind of royalty. Vegas royalty. And they did very well for themselves. “I know. But I also know she wouldn’t want to feel like you guys had done anything too extravagant.”

      My dad nodded. “I understand. Aunt Zinnia is crocheting some mice she plans to stuff with catnip. For your cats, obviously.”

      I laughed. “Obviously. I’ll text you our new mailing address before I turn in. How’s that going, by the way? Having her there?”

      “It’s going all right. I like having her around. Most of the time.” He winked at me. “She’s got herself a gentleman friend.”

      I sat up. “What? Mom didn’t say anything about that.”

      “I’m not sure your mother knows yet. Wendell the Wonderful. He’s a retired magician, although he does a children’s show one Saturday a month at the library. He and Zinnia have been out to dinner a couple times.” My dad shrugged. “Not sure anything will come of it, but I say good for both of them.”

      “How about that.” The saying went that there was a lid for every pot, but I wasn’t sure I’d have believed that was true for Aunt Z.

      “Anson? Anson, where are you?” The voice carried through the phone, but I’d recognize Aunt Z’s tone anywhere.

      Smiling, my dad rolled his eyes. “I’d better go. She expects me to sit on the back porch and have a glass of something with her every night.”

      “Give her my love.”

      “Will do. You take care of our princess, now.”

      “I am. Bye.”

      We hung up, and I tucked the phone into my pocket, then listened carefully, trying to see if Jayne was still awake or not. The RV was pretty quiet, but she could be reading.

      I went back to the bedroom, eased the sliding door open and had a look. Her bedside lamp was still on, but she was out. Sugar and Spider were curled up on opposite sides of her. I went in, turned off her light, then eased her gifts out of my sock drawer and went back out.

      I put the gifts on the couch, then closed the slider all the way.

      I turned around to see Spider sitting behind me. Honestly, I hadn’t even seen him slip out.

      “Dadman. Spider likes treats.”

      I really didn’t know what to make of being called Dadman, but then Sugar called Jayne Momlady, so I guessed Spider had picked it up from her. I sighed. “I thought Spider was sleeping.”

      “Dadman woke Spider up.”

      “So I did. Okay, just a couple treats, but you have to be a good boy and be quiet so you don’t wake your mama up.”

      “Mkay.”

      I got him some treats and tossed them on the floor. He went to work on them.

      I went to wrap.

      The couch cushions could be removed to transform the couch into a sleeping area or to access the storage areas underneath. Jayne had put the Christmas Magic paper and tape under the section of the couch closest to the cockpit. I opened that section, got the wrap out, and then grabbed scissors from one of the kitchen drawers. I set myself up between the Christmas tree and the cockpit, hoping the tree would hide what I was doing if she happened to come out.

      I only had to wrap the book, which I’d be putting the bookmark into, and the bar of Mint Brownie soap. There was no way she wasn’t going to smell that through the wrapping paper.

      Impulsively, I grabbed a zip-top sandwich bag from the cabinet, tucked the soap into it, and sealed it. That should help.

      Next, I peeled off the cellophane on the Christmas Magic paper and unrolled some so it was flat on the floor. I could only go so far. Space was at a premium. The book was the biggest thing, so I started with it.

      Spider came over to watch, but he stayed about a foot away. I expected him to pounce at any moment, but so far, so good.

      The paper kept rolling back on itself, so I smoothed it out and used the bracelet box and the soap to hold the corners down.

      Intrigued by the feel of the paper, I ran my hand over it again. I wasn’t a wrapping paper expert, by any means, but this paper felt very different than any I’d felt before. And yet, it also felt familiar. Which made no sense.

      I moved the book, picked up the roll of paper and held it near the light for a better look. It was smooth but crisp, with a slight texture. Almost like fabric. The little pieces of fiber I could see in it were probably part of whatever made it light up.

      I’d never really used high-end, premium wrapping paper before. Honestly, before Jayne, I hadn’t done a lot of wrapping. My dad and I were big fans of the gift bag.

      I put the roll of paper back on the floor and got back to work. Regardless of the little feeling inside me that said I was overlooking something, I had presents to wrap.

      Spider came closer by lying down, which put his front paws about three inches from the edge of the paper. “What Dadman doing?”

      “I am wrapping Christmas presents for your mama.”

      “Spider and Sugar get presents?”

      “Of course you do.” We always got them something, even if it was just a few new toys. In the RV, there wasn’t space for anything major like a cat condo.

      “Spider loves Chicken Party.”

      I snorted. “Is that what you want for Christmas?”

      “Mkay.”

      If only Jayne was so easy.
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      Despite the decrease in the downfall last night, there seemed to be fresh powder on everything when I woke up. It was, however, no longer snowing. The sun gleamed so brightly off the crystalline snow, I squinted.

      But the smell of breakfast kept me from looking very long. I went out to see what Sin was cooking up, still in my pajamas.

      “Morning, honey.”

      I went up on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Morning. Please tell me that’s waffle batter you’re whipping up.”

      “Nope, sorry. Dutch babies today.”

      “Get out. Those big fluffy pancakes?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I literally could not be happier right now.” I opened the fridge and grabbed a Dr Pepper. When I shut the fridge, the sparkle of Christmas lights caught my eye. Check that. The sparkle of Christmas Magic wrapping paper.

      I pointed at the gifts under the tree that definitely had not been there last night. “What are those?”

      Sin glanced over and got one of those goofy, I’ve-got-a-secret grins on his face. “I guess Santa came.”

      I shot him a look. “I would know if my uncle had been here. You are so sneaky, Mr. Crowe.”

      He was still grinning. “I really am.”

      Spider trotted up to me. “Spider help wrap.”

      I laughed. “I doubt that, but if you say so.”

      “He helped,” Sin explained, “by sitting still and just watching.”

      “Well, that does sound helpful. Which reminds me that we still need to buy you-know-whats for the you-know-whos.” So far I had nothing for the cats or Sin. I needed to get to work on the gift-buying.

      Sin nodded. “Yeah, we do. I was thinking about that last night. Although I found out my Aunt Z is making some gifts for them.”

      “Aw, that’s nice.”

      He slipped on a pot holder, pulled a cast-iron skillet out of the oven, then poured batter into it. When the skillet was back in the oven, he set a timer. Then he looked at me. “If you end up going to work today, I can make a trip to the store where they sell those sorts of things and pick up some stuff.”

      “That would be great.” That covered the cats, but what was I going to get for Sin? Just trying to figure that out made me feel a little queasy. Or maybe it was the six doughnuts I’d had yesterday. I should probably cut back on the doughnuts. At some point.

      I sat down on the couch and looked at the three packages under the tree. One big one and two smaller ones that were about the same size. I had no idea what any of them were, but I could feel the excitement in me building. “So … when do I get to open—”

      “Christmas Day,” Sin said. Amusement danced in his eyes. He pointed the spatula at me. “Don’t even think about opening them early.”

      I huffed out a sigh, but I wasn’t upset. Testing his resolve was half the fun. In fact, I was already smiling just thinking about how the next few weeks were going to go. “Okay, fine, be that way.”

      He was smirking as he got plates out. I knew he was enjoying this too. He put the plates on the table, then set a scrap of paper in front of me. “Does that remind you of anything?”

      I picked it up. It was a long, skinny triangle of the Christmas Magic paper. “Trash?”

      “No, I mean the feel of it. I keep thinking it feels like something else, something familiar, but I can’t think of what.”

      I rubbed the paper between my fingers. It felt like … paper. Maybe a little familiar, but then I’d already felt the Christmas Magic wrap. Made sense it would feel familiar. “Seems like really nice wrapping paper to me.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of. Maybe I’m trying too hard to make something out of nothing.”

      I reached out to grab his hand. “I think it’s great you’re giving the break-ins time and attention. I really do. They’re on my mind an awful lot too.”

      He nodded. “You haven’t told your parents about them, have you?”

      I sat back. “No. Do you think I should have? I just don’t want them to be upset when we don’t know if there’s a reason for that yet.”

      “No, no, I agree with not telling them. Yet. They’re in the midst of chaos up there. They don’t need to worry about something that’s probably completely unrelated.”

      I nodded as I yawned, still waking up. I took a long sip of my Dr Pepper. “I haven’t looked at my phone yet. I should get it and see if there’s anything new from Birdie.”

      Sin glanced at the timer he’d set. “Breakfast should be ready soon. Traditionally, a Dutch baby is served with powdered sugar and some fruit. But the only fruit we bought was apples and oranges, and I didn’t do anything with either of them.”

      I shrugged. “Can’t I just have it with butter and syrup, like a regular pancake?”

      “Sure. No powdered sugar?”

      I pursed my lips. “Don’t talk crazy.” I went to get my phone from the nightstand where it was plugged into the charger.

      The timer went off as I came back out. I put my phone on the table and got silverware and napkins. Then I sat down and checked my phone. Nothing new from anyone yet.

      Sin took the skillet out of the oven. The Dutch baby was a thing of beauty, all puffed up and golden brown. Smelled amazing, too. He put the skillet on a hot pad in the middle of the table, then sprinkled the pancake with powdered sugar.

      I was so ready to taste this masterpiece.

      The pancake slowly deflated, leaving a crispy edge and a soft interior. Sin sliced it in quarters and put a piece on my plate. I drizzled it with syrup, trying not to overdo it. There was a pretty healthy coating of powdered sugar on it already. Healthy being a relative term.

      I cut a piece of the Dutch baby with my fork and tried it. It was crispy and soft but not as cakey as a pancake. It was kind of like a funnel cake and a crepe had a very delicious baby. Was that where the name had come from? “Where has this been all my life? And why haven’t you made it before?”

      He grinned. “You like it?”

      “I’d marry you all over again just for this.”

      He laughed. “Excellent news.” He dug into his piece. “How about we go for another walk after breakfast?”

      “Sounds good. I really enjoyed that yesterday.”

      I helped him clean up after breakfast, then we got our warm clothes on and headed out for some fresh air and exercise. The temperature had dropped overnight, meaning the snow had iced over and now had a hard, crispy layer on top. The sun was out, however, so while it was very cold, it was also very bright.

      It was great to see blue sky again, but the drop in temperatures wasn’t great news for the roads. They could be icy too. I had my doubts about the shop actually being open today, but as we crunched our way to the main road, things were a lot clearer. The asphalt was actually visible in places.

      Sin looked around. “I’d say the salt trucks have been through.”

      I nodded. “Looks like it. Which means the town roads must have been done, too. I guess I’ll be going into work today. I’ll text Juniper when we get back. She can tell me how things are.”

      Sin offered me his arm. I took it, and together we headed toward the playground again, the same route we’d taken yesterday. It was just as quiet this morning. The snow had a way of absorbing all sound.

      As we walked, I tried once again to think of something to get Sin for Christmas. He looked great in a leather jacket, but he already had two of them, and closet space in the RV was limited.

      He loved to read, but he always bought books when they were released, so I couldn’t think of any he was wishing for.

      Then it occurred to me that I should call his parents and see if they had any suggestions. Maybe I could do that on my break this afternoon.

      He wasn’t really a hard guy to buy for, but living in a small space meant we tried not to accumulate a lot of extras. If we’d been living in the NP, in our wing of the palace, I could have spoiled him with all kinds of new clothes, maybe even a watch or a great pair of boots.

      For that matter, I could have really spoiled him and gotten him a customized crawler.

      But here? So much harder.

      Anything I bought for him that was also for the RV was really a gift for both of us, and that seemed less fun than something specifically for him. I pondered the idea of getting him a great chef’s knife, but he already had one he really liked.

      I really hoped his parents had some ideas.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’m great, why?”

      “You’re just quiet.”

      I smiled. “Thinking. I do that sometimes, you know.”

      He smiled. “About the break-ins?”

      “No, actually.” I was reluctant to tell him the truth because I knew what he’d say. He didn’t need anything for Christmas, and he had everything he wanted.

      “What then? Or is it personal?”

      “Not really personal. Just … trying to figure out what to get you for Christmas.”

      He pulled me closer. “I have everything I need already.”

      As predicted. “Well, I guess it’s socks and underwear for you.”

      He shrugged. “I hate to tell you this, but I have plenty of those too.”

      “You are so hard to buy for.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.” I should have worn my gloves. My hands were getting cold. I shoved them into my pockets. My right hand came into contact with something crisp and cold. I pulled that something out.

      It was the money the sheriff had given me to pay for the wrapping paper.

      I stopped walking. “Sin.”

      He stopped walking too. “What?”

      I stared at the bills in my hand. “Son of a nutcracker. I know why the Christmas Magic paper felt familiar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I took one of the bills from Jayne and rubbed the twenty between my fingers. My mouth fell open. “It can’t be. Can it?”

      “There’s only one way to find out. I need my dad to tell me who the source is for this paper.” She stuffed the money back in her pocket and turned around. “We have to go back right now.”

      “Agreed.” We started walking. My mind was going a hundred miles an hour. “If this is the same paper …”

      Jayne nodded. “Then it’s a whole big, complicated nightmare. Obviously, someone figured out the Christmas Magic paper is the same stuff U.S. currency is printed on, so they’re trying to get their hands on as much of it as possible so they can print their own counterfeit bills.”

      I shook my head. “Could that actually be true? That seems crazy for a place like Nocturne Falls.”

      She arched her brows and looked at me like I was the crazy one.

      “Okay,” I said. “Granted, some unbelievable things have happened here, but counterfeiting? That’s a major crime.”

      She nodded. “I know. But what other explanation works?”

      I sighed as I tried to think. “I don’t have one.”

      Jayne’s snowmen were still standing guard at the entrance to the RV park. Jerry was shoveling the little walkway outside of the office. He was wearing a parka. A lidded stainless-steel coffee mug rested on the windowsill.

      I gave him a nod. “Morning, Jerry.”

      “Morning, Sinclair. Mrs. Crowe. The plow is supposed to be here any minute to take care of this road. I hope they don’t mess up your snowmen. Those are great!”

      “Thanks.” I stuck my hand out, thumbs up. “Excellent news about the plow.” It was, too. We definitely needed to get back into town today.

      “Great,” Jayne said as we walked by. Her pocket buzzed. She dug her phone out and checked the screen. A message had come in, but I couldn’t see what it said or who it was from with the glare on the screen. A moment later, she sighed. “I don’t know if this is good news or bad news.”

      “What is it?” I went up the steps to the RV’s door and unlocked it.

      She looked up from her phone screen. “Juniper texted to say she came downstairs to find a large shipment of Christmas Magic paper in the Santa’s bag.”

      “How large is large?”

      “She said it might be as many as two hundred rolls.” Jayne tucked her phone away, then rubbed her chin. “That’s a lot of potential fake money.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “We still don’t know for sure that’s what’s going on.” Although it seemed like more than a coincidence that the two papers felt so similar. I went inside and held the door for her. “What are the dimensions of a roll of Christmas Magic?”

      She came in after me. “Thirty-two inches by twelve feet.”

      I shut the door, then pulled out my phone and did a few calculations. A piece of paper money was roughly two and a half inches by six inches long. I stared at the number on my calculator app in disbelief. I looked at Jayne again. “These are rough numbers, but if they’re printing fifties, a roll of magic paper could be worth almost fourteen thousand dollars. If they’re printing hundreds, it goes up to twenty-seven thousand a roll. A hundred rolls of Christmas Magic is just shy of three million dollars.”

      Which meant there might be as much as six million sitting in the Santa’s Workshop stockroom right now.

      Jayne swallowed. “No wonder they want as many rolls as they can get their hands on. But modern currency has security strips in it and all kinds of fancy printing.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know about the security strips, but the fancy printing can be reproduced. For that matter, the look of security strips could be reproduced too. And in the throes of retail madness this time of year, how close are people actually looking at the cash they’re being handed?”

      She took a breath. “We might be getting ahead of ourselves.” She turned, scanning the RV. “Where’s that scrap of wrapping?”

      “I threw it out. Hang on.” I retrieved the scrap from the trash, then laid it on the table next to the twenty Jayne had given me. I turned on the dining nook lights.

      Jayne leaned in for a better look. “Hard to be completely sure with one printed all over and one completely inked on the front. But they do seem pretty similar.”

      I turned my head toward her. “Even if they’re not the exact same paper, they’re so close I’m not sure it would matter. I mean, how many people are going to look that close? Like I was saying earlier, this is the perfect time of year to pass off fake bills. Especially ones without all the real security measures. Stores are busy. Everyone’s spending. Clerks are all over the place trying to take care of customers …”

      Jayne straightened. “I’m going to call my dad and see what he can tell me. Do you think you should call the sheriff’s office? Maybe give them a heads-up?”

      “Let’s see what your dad says first. I don’t want to send them on a wild goose chase if this is all in our imaginations.” Which I really, really wanted it to be.

      “Okay. But let’s talk to him together. I’ll grab the snow globe.” She took off her coat, tossed it on one of the bench seats, and went back into the bedroom.

      I hung her coat up, then poured myself a cup of coffee.

      She came back out with the globe and set it on the table. While she got connected with her dad, I got her a Dr Pepper out of the fridge. I knew she’d want one. Probably a doughnut too. I set the soda on the table, then opened the Zombie Donuts box and held it out for her.

      “Thanks.” She grabbed one that looked like a vanilla cream. She was staring into the globe watching the snow swirl. “He’s not answering.”

      “I’m sure he’s just busy.”

      “Yeah, busy flooding the town with the world’s most perfect counterfeiting paper.” A look of terror struck her face. “Sin. What will happen when the tinkers figure out the formula for the paper and send Christmas Magic to every Santa’s Workshop?”

      I leaned against the counter. That would be a problem of epic proportions. “Pandemonium is what would happen. There are too many shady people out there for someone else not to realize what kind of paper it is. We need your dad to shut down production immediately.”

      Jayne shook her head. “He’s not going to like that.”

      “I wouldn’t think so.”

      Her dad’s voice rang out. “Hello, sweetheart. How are you?”

      “I’ve been better,” Jayne said. “Sin’s here, too. We need to talk to you about the Christmas Magic paper.”

      “Happy to. We’ve been hard at work on that, as you know.”

      I poured my cup of coffee and sat next to her.

      Jack Frost gave me a smile. “Sinclair, good to see you, son.”

      I lifted my hand in greeting, but my smile didn’t match his. “Hello.”

      “Dad.” Jayne cleared her throat. “This is serious business. Who’s the supplier for the paper for the Christmas Magic wrap?”

      Her father’s expression shifted to reflect the tone of her voice. “A little place in Connecticut. Crane & Company. Although I don’t think that matters anymore. Why? What’s going on?”

      I did a quick Google search and showed Jayne the results. They weren’t good.

      Jayne sighed. “Crane & Company also supplies the U.S. Treasury with the paper that’s used to print currency. Dad, we might have a major problem here.”

      “Why?”

      She took a long drink of Dr Pepper and a big bite of her doughnut. Then she answered. “There have been break-ins in town. All of the gifts under the trees were unwrapped and the wrapping paper stolen, including all rolls of paper. Four of the six houses broken into had Christmas Magic paper. We think someone’s gathering as much of that paper as they can so they can make counterfeit currency. If they haven’t started printing it already.”

      Her dad didn’t say anything for a moment. “You’re right. That might be a major problem.”

      Jayne’s eyes narrowed, and she leaned in. “Why did you say it didn’t matter anymore who the manufacturer of the paper was?”

      He exhaled an icy puff of air so cold it had tiny snowflakes in it. “Because we cracked the paper formula right after I last talked to you and, as of this morning, shipped out a gross of Christmas Magic paper to each one of our stores.”

      “Oh no,” Jayne said.

      “Oh yes,” her father said.

      “A gross?” My brows went up as I did the math in my head. “As in one hundred and forty-four rolls?”

      He nodded, looking pained. “Yes. To at least a hundred and fifty stores. Production is in overdrive. There’s another shipment planned for later this afternoon.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, imagining the amount of counterfeit bills that could be produced with that much source paper. “This may have just gone from a major problem to a national emergency.”
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      I felt sick to my stomach again, and this time it had nothing to do with the number of doughnuts I’d eaten. My family might be on the verge of the worst public relations fiasco in the history of Christmas.

      Imagine being responsible for the collapse of the United States currency system. Because that’s exactly what would happen if fake bills flooded the country. And we’d be to blame. Our stores. Our paper.

      We might be forced to shut them down.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what a panic attack felt like, but I definitely might have been on the verge of one.

      “Jayne?” My dad’s voice drifted through my impending meltdown. “Jayne. Sinclair, she doesn’t look so good.”

      “No, she doesn’t.” Sin put his arm around me. “Babe, it’s going to be okay. We’ll figure it out.”

      I shook my head. “How? This is a Christmas nightmare.”

      “Text Juniper right now and explain what’s going on. Or call her, even better. While you do that, I’ll call the sheriff and fill him in.”

      “Listen,” my father said. “While you and Sinclair take care of things there, I’ll deal with things on this end. Including alerting all the stores that no Christmas Magic paper can be sold and that it’s all to be shipped back here immediately. As it comes in, we’ll destroy it. We’ll get it handled. All right?”

      I nodded, although I knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. There were still plenty of rolls of paper out there. “All right. We’ll … talk to you later, I guess.”

      “Yes,” my dad said. Then his image disappeared.

      I exhaled, then stuffed more vanilla cream doughnut in my mouth. I felt about as miserable as I’d ever been, but that mood wasn’t going to help me accomplish anything. I had to snap out of it and do everything I could to keep this disaster from getting any worse than it already was.

      “You okay?” Sin asked.

      “No, but I can function. I’m going to call Juniper right now.” I already had my phone in my hand.

      He got up. “And I’ll reach out to Sheriff Merrow.”

      I tapped the button to dial Juniper. I knew she might not answer. The store was just opening, and no doubt she and Kip were busy calling the rest of the people on the Christmas Magic waiting list.

      Those people were going to be very disappointed. Too bad. We’d have to find another way to make it up to them. That thought sparked an idea, but I couldn’t afford to give it a lot of time right now.

      “Hiya, Jayne. Yes, we’re open, and the streets look good if that’s what you’re calling about.”

      “I’m not. I’m calling about the Christmas Magic paper. You need to pull every single roll and send it straight back to the NP immediately.”

      “What?” Her voice lowered. “Jayne, I have five people in line at the register right now who were here waiting to pick up their paper this morning. You want me to tell them they can’t have it? I’ll have a mob scene on my hands.”

      My head hurt from thinking so much, but I pushed myself to come up with an answer. “Tell them … tell them the circuitry is faulty in that paper and it’s been recalled but that we’ll issue them a replacement roll free of charge as soon as it comes in. Get their names.”

      Juniper sighed heavily into the phone. “Okay, I’ll do my best. You want to tell me what’s really going on?”

      “Long story short, the Christmas Magic paper is the same stuff U.S. currency is printed on, and we think someone’s using it to counterfeit money. Or is about to.”

      Juniper sucked in a breath. “Which explains the break-ins.”

      “Yep. So you need to get that paper back.”

      “Understood. On it. Later.”

      “Later.”

      We hung up, and I was able to breathe for a moment. Before I could do anything else, my phone rang. It was Birdie.

      I answered. “Morning.”

      “Morning, Jayne. You are not going to believe this, but I think I’ve figured out who was driving that pickup truck Sin saw in the RV park.”

      That got my attention. “Who?”

      “Richie Atwood.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I have no idea who that is.”

      “Elsie Merriweather’s nephew.”

      I frowned. “That Richie?”

      “Yes. It was the only name that made sense in the list I pulled.”

      Why would he be in the RV park? Then I realized Birdie didn’t know about the paper and the possible counterfeiting yet. “Hang on to that thought for a sec because I need to tell you something else. The thing that Sin is currently on the phone with Hank about.”

      “Oh?”

      “Sin and I had a big eureka moment this morning. We think we know what’s going on with the break-ins.” I filled her in about the Christmas Magic paper and who’d supplied it and all of that.

      “Holy smokes,” Birdie said. “That’s a pretty big coincidence. It must be the same paper.”

      “That’s what we thought.”

      “We have a lab we could send samples to. They could analyze it and tell us for sure, but we also have other ways to figure that out.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as the talents of someone like Marigold Williams. Or her sister, Pandora.”

      I nodded. “Even Corette could probably lend a hand.” There had to be a spell one of the witches could perform to see if the papers were the same. It would be good to have confirmation.

      “I’ll call around and see who’s available. I can use a sample from my own roll of Christmas Magic. And I suppose a dollar bill would work for the other?”

      “I’d think so. All the denominations are printed on the same paper.”

      Birdie exhaled. “This could be big. And not in a good way.”

      “I know.” Then I frowned. “Why would Elsie’s nephew be in the RV park?”

      “No clue, but I’m putting him on the top of our suspect list.”

      I shook my head. “That makes no sense that he’d be behind this, Birdie. Elsie’s house was one of the ones broken into. Why would he break into his aunt’s place? He’s got a key. I know because she told us the last time we were over there.”

      Birdie made a few soft, frustrated sounds. “Yeah, you’re right. That part doesn’t make sense. Unless he’s working with a group of people and one of them broke into her place. Maybe … maybe Elsie’s in on it. She did used to be an art teacher, you know. She could be capable of mocking up a counterfeit bill.”

      I frowned. “That seems pretty outrageous, even to me. I don’t know about that. Sure, there’s a lot of money to be made here, but Elsie and her nephew? For one thing, she’s got arthritis. For another, she’s just a little old lady!”

      “I get that, but if there’s a gang doing this—”

      “A gang?”

      “Okay,” Birdie said. “Maybe not a gang, but I bet it’s more than one person.”

      “That could be.” I really didn’t know what I thought.

      Sin walked over toward me, still on the phone, but he had it tucked against his shoulder. He looked at me like he wanted my attention.

      “Hang on, Birdie. Sin needs me for a second.” I tipped my face to him.

      “The sheriff wants us to come in and make an official statement about what we know.”

      “Okay. I still need to shower and stuff.”

      “I told him it would probably be an hour because we were still waiting for the plow to clear our way out.”

      “Perfect.” I went back to my phone. “Birdie, Sin and I are headed in as soon as the RV park road is plowed. Maybe an hour.”

      “I guess I’ll see you then, hopefully with news that one of the Williams women can help us out.”

      “That would be great. See you soon.”

      I hung up and let out a deep sigh. “Birdie said the truck that you saw driving through here the other night most likely belonged to Richie Atwood, who is also Elsie’s nephew.”

      Sin made an odd face. “Why would he be over here?” He sat across from me and started scrolling through his phone.

      “That’s what I was thinking. Makes no sense. What did he do after he passed our place?”

      Sin kept his eyes on his phone. “I think he just continued on around the drive. I’m not really sure. I got back inside as quickly as I could. I should have watched what else he did, but I just shut the blinds and came to bed.”

      He turned his phone around to show me two pictures side by side. “The treads of the truck I saw that night and the tread marks we saw in Elsie’s driveway.”

      I took his phone and used my fingers to make the pics bigger. They looked like a match to me. I handed the phone back. “Okay, so it’s the same tire treads. But like I told Birdie, it doesn’t jibe. After all, Elsie’s house was broken into, too.”

      “Right. And she told us Richie has a key, so why break the glass? Unless that was just to make her look innocent.”

      “I can’t believe Elsie is in on this.”

      “I don’t want to think that either.” He stared at the table like he was deep in thought. “Someone’s out there looking for Christmas Magic, though.”

      I nodded. “Let’s hope the lack of more paper makes the break-ins stop.”

      “Unless …” Sin shook his head. “Never mind.”

      “No, say it. What?”

      “Unless the supply drying up only makes them more desperate.”
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      It took us an hour and twenty minutes to get to the sheriff’s department because the plow only arrived to clear the RV park road a few minutes after Jayne got out of the shower. Once we got going, I was happy to see that even the roads back into the heart of town were in much better shape.

      Great maintenance was one of the perks of a place like Nocturne Falls where tourism was big business. It was kept operational and in tiptop shape as much as possible. And the Ellinghams, the family that owned and managed the town, had more than enough money to do whatever needed doing.

      I parked out front of the sheriff’s department this time since there was a spot available, and we went in.

      Birdie greeted us right away. “Hank’s waiting for you in his office. You can go on in.” She looked at Jayne specifically. “Marigold came by to pick up a sample of the wrapping paper. She said she’d let me know what she finds out ASAP.”

      “Thanks,” Jayne said.

      I knocked on Hank’s door.

      “Come in,” he called out.

      I opened it. “Sheriff.”

      He stood up and gestured to the seats across from his desk. “Please, have a seat.” He lifted his head a little. “Birdie, hold my calls while I’m in with the Crowes.”

      “Yep,” she called back.

      I closed the door after Jayne, and we sat.

      The sheriff returned to his chair, then folded his hands on his desk. “Quite a situation we have here.”

      Jayne took a breath. “I’m really sorry. I swear, we had no idea the paper was so close to the paper currency is printed on.”

      The sheriff nodded. “I know. We don’t hold you, your family, or the shop liable in any way. So long as the paper is being pulled from stock.”

      She nodded vigorously. “It is. My father’s taking care of that. We’re doing everything we can.”

      That seemed to satisfy him. “I’m sure you are.” He put a small voice recorder on the desk and pushed the button. “Now tell me everything you know.”

      We told him with as much detail as we could, even including the trips to Elsie’s to rewrap her gifts and to check on her well-being. I showed him the pictures of the truck but not the other tire treads. Those felt unnecessary at this point.

      “That’s about it,” Jayne said.

      Merrow nodded and pushed the button to end the recording. “Thank you.”

      “What next?” I asked.

      Merrow hesitated like he was trying to decide what to tell us. “I’ve sent out an alert that counterfeit currency might show up. But with the paper off the market, I expect these break-ins to stop.”

      Jayne shook her head. “There are still rolls of the paper in people’s homes. There’s not much we can do to get back the rolls that were already sold.”

      “I know,” the sheriff said. “But outside of setting up some kind of sting operation—”

      Jayne’s eyes lit up.

      “Which,” the sheriff emphasized, “we are not going to do—there isn’t much else to be done. I’m adding another patrol car to monitor the residential areas. People have heard about the break-ins. I trust they’ll be vigilant.”

      I nodded. “I hope they are.” I didn’t want to contradict the sheriff, but I didn’t think the break-ins would stop. Not when a roll of the Christmas Magic paper was worth as much as twenty-seven thousand dollars. That kind of payoff would be hard to walk away from.

      I stood. “If you’re done with us, we should go. We need to get to the toy store and see how things are going.”

      Merrow got to his feet. “Of course.”

      Jayne stood a little more slowly, like she was concentrating on something. “What about Elsie’s nephew being in the RV park and checking out our place on the same night another house was broken into? Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      “Odd? Yes,” Merrow said. “But it’s not a crime to drive through an RV park, regardless of the time or how slowly you operate the vehicle. I have no reason to question him at this point. And I don’t really see a connection between him being there and wrapping paper being stolen. Until I do …” He shrugged.

      “Right,” I said. “Thanks again. We’ll see ourselves out.”

      I opened the door and escorted a reluctant Jayne back toward the reception area. I knew she wasn’t happy. I wasn’t thrilled, but the sheriff was right. He really had nothing to go on. Until some counterfeit money showed up or another house was broken into, that wasn’t about to change either.

      Birdie looked at us like she knew what we were thinking. “I know you don’t love how this is going. Neither do I, but that’s how law enforcement works sometimes.”

      “Well,” Jayne said. “It sucks. You guys could at least send someone to talk to Elsie’s nephew and get him to explain what he was doing at the RV park that night. Not that I really think he’s involved, but it would tie up a loose end.”

      Birdie sighed and glanced toward the sheriff’s closed door. “Let me see if I can persuade him to get that done.”

      “Thanks,” Jayne said.

      I put my arm around Jayne but looked at Birdie. “I don’t think these break-ins are over. There are too many rolls of that paper out there for these counterfeiters to just quit.”

      Birdie nodded. “I agree with you. Look, I’ll keep you posted if anything new develops. That’s the best I can do.”

      “I appreciate that,” Jayne said. “But don’t get into trouble on our account either.”

      “I won’t.” Birdie winked. “I never get caught.”

      That earned her a little laugh. “Talk to you soon, Birdie.”

      She waved at us. “Bye, kids.”

      I held the door for Jayne as we went out. She was clearly upset, but I thought I knew a way to cheer her up a little. “The visit to the shop can wait a few minutes. How about Howler’s for lunch? It’s a little early but—”

      “I’m in. A big, messy cheeseburger with french fries sounds perfect.”

      I smiled. “Then that’s our next destination.”

      Because it was still early, Howler’s was pretty empty. In fact, I thought they’d only just opened.

      There wasn’t even a hostess on duty yet. We picked a booth near the back. We sat on the same side of the booth, our backs to the pool room so we could see the door.

      A server came over. She had menus under her arm and two glasses of water. “Hi, folks. I’d say good morning, but it’s not morning anymore. And it’s not really afternoon either. I’m not sure what it is.”

      Jayne smiled. “How about lunchtime?”

      The server nodded as she put the water in front of us, then handed us menus. “Good lunchtime then. I’m Kira. I’ll be taking care of you today. Can I start you with something else besides water?”

      “Dr Pepper,” Jayne said.

      “I’ll have a ginger ale.” I held onto my menu but didn’t open it yet. “Any specials today?”

      “There are,” Kira said. “But the kitchen hasn’t told us what they are yet. I’ll get your drinks and be right back with that info.”

      “Thanks.” I opened my menu.

      “I already know what I want,” Jayne said. “I want the jalapeño cheeseburger.”

      “You really have gone to the spicy side, haven’t you?”

      “It’s my thing now.” She pointed at the item on the menu. “Plus look. Candied jalapeños. I’d try it for those alone.”

      Kira came back with our drinks. “Okay, our specials today are sweet potato chili and chicken and dumplings. And chef just told me our special dessert will be out of the oven in about fifteen minutes, and that’s eggnog bread pudding.”

      Beside me, Jayne sucked in a breath. I nodded at Kira. “We’re definitely going to need some of that.” I looked at Jayne.

      She closed her menu and slid it toward the edge of the table. “I’d like the jalapeño cheeseburger, medium, with cheddar cheese and fries.”

      I put my menu on top of it. “And I’ll try the chicken and dumplings.”

      “That comes with two sides. French fries, sweet potato fries, coleslaw, potato salad, macaroni salad, collard greens, steamed broccoli and carrots, or side salad.”

      “Sweet potato fries,” Jayne whispered at me.

      I laughed. “Sweet potato fries and coleslaw, thanks.”

      Kira picked up the menus. “Great. I’ll get that right in.”

      I sat back and put my arm around Jayne, kissing her temple. “How are you doing?”

      She sighed. “I’m okay. I wish the sheriff was doing more. I get why he isn’t, but still.”

      “I know.”

      “We could set up a little sting, you know.”

      “That sounds unwise and unsafe.”

      She straightened, pulling away to look at me. “We could make it smart and safe.”

      “How?”

      “Easy. We just plan everything out carefully. And if the bad guys show up, I’ll freeze them in a block of ice until the police come.”

      “What if they have guns? What if they’re faster than you? What if something else goes wrong?” I shook my head. “Honey, I do not want you getting hurt.”

      “I won’t, I promise.”

      “That’s not something you can promise, and you know that.”

      We sat in silence for a few long moments. I knew she was thinking about how she could help. Then both of our phones went off at the same time. We checked our screens. Birdie had messaged both of us.

      7th break in. Can’t say more now. Later.

      Jayne looked at me. “It’s not going to stop until these guys are caught.”

      “I agree with that. But this is a job for law enforcement. Not us.”

      She huffed out a breath.

      Thankfully our food arrived soon after and distracted her, but I knew Jayne wasn’t going to give this up so easily.

      Her tenacity was one of the things I loved about her. But there was every chance it might also get her into trouble.
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      The burger was amazing, as I’d suspected it would be. It wasn’t one of those you could put down once you picked it up, though. I had sauce and juice and who knew what else dripping down my hands.

      At best, I could use one hand to grab the occasional fry, but this burger was exactly the kind of messy I enjoyed.

      My mind, however, wasn’t really on the burger as much as it should have been. While I ate, I used the time to think. There had to be something I could do to help speed things up and put an end to these break-ins. My biggest worry was that eventually, a citizen was going to figure out the Christmas Magic angle and blame the shop.

      In this age of cancel culture, it seemed like a genuine worry.

      Our phones went off again. I looked at Sin. “I’d have to wash my hands before I touched my phone. Can you read it to me?”

      “Sure.” He put his fork down and looked at his screen. “Birdie again. She says Marigold says it’s almost exactly the same paper. The difference is minute. Also, the department is going to reinterview everyone who was broken into, partly to be sure they didn’t miss anything and partly because of the new counterfeit angle.”

      His brows lifted as he looked at me. “That’s a good thing, right?”

      I nodded. “It’s a start. I hope something comes of it, though.”

      “So do I.” I knew Sin was right. I couldn’t go off setting up my own sting and think it was going to go well or that I’d get the sheriff’s blessing to do it. He’d be mad. So would Sin. And possibly Birdie too. And what if something did happen to me? Right before Christmas?

      My family would not be happy.

      There was really only one thing I could do and that was to collect as many rolls that I could of the Christmas Magic paper that were still out there in the wild. I started thinking about how I might do that.

      People were nuts about the paper. What would make them give it up? I’d have given them a refund, obviously, and it would probably help to replace the paper, too, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t be enough. Cash? That was a little crass, but then again, “money talked” wasn’t a saying for no reason.

      Maybe I could do gift cards for the shop. A refund, a couple of rolls of our best, premium wrapping paper, and a fifty-dollar gift card for any Santa’s Workshop.

      That seemed like a pretty good deal.

      “You’re doing it again,” Sin said.

      I looked at him. “Doing what?”

      “Going all quiet on me. I have a feeling I know what you’re thinking about.”

      “I promise, I’m not trying to come up with a sting operation I can run on my own.”

      He chuckled. “But you at least knew what I was thinking about.”

      I smiled. “I’m not going to do that. But what I am going to work on is getting back all the rolls of Christmas Magic paper that are still out there. I figure if I go visit people in person and offer them a refund, a couple replacement rolls of nice paper, plus a gift card for the shop, that should do it. Don’t you think?”

      “Maybe. How are you going to explain you need the paper back? What’s your reason? You can’t tell them the truth.”

      “No, I can’t.” I thought some more. “I could tell them it was proven to cause cancer in laboratory rats.”

      He made a face. “That’s cheery. Why don’t you tell them it’s being recalled due to potential fire hazard? That’s a little better than people thinking the paper might give them cancer, don’t you think?”

      “Probably.” I nodded. “I’m going to run that past my dad and see what he thinks.”

      “It’s a really good idea. And the in-person visit will go a long way, too.” Sin winked at me. “Good job, honey.”

      “Thanks. I should totally reward myself with that eggnog bread pudding.”

      He laughed. “You totally should.”

      So I did. And it was awesome.

      After lunch, we went straight to the shop.

      Juniper looked stressed. So did Kip, for that matter. There were a few customers in the store, but they were both finishing up at the register.

      I waited until they were on their way out to approach. “Hey guys, how’s it going?”

      Juniper wasn’t smiling. “Telling people the Christmas Magic paper has been recalled was rough. Based on some of their comments, Santa added a few more people to his naughty list today.”

      “Sorry. I can imagine. Look, I’m going to personally handle retrieving any rolls that are still out there. Just make me a copy of the fulfilled waiting list names and addresses and I’ll get on it. Actually, get me a list of all the people who bought the paper, too. Anyone local. I want to get as much of it back as I can.”

      “Really?” Kip looked surprised. “That’s not going to be fun.”

      “I’m sure it won’t be, but I have a plan. Which reminds me, I need to talk to my dad about that plan and make sure he’s good with it.”

      I heard a soft buzzing and turned to see Sin answering his phone. “Hey, Archie.” He held up a finger to indicate he needed a minute.

      I nodded and gave him a wave to say he should take all the time he needed. He nodded back and walked toward an empty corner of the store. More customers came in.

      Juniper greeted them, then leaned toward me. “I’ll make you that copy. The snow globe is in the break room if you want to talk to your dad in there.”

      “Great. That’s where I’ll be.” I went through the employees-only door that led back to the storeroom. There was something about the cool, organized space with its stocked shelves that always made me feel a little calmer.

      In the break room, I grabbed a Dr Pepper from the fridge, then sat at the table to call my dad. He appeared in the snow globe moments later. He looked stressed. There was a lot of that going around.

      “Hi, Dad. How’s it going?”

      “I’ve had better days. I filled your uncle in. He’s not happy, as you can imagine.”

      “It’s not anyone’s fault on our end, though. Is it? I mean, the company that sold us the paper should have known better.”

      My dad sighed. “About that. Apparently, the deal was made with a new employee who didn’t know better. And interestingly enough, the paper they sold us isn’t the exact same stuff the U.S. Treasury uses, but the difference is so slight you’d have to do a serious analysis to find the variation. Regardless, it’s caused all kinds of chaos on this end.”

      Marigold had been right on. “Well, you should try explaining it to customers.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “That’s actually why I’m calling. I have an idea about getting the already sold rolls back.” I explained my plan.

      He nodded. “I’m fine with all of that, but the gift card should be for a hundred dollars. A Christmas Magic paper and tape set is thirty-five bucks.”

      “True, but we’d also be refunding their purchase price.”

      “Even so, the good will is worth the extra.”

      “Okay, a hundred then.” It surprised me that my dad would go for that much, but I shouldn’t have underestimated his generosity. Or his willingness to do whatever necessary to protect Christmas. And the family business.

      “Good. Listen, the tinkers are working overtime to come up with a new paper formula that will support the Christmas Magic technology. We hope to have a new safe version soon.”

      “Why not just use straight-up magic?”

      He shook his head. “It’s too much. Think about how much magic would be required to maintain a shimmer in every house in the United States. It’s not sustainable.”

      “Right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “As you know, there is some magic in the tech we’re using, which is why no one will be able to copy it, but developing that magic tech combo took so much time that we ended up outsourcing the paper. Lesson learned.”

      “Hard way to learn it.”

      “I agree. You sure you really want to go door-to-door and ask people for the paper back?”

      I sipped my Dr Pepper. “Yes, I’m positive. It seems like exactly the kind of thing I should be doing. I’m next in line for the throne. If I can’t handle a task like this, how will I handle being queen?”

      He smiled. “I’m really proud of you for doing this. I hope it goes easier than expected.”

      “Me, too. Can you send me a couple more boxes of the hundred-dollar gift cards? I don’t want to deplete what the store has in stock because I know they’re selling them. I’ll also need a few cases of our premium wrapping paper.”

      “It’ll all be in the Santa’s Bag by the time we’re done.”

      “Thanks.”

      Sin walked into the break room. He waved. “Hi.”

      “Hi, Sinclair.” My dad looked at me again. “Be safe and best of luck, sweetheart.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Talk to you later.”

      We hung up, and I glanced at Sin. “I want to start on this paper roundup right away. You don’t mind, do you?”

      He shook his head. “Not so long as you can drop me off at Zombie Donuts.”

      “What’s up?”

      “That was Archie who called. Two of his employees have the flu. He called to ask if I knew anyone local who could help him out.” Sin shrugged. “I volunteered. You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Of course not. That’s really sweet of you.” I grinned. “And I’m not just saying that because I know you’ll be bringing the leftovers home.”

      He laughed. “I promise to bring home whatever I can.”

      “Score one for me. But how are you going to get home?”

      “I’ll take a Ryde. Or I can walk back here, get the keys from you, then pick you up when you’re done.”

      “We’ve suddenly gotten very busy, but that’s okay.” I grabbed my Dr Pepper. “I need to check the Santa’s Bag for gift cards and wrapping paper, get the list of names and addresses from Juniper, and then we can go.”

      He followed me out to the Santa’s Bag. It was full, so I knew my dad had sent the stuff I’d asked for. I opened it and pulled out the first box of wrapping paper. There were four altogether.

      Sin stepped up and grabbed the rest of them. “Let me take these to the car. You get your list.”

      “Okay. There should be a couple boxes of gift cards, too.”

      Sin pulled out two boxes that looked like they could have held business cards. “Got them.” He handed those to me, then picked up two of the wrapping paper boxes and headed for the store.

      I held the door for him, then went up to the register. Juniper had the list ready. It was many pages long.

      “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What are you going to do if someone refuses to give up the paper?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, if someone won’t, even thinking that it could be a fire hazard, then I guess there’s not much I can do. I can’t force people. Although I can pass their names on to my uncle so …”

      Her mouth bent in a little smile. “True. But be safe out there all the same. People are crazy this time of year.”

      “I come bearing gift cards and more wrapping paper. Anyone who turns me down deserves reindeer poop on their roof.”

      That got Juniper to laugh. I joined her. I was on a mission to save Christmas and feeling pretty good about it.
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      I didn’t love Jayne being alone out there on her mission to save Christmas, as she’d called it in the car. But I couldn’t leave Archie in the lurch either. Not only was he a good man, but I knew what a busy time of year this was for him. It always had been for me.

      You’d be surprised how many people ordered doughnuts by the dozen as gifts or for Christmas parties. Especially decorated doughnuts in holiday flavors. They were the perfect thing to drop off at the doctor’s, the dentist’s, the school, the veterinarian’s, or dry cleaner’s to say thanks for a great year and enjoy your holiday. People took them to church groups, book clubs, potluck dinners, all kinds of things.

      Some even gave them to their neighbors or postal workers. There was really no place doughnuts weren’t welcome. Except maybe Weight Watchers.

      I didn’t think we had one of those in Nocturne Falls.

      I looked up at the order board in the back of the shop. Page after page of orders were tacked on it, sorted by date needed. More than I remembered ever having. But the largest order I saw was from the fire department. They’d put in for twenty-four dozen for their upcoming Breakfast with Santa fundraiser.

      Thankfully, it was still a week away.

      “The fire department sure ordered a lot of doughnuts, Archie.” I smiled. “Congratulations on doing so well.”

      He beamed with pride. “You did all the hard work.”

      “But you’ve kept it going. And by the looks of things, you’ve increased business.”

      “Word of mouth has helped a lot.” He brushed a little flour off his apron.

      Mine was still clean, as I’d just put it on. “What orders would you like me to tackle first? Or is there something else you’d rather me do?”

      “No, this is what I need help with. The special orders. Mrs. Campbell is coming by around four to get three dozen cookies-n-cream for her son’s birthday party.” He pulled the order sheet off the board. “She requested rainbow sprinkles along with the standard topping.”

      I took it from him. “No problem.”

      He got another order sheet down. “The Kiwanis club will be picking up at four thirty. Their standard order, which is a dozen glazed, a dozen assorted, and two dozen doughnut holes, also assorted.”

      “Easy enough.”

      He grabbed a third form. “Then at five, there’s a pickup for two dozen custard-filled decorated for Christmas. Standard white icing, then snowmen, Santas, candy canes, poinsettias, snowflakes, holly leaves, anything we want so long as it’s Christmassy.”

      “I can handle that. I’ll get those made right away.” I went to work, falling into my old routines as if it was yesterday that I’d been running this place.

      To be honest, I enjoyed it. A lot. Cooking for Jayne was a joy. No one enjoyed or appreciated food more than she did.

      But working in this big kitchen, with all of this equipment, was such a nice departure from the RV’s small quarters. And our kitchen was one of the biggest available in an RV. But it could never compare to a commercial kitchen.

      Which wasn’t to say I was tired of our traveling lifestyle. I really loved it. Getting to see the country with Jayne was an amazing way to live. And being in the RV was fantastic. Nothing like sleeping in your own bed every night no matter where you were.

      Hotels were nice, but they weren’t the same as being in your own space. And not having to pack and unpack? The best. Plus, we were able to have the cats with us.

      Which reminded me that I still hadn’t gone to the pet store to get them something for Christmas. I decided I’d do that after the end of my shift, which would be at six, when Archie closed up.

      I’d run to the pet store, then maybe grab a burger at Howler’s and an order of that eggnog bread pudding to take home for Jayne. After the long day she’d have put in, that would be a nice treat for her to come home to.

      Archie was working on a batch of apple fritters.

      I looked over at him. Thinking about Jayne had brought a question to mind. “Do you have an eggnog doughnut?”

      His brow knotted in thought. “I do. But I don’t.” He chuckled, putting his hands on his hips. “I mean, I have your recipe, but I haven’t added it to the rotation yet. I guess it slipped my mind. I really should, huh? ’Tis the season and all that.”

      “You really should.”

      He grinned. “Put it on your To Do list.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      He laughed. He went over and turned up the radio a little more. The local station was playing Christmas music around the clock. I smiled as I went back to work.

      I doubted Jayne was having as much fun as we were. That probably wasn’t possible. But wherever she was and whoever she was talking to, I hoped it was going well and without anyone getting too emotional.

      I also hoped that she didn’t happen to cross paths with the counterfeiters. After all, there was every reason to think they’d bought some of the paper and that was how they’d figured out exactly what they’d gotten their hands on.
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      I sat in the SUV, mentally preparing myself for my first … whatever this was. Wrapping paper recovery? I wasn’t sure what to call it. Then my phone chimed, and I was saved by the bell. At least temporarily.

      It was Birdie. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “You know how I said we were reinterviewing all the folks that got broken into?”

      “Right.”

      “Well, the two houses that didn’t have the Christmas Magic paper actually did. Apparently the first time the deputies took statements, they only talked to the husbands. And the husbands were clueless about the paper, but according to the wives, they’d definitely bought some and had gifts under their trees wrapped in it.”

      I sighed. “Okay, I guess we can safely say the break-ins have been about the Christmas Magic wrapping then.”

      “Yes. I know it doesn’t make you feel any better, but I thought you’d want to know.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate being kept up to speed. I’m on a little mission myself.” I told her what I was up to.

      “How’s that going?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m sitting outside my first house right now.”

      “Who is it?”

      “The Connollys. Do you know them?”

      “Frank and Myrna?”

      I checked the list. “Yep.”

      “Nice people. He’s a veteran on disability, and she’s a seamstress who also makes the most amazing custom quilts. I mean amazing. One of her quilts sold at the local fair’s craft auction for two thousand dollars last year.”

      “Wow. Two grand?”

      “You should have seen it. A field of sunflowers with a sunrise as the background. You would have sworn it was a painting. The woman has talent. Anyway, they’re lovely people. I’m sure they’ll be accommodating.”

      “Thanks, that makes me feel better. I better get to it.”

      “All right. Good luck. Hey, let me know if you get weird vibes off anyone. You know what I mean?”

      “I do, and I will.” I hung up, tucked a gift card in my pocket, then grabbed four rolls of the replacement paper from the back.

      I walked up to the door, but it opened before I arrived.

      An older woman with her gray hair twisted up in a knot greeted me. “Hello.”

      She seemed a little unsure of my presence.

      I put on my best royal smile, meant to reassure and calm. “Hi, there. You must be Mrs. Connolly. I’m Jayne Frost from the Santa’s Workshop toy store in town.”

      She nodded, looking a little more at ease. “I bought presents for the grandkids there.”

      “You also bought two rolls of our Christmas Magic wrapping paper.”

      “That’s right.”

      “That’s why I’m here.” I went into the little speech I’d prepared. “Unfortunately, some further testing of the paper has revealed it could be a potential fire hazard. We are very sorry for the inconvenience, but because of that, we’re recalling the paper. In exchange, I have these four rolls of our premium wrapping I’d like to give you as well as a hundred-dollar Santa’s Workshop gift card that you can use at any time. Also, once I check you off our list, your full purchase price will be refunded.”

      She stared at me. “You want to give us our money back, plus four new rolls of paper and a hundred-dollar gift card?”

      “Yes, ma’am, that’s right. In exchange for your two rolls.”

      She shook her head. “That seems like a better deal for me than it is for you.”

      I smiled. “It’s Christmas. Which is kind of our business. We just want everyone to be happy.”

      “Good thing I haven’t started wrapping yet. You wait right here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I exhaled as she shut the door. So far so good.

      She returned with the two rolls of Christmas Magic and the tape. “Here you go. I used a little to show my husband how it worked, but I haven’t wrapped anything in it yet.”

      “That’s great.” I took the two rolls from her, then pulled a gift card out of my pocket and handed it and the four rolls of wrapping over to her. Exchange made, I nodded. “Thank you so much. Sorry again for the inconvenience. Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas to you.”

      I headed back to the car. That had gone remarkably well, but I wasn’t fooled. I knew that wasn’t going to be the case at every house. Although how nice would it be if it was?

      By the time I was headed back to the shop to work my shift, I’d collected twenty-three rolls from six houses. I’d visited two others, but no one had been home.

      Most of the interactions had been about as easy as the Connollys. The second house hadn’t been at first. Their dog had barked and snarled so much I thought I might get bitten, but the lady had stuck him in a bedroom, then come back to see what I wanted.

      She’d been apologetic about Cujo’s threats and hadn’t put up any more fuss herself.

      Even so, I was worn out. I hadn’t anticipated how stressful it was going to be to talk to people like that, hoping they understood and didn’t argue or make a scene.

      I needed sugar and an easy shift at the shop this afternoon. At least I knew I’d get sugar.

      I parked on the side street next to the stockroom, grabbed the rolls of paper I’d collected and went in. I shoved them all into the Santa’s Bag and sent them back to the North Pole, then went out to the retail floor to check in with Juniper.

      She was at the register, wiping down the counter.

      “How was it?” Juniper asked.

      “All right. I collected twenty-three rolls, which I’ve already sent back to the NP.”

      Her brows went up. “Twenty-three? You did great!”

      “Thanks. It wore me out though.”

      “I bet.” She gave me a little hug. “You want a Dr Pepper?”

      “Yes. That is exactly what I need.”

      “I’ll get it for you.” She ran back to the break room and snagged me one. “There you go.”

      “Thanks.” I twisted the top off and took a long drink. Better already. “Has it been busy today?”

      “About the usual.”

      Rowley came through the employee-only doors. “Afternoon, all.”

      “Hi, Rowley.”

      Juniper gave him a little wave. “All right, Kip and I are off. I hope you have an easy night.”

      “Me too.”

      Easy was relative, I guess. Shortly after five, a very pretty, very curvy redhead walked in. Gracie. I’d kind of forgotten just how pretty she was. Until now. I smiled tentatively. “Welcome to Santa’s Workshop.”

      She stopped and looked at me. “Jaynie? Sinclair’s girlfriend?”

      “Jayne. And wife. Yes.”

      “Oh my gosh, I did not realize you worked here.”

      I nodded. “I do right now. I’m filling in for an employee that needed to go home for the holiday. My family owns the business.” Maybe it was petty to throw that in, but I couldn’t help myself.

      I tried to make my smile a little brighter. Like it didn’t bother me at all to be waiting on her. “Are you looking for a gift?”

      “No, actually. I came in to get some of that Christmas Magic paper I’ve been hearing about.”

      That gave me a moment of pause. Wasn’t her brother a new deputy? Wouldn’t he have told her about all the trouble the wrapping paper had caused? “That paper has been discontinued.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. I heard it actually lit up.”

      “It did, but the research and development team found a few flaws. We hope to have the new and improved version out soon.”

      “Maybe you could call me when it arrives?”

      “Sure.” Not a snowball’s chance in—

      “And since I’m here, maybe I’ll shop a little. I still need gifts for my younger cousins.”

      My cheeks were starting to ache from the forced smile. “Just let me know if you need any help.”

      I watched her disappear down one of the aisles. I really didn’t know why the woman raised such ire in me. I was married to Sinclair, after all. He was unequivocally mine. But there was something about Gracie that just iced me.

      And I really didn’t get why she’d come in here looking for Christmas Magic. Maybe I was making a mental leap, but her trip to the shop seemed like some kind of fishing expedition. What she was fishing for, I had no idea.
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      I got all of the special orders done, plus another for a walk-in customer desperate for three dozen decorated doughnuts to take to a PTA meeting she’d forgotten about. I made it work by decorating whatever suitable doughnuts we had in stock, but she was thrilled that I pulled it off and even tried to tip me, which I refused.

      Archie was pleased. I told him I’d see him tomorrow and headed out with a small box of six doughnuts for Jayne and the crew at the shop. Only one was a Dr Prepper, but I didn’t think she’d mind.

      The walk from Zombie Donuts to Santa’s Workshop wasn’t that far, but the sun was down and so was the temperature. I turned up the collar of my coat as the wind whistled by.

      There was no way I was going to the pet shop right now. That little errand would have to wait until tomorrow, but there was no rush. We could probably give the cats two balls of tinfoil and they’d be just as happy.

      Actually, letting them play with a sheet of wrapping paper would no doubt do the trick too. That was one of the great things about cats. They were easily distracted. And honestly, most of the time they seemed to prefer a random bit of trash than an actual toy we’d spent money on.

      Besides, my aunt Zinnia was sending her catnip creations, so it wasn’t like they’d get nothing.

      I walked into Santa’s Workshop and found the place fairly hopping. I didn’t see Jayne, but Rowley was ringing up a customer and Holly was helping another one.

      Rowley gave me a smile and a nod. He finished with the customer, then spoke to me. “Jayne’s restocking at the back of the store. You want me to get her?”

      “No, I can go back there. I don’t want to interrupt anything. You guys look busy.”

      “We’ve been pretty steady,” he said.

      I headed toward the back. Jayne was restocking die-cast cars, her back to me.

      “Do you have that new winter princess with posable arms and snow power?”

      She turned with an odd look on her face, saw me, and laughed. “Hi, babe.”

      “Hi.” I lifted the box. “Trade you for the car keys?”

      “Heck yes.” She leaned in and kissed me. “I parked on the side. Where you used to pick me up for dates.”

      With a smile, I kissed her back. Those were sweet memories.

      Her brows went up. “How was work?”

      “Busy. But great. I really enjoyed it. I hope you don’t mind, but I promised him I’d help until his employees are well enough to return.”

      She shrugged. “Why would I mind? I’m working too.”

      “Yes, but tomorrow I have to be there by five.”

      She made a little face. “In the morning?”

      I nodded.

      “Better you than me. It’s fine.”

      “Well … I was thinking, if you drove me, then you could have the car to do your house visits.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Those.”

      I chuckled. “Did they not go well?”

      “No, they actually went all right. It’s getting up at the crack of nope I’m not enthusiastic about.”

      “I understand.”

      She held up a finger. “But I will. Because I love you and Archie’s a good guy, and I’ll be getting a constant stream of doughnuts for my troubles.”

      I put my arm around her. “Yes, you will.”

      She grabbed the empty box at her feet, and we went back to the counter. She gave me the keys, and I gave her the doughnuts, which she promised to put in the break room for everyone.

      “I’ll see you at ten.” I kissed her cheek.

      She nodded. “Can’t wait. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      I left the car where it was and walked over to Howler’s. It was significantly busier than when Jayne and I had been in for lunch. I decided to sit at the bar since there was a wait for tables. There was only one of me anyway. No sense taking up more valuable real estate.

      There were a few empty seats at the bar. I settled into one.

      The bartender, a young man with an aura of the paranormal about him, came right over. “Hey mate. What can I get you?”

      Some kind of shifter, I was guessing. “I’ll have a ginger ale and a menu.”

      “No problem.” He grabbed a menu from next to the register behind the bar and put it in front of me, then went to get my drink.

      I opened the menu to see what looked good.

      “Well, well, well. Fancy meeting you here.”

      I picked my head up and caught a flash of red in the mirror behind the bar. I turned. “Hi, Gracie.” She had a drink in her hand. “How are you?”

      “Good. Just ordering some food to take back to my brother’s. I was in town doing a little shopping. What are you doing here?”

      “Dinner.”

      She tossed back the rest of her drink and slipped into the empty seat beside me, putting the glass on the bar. “All by yourself?”

      “Jayne’s working.”

      She smiled as she reached out and touched my hair. “You really should let me give you a trim. It’s getting a little wild.”

      I leaned back slightly. Enough that I was hopefully out of reach. “I wear it longer these days.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “There’s more silver in it, too.”

      She knew I was a necromancer. Knew that using my power took a toll on me. I just nodded. “Life happens.”

      The bartender brought my ginger ale over. “Ready to place your order?”

      “I’ll take the steak sandwich with fries. And if you still have the eggnog bread pudding, I’d like an order of that to go when I’m done.”

      “Coming right up.”

      I looked at Gracie. “My wife loves that bread pudding. You should try it.”

      She shook her head, a sly smile lifting one corner of her mouth. “I’m more of a meat eater.”

      I made a quick decision. I pulled my credit card out and held it up to get the bartender’s attention. “Sorry, can you make both orders to go?”

      “Aw,” Gracie said. “You’re not sticking around?”

      “The day’s caught up with me. I’d rather be home.” An evening in the RV with the cats sounded pretty good right now.

      She leaned in, obviously not giving up that easily. “You know, we were really good together.”

      “I think time has given you rose-tinted hindsight. We were okay together.”

      She made a face like she didn’t understand. “That’s not how I remember it.”

      “You moved back to Louisiana, remember?”

      “And?”

      “And you just left. You barely said goodbye to me.”

      “You could have come with me.”

      I stared at her, trying to imagine how she could be so dense. “I had a business here. There was no way I was going to up and leave. If things had been that great with us, you would have made more of an effort.” I put my hands up. “Look, I don’t care that you left. My life now is a dream come true. And I get to spend it with the most incredible woman I’ve ever known.”

      “But Sin—”

      “But nothing. I don’t have any hard feelings toward you. In fact, I don’t have any feelings toward you. So please don’t pretend like there was something magical between us when there wasn’t.”

      She looked stricken for a moment.

      Then she slapped me. Or would have if the bartender hadn’t caught her hand.

      “Hey, whoa,” he said. “That kind of behavior will get you kicked out of here, you understand, ma’am?”

      She wrenched her hand away as she let out a low hiss. Her eyes flashed with anger. She got up and stalked away.

      The bartender shook his head. “Sorry about that. Dare I ask?”

      “Old girlfriend who thought there was something still between us, I guess.” I shrugged. “Or she just doesn’t like that I’m happily married now. Not sure.”

      “Women.”

      I smiled. “They’re not all like that, I promise. My wife is amazing.” My smile got bigger. “Find a good one, and you’ll never look back.”

      He laughed. “Easier said than done. Let me go grab your food.”

      He returned with it and the bill.

      I left him a big tip, then took my bag and walked back to the car. I thought about going in to see Jayne again, but I knew she’d be busy, and I didn’t want her for five minutes. I wanted her for the rest of the night.

      Ten o’clock couldn’t come fast enough.
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      Morning came way, way too fast. Although calling it morning when it was still dark out was pretty ridiculous. How could you say it was morning when there was no sun? I groaned and pulled the pillow over my head. Being awake at this hour felt wrong. But I knew Sin was already up. I’d heard the shower running and could now smell coffee and his aftershave.

      I might be sort of awake, but I was not getting dressed. I was putting my coat on over my pajamas and that was that. Hat, gloves, boots, done. Because I was absolutely getting back into bed when I got home.

      I managed to sit up. I blinked, trying to make sense of this insanity. The things people did for love.

      I took a deep breath and stretched.

      Sin came in and handed me a Dr Pepper. He kissed the top of my head. “I won’t say good morning because I have a feeling you don’t share that sentiment right now.”

      I grunted and took a sip of the drink he’d put in my hand. A few seconds later, the sugar and caffeine hit, making it possible for me to move and form words.

      I found my boots and tugged them on, then went to the kitchen. Spider and Sugar were eating breakfast. Sin was at the counter, refilling his travel mug with coffee. I gave his arm a squeeze. “Thanks for feeding the cats and getting me the Dr Pepper.”

      “You’re welcome. As for feeding the cats, I didn’t really have much choice in the matter.”

      “I suppose not.”

      Spider looked at me. “Spider up early.”

      “I see that.” He’d be back to sleep faster than I would, the stinker. I glanced at Sin. “Just let me brush my teeth and I’ll be ready.”

      Sin nodded. “Okay.”

      Five minutes later, we were in the car. I had my Dr Pepper with me, but I couldn’t stop yawning long enough to drink it.

      Sin drove. As we pulled out of the RV park, I saw lights on in the apartment behind the office. “Jerry’s up early.”

      “Probably his wife,” Sin said. “He told me she works at the hospital in town. She’s a nurse. They work all kinds of crazy hours.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know how people do it. Get up this early, I mean.”

      But by the time we’d reached Zombie Donuts, I was awake enough to drive myself back without any fear of falling asleep at the wheel. I kissed Sin, told him to have a good day, then got into the driver’s seat and headed to the RV.

      I briefly thought about not going back to bed, but that was only because lack of sleep was making me loopy. Not getting more sleep would be a dumb idea. I’d crash before my shift was over at the shop.

      I went inside, shed my boots, coat, hat, and gloves, and returned to the nest of covers. Spider and Sugar were already there, I noticed. So much for Spider being up early. I kind of wanted to poke him and mention it, but I didn’t.

      I woke the second time around eight thirty, which still seemed early to me, but I had work to do, and it really needed to get done.

      No one was going to return their Christmas Magic wrapping paper on their own.

      I took a shower, which helped wake me up immensely, then dressed and went out to see what I could scrounge for breakfast. I ended up with a bowl of Sugar Crispies and the last Dr Prepper doughnut, which was admittedly a little stale. To make up for that, I ate a couple of Twizzlers. And the last piece of eggnog fudge.

      I looked through the list of names, concentrating on the addresses, and planned my route for the day. My goal was to visit as many homes as possible but also take a small break before my shift at the shop. I didn’t want to work straight through because that would wipe me out, but I needed to get through as much of that list as I could.

      One of the addresses jumped out at me because it was on Pumpkin Patch Lane. That was the road that went through the RV park. I looked at the name. Sandy Quinlan. I didn’t know Jerry’s wife’s name, but that had to be her. Well, I knew she wasn’t home, and I wasn’t about to wake Jerry up if he was still sleeping. I could see them on my way back. In fact, maybe they’d be a great last stop since I knew that would be an easy one.

      Spider came tearing out of the bedroom. Sugar followed. They both skidded to a stop well past the table, then trotted back. They sat on the floor looking up at me, clearly expecting something.

      I gave in. “Yes?”

      Sugar meowed. “Breakfast time, Momlady.”

      Spider nodded. “Spider hungry.”

      “Um, you had breakfast like four hours ago.”

      “First breakfast,” Sugar said. “Now second breakfast.”

      “Yeah,” Spider said. “Second breakfast, Mama.”

      I couldn’t really argue. Second breakfast wasn’t the worst idea I’d heard. “What are you? Hobbits?”

      “What’s hobbits?” Spider asked.

      “Never mind,” I said. “But we’re going to need another trip to the Shop-n-Save for more Chicken Party.”

      Spider stood up, lifting one paw. That was a sure sign he was excited about something. “Chicken Party Spider favorite.”

      “I know it is. Should I get you a can right now?”

      Sugar swatted Spider. “Sugar wants fishes.”

      I looked at Spider, my brows raised. “Your wife wants something else.”

      I swear he sighed before he answered. “Spider eat fishes.”

      “All right. Tuna Fest it is.” I got the cats their food, then got myself into the car. I wasn’t looking forward to this any more than I had yesterday, but I wasn’t as nervous about it either since I sort of knew what to expect.

      I was getting the heat turned on when my phone rang. Birdie’s name showed up on my screen. “Morning.”

      “Good morning, Princess. I have some news.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “After some encouragement, Hank decided it wouldn’t hurt to talk to Richie Atwood after all.”

      I sat up, listening hard. “Elsie’s nephew.”

      “Yep. Hank told him he’d been seen driving through the Pumpkin Patch RV park the night of the last break-in and his behavior had been deemed suspicious.”

      “Did he have an explanation?”

      “Yes. He said after he got home from his delivery route, he’d forgotten his lunch bag in his truck, and when he went out to get it, he’d found an undelivered package that had gotten wedged under the shelving unit. He went back out to deliver it because he’d marked his load as completed and didn’t want to get in trouble. He took his personal vehicle because the IPS truck’s governor would have recorded the extra mileage at the strange hour.”

      I stared at the list Juniper had given me. It was curled up and sticking out of a cupholder in the console. But my mind was on this new info. “That’s awfully convenient. You believe him?”

      “Kind of. It would be easy enough to find out if he’s lying.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. All right, so he wasn’t out here casing places for possible break-ins. Doesn’t mean he still might not be involved. He drives all over this town. And walks up to houses when he delivers packages, which would give him every opportunity to look in windows and see what kind of wrapping people have.”

      “True, but right now he’s a dead end.”

      I sighed. “Any other leads?”

      “Unfortunately, no, and we’re no closer to figuring one out. Although Hank has seen reports of counterfeit money turning up in Alabama.”

      “But not Georgia?”

      “Not yet. Frustrating, I know.”

      “Also weird. Couldn’t that mean that the paper is being sent out of state and turned into fake money there? Or maybe the money’s being made here and shipped out? I have no idea.”

      “Neither do we right now. That reminds me, how’s the recovery mission going?”

      “All right. I’m headed out now to see how many more rolls I can get my hands on today. I managed twenty-three yesterday.”

      “Good job! I wish you all the luck.”

      “Thanks. Talk to you soon.”

      “Bye, Princess.” She hung up.

      I tucked my phone into the holder so I could see the GPS and plugged in my first address. With the navigation guiding me, I headed out.

      The day didn’t go quite as well as the day before. The first two houses had no one home. At the third house, the man who answered the door tried to give me regular rolls of paper, claiming it was what I was looking for. Nice try, moron. The next three houses had understanding people. The handful of houses after that, not so much. There was … yelling.

      One woman accused me of ruining her Christmas. Maybe I was tired, but that cut pretty deep. I was trying to save Christmas, but I couldn’t really explain that to her. I ended up giving her two hundred-dollar gift cards, which shut her up.

      Money was its own kind of magic. But it wasn’t lost on me that this whole thing was about money.

      I was tired and hungry and a little cranky from the verbal abuse I’d endured. I’d gone to twelve houses in four hours. I had to be at the shop for my shift in two more. All I wanted to do was eat something and grab a catnap. Before I turned on the car and headed back to the RV, I used Salvatore’s new app to order a large, loaded pizza to be delivered. I’d seen it advertised on one of their delivery cars that had gone by me.

      The app was pretty cool. It allowed me to order, then pay online and leave a tip. Sweet. What I didn’t eat would make great leftovers for my dinner tonight at the shop.

      I started my drive home, trying not to think about how miserable some people were.

      I turned onto Pumpkin Patch Lane and saw the Quinlans’ blue sedan. Did I have the energy to see Mrs. Quinlan about her wrapping paper? I was counting on her being one of the easy ones. Her husband was so nice, after all. And Sin had twice taken them doughnuts.

      That had to be worth some good will, right? Plus there was the power of that hundred-dollar gift card. I parked in front of our rig, then walked over to the office.

      I rang the bell at the front desk before I noticed the little sign that said Out For Lunch. Maybe more like in the apartment for lunch because with that car parked around the side, someone was here.

      I checked the time. My pizza would be here in eleven minutes. And I was ready to eat, but I also wanted to cross the Quinlans off my sheet. According to the list Juniper had given me, the Quinlans had five rolls of Christmas Magic paper. That was a big score, and I needed it after the less-than-fabulous way my mission had ended today.

      I tapped the bell again.

      The apartment door opened. A woman I assumed to be Mrs. Quinlan stuck her head out. “Can I help you?”

      “Are you Sandy Quinlan?”

      She stepped all the way out. She was in scrubs. “Yes, that’s me. But my husband is the one who runs the office. If you’re trying to check in, I’ll have to call him.”

      “No, I’m already staying here. But that’s actually not why I’m here.” I went through my spiel about the paper. “So if could get those rolls from you, that would be great.”

      For a moment, she just stared at me like it was taking her a moment to process. I wondered if she’d just gotten home from the hospital.

      “I’d really appreciate it. I’ve been out collecting them all day, and I’m beat.”

      Her brows twitched slightly, and she nodded. “Sure. Come on back.”

      I walked around the counter. She stepped out of the way to let me go ahead of her. I walked into the apartment. It looked more like an office though. There was a big laser printer against the wall, and it was spitting out sheets of—everything went black.
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      Archie had given me full rein to turn out a few batches of my old eggnog doughnut recipe, and I was happy to say they were a hit. At the end of my shift, I bought a dozen doughnuts to take to the toy store so Jayne could have one and share them with her co-workers. Six of the eggnog and six assorted. Something for everyone.

      As usual, Archie tried to give them to me, but I insisted on paying. Just like he was insisting I get paid for my time working. I didn’t need the money, so I certainly didn’t mind spending it in his store.

      My plan was to walk to the shop, drop off the doughnuts, grab the car keys from Jayne, then head to the pet store for Christmas gifts for the cats. Fuzzy mice, crinkle balls, catnip cigars, maybe a new laser pointer. Whatever looked good. Then go home and crash until Jayne was ready to be picked up. It had been a good day but a long one.

      I walked into the shop, doughnut box in hand. Juniper was still at the register. “Hey there. Shouldn’t you be off by now?”

      “Sinclair. There you are. I’ve been trying to reach you. Jayne didn’t show up for her shift, and she’s not answering her phone.”

      “What?” I put the box of doughnuts on the counter and pulled out my cell. It was on silent. I shook my head. “I put it on silent after I got up this morning and forgot to change it back. I see your messages now.”

      There were three from the store. None from Jayne.

      I looked up. “It’s not like Jayne to be late.”

      “No, it’s not.” Juniper looked worried.

      Which was exactly how I felt. I called her, but the call went to voice mail after a few rings. I sent her a text next. Call me please. Love you.

      I took a breath and tried to think. “I really hope she didn’t have a bad run-in with someone she was trying to get wrapping paper back from.”

      “Anything’s possible.”

      “I need to get a Ryde and get back to the RV. Maybe she’s not feeling good. Or maybe she just went back to bed and is still asleep. She got up really early to drive me to the doughnut shop this morning.”

      “Could be,” Juniper said. But there wasn’t a whole lot of conviction in her voice.

      I doubted Jayne would still be asleep either. “She could be sick. The flu is going around. Two of the doughnut shop guys are out with it. Give me your phone. I’ll put my number in it. You call me direct if you hear anything.”

      With a nod, she gave me her phone. I programmed my number into her contacts and handed it back. “Text me so I have your number too.”

      She sent me a quick text. My phone vibrated with the message. I saved her info.

      She put her phone in the back pocket of her jeans. “Do you think we should call Birdie? She knows everything.”

      “Not a bad idea but let me check the RV first. If it turns out Jayne’s just not feeling well and we get the police involved, she won’t be happy with us.”

      “No, she won’t. Okay. Let me know when you find her, all right?”

      I nodded. “Will do.”

      I left the doughnuts behind and went outside as I requested a Ryde. I stood near the curb and searched for the closest available car on the app.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up and saw Gracie in front of me. I shook my head. “I don’t have time for this right now.”

      “I only want to apologize for being an idiot last night. Which I was. I had too much to drink, and I was feeling things I had no right to feel. I’m sorry.”

      She looked sincere, but I was busy. I went back to my phone. “Apology accepted.”

      “Thanks.” She tipped her head slightly. “You okay? You seem … upset. I really am sorry. I won’t bother you again.”

      I looked at Gracie. “Jayne didn’t show up for her shift, and she’s not answering her phone. I think she’s sick. I’m trying to get a Ryde to take me back to the RV because she had the car.”

      “I’ll take you.” She pointed across the street. “I’m parked right over there. It’s the least I can do for making a scene last night.”

      I felt like time was of the essence and the closest Ryde was seven minutes out. I glanced at the Mustang. “Okay.”

      She dug her keys from her purse. “You drive. I don’t know where anything is around here anymore.”

      I took them as we walked across the road and got into the car. As I got us onto the road, it started to snow. I glanced at the sky. “Not again.”

      “It’s that time of year, I suppose,” she said. “Kids will be happy if they get another snow day.”

      “I’m sure.” I wanted to get home as fast as I could, but this wasn’t my car, and I didn’t want to be reckless. The snow didn’t help. I pushed the speed a little but not as much as I would have if I’d been in the rental.

      “So …” Gracie took a breath. “I know I apologized for last night, but I need to tell you that I know it was my fault we broke up. I know things might have gone differently if I’d stayed. That’s all on me.”

      I glanced at her but said nothing.

      “You were a good boyfriend. You were better at the relationship than I was. And it probably doesn’t seem like it after last night, but I’ve matured enough to see that now.” She looked out the window. “I made such a fool of myself last night. I’m really embarrassed. It’s going to be a long time before I drink again.”

      “Everyone makes mistakes. It’s how they handle the mistake that matters.”

      She gave me a tight-lipped smile that said she hadn’t forgiven herself yet. “Thanks.”

      We made it to the RV park in a reasonable amount of time, but it still wasn’t fast enough for me. Pumpkin Patch Lane was covered with a light dusting of undisturbed snow, so no one had been in or out since the snow had started.

      The Explorer was parked in front of the RV. There were no lights on in the rig, except for the Christmas tree lights, but if Jayne wasn’t feeling well, she’d probably want it dark.

      I exhaled in relief. “That’s our rental car. Jayne must be in there.” I parked behind it and turned off the Mustang.

      We both got out. Which was when I noticed there was a pizza box on one of the camp chairs set up under the awning. I went over and picked it up. It was heavy. I opened it. The pizza inside was untouched and stiff with the cold.

      “What’s that?” Gracie asked.

      I closed the box and turned with it in my hands. “Cold pizza. Which makes no sense. Jayne wouldn’t leave pizza outside. Especially without at least taking a slice.”

      “Salvatore’s,” Gracie read off the box. “I remember that place. Best pizza around.”

      I nodded. “Jayne’s favorite.” Why was this box out here? The pizza had clearly been here long enough to get cold. I frowned, unable to make sense of it. Had Jayne ordered it, then slept through the delivery? “I just don’t get why it’s out here.”

      “Call them.”

      “What?” I was getting lost in my thoughts, which were growing darker by the minute.

      “Call Salvatore’s and see who ordered it.”

      I nodded. “Good idea.”

      “Actually, I’ll do it,” Gracie said. “You go inside and make sure she’s all right.”

      “Okay.” I put the box back on the chair and fished out my key to the RV.

      Spider and Sugar were sleeping under the tree.

      The bedroom door was open, and I could tell from where I was standing that there was no one in the bed. I went back there anyway to make sure she wasn’t just in the bathroom. “Jayne?”

      No one answered. I looked in the bathroom anyway, even though the lights were off. “Jayne.”

      A sick feeling knotted my gut as I went back out to the living room. “Spider, Sugar, have you seen Jayne?”

      Spider yawned and stretched before coming out from under the tree. “Mama gave us next breakfast.”

      “When?” I knew even as I asked the question that I wasn’t going to get the answer I wanted.

      “Before she left.”

      That told me nothing. “Has she been back since then?”

      “No. Spider hungry.”

      If Jayne hadn’t been back since she’d fed the cats, but the car was here, what did that mean? That she’d come home and gone somewhere on foot? Somewhere she hadn’t returned from yet? That made no sense. Why would she do that?

      Sugar emerged to sit beside Spider. “Treats now?”

      I tossed a few treats down for them before going back outside.

      Gracie was leaning against her car. She straightened. “She okay?”

      I shook my head. “She’s not there. I honestly have no idea where she is.”

      “Salvatore’s said they delivered a pizza to this address right around one thirty. It was ordered and paid for through their app.”

      “So she used the app around one then. That gives us a place to start. Thanks for doing that.”

      “Sure.”

      I peered into the Explorer. The pair of cupholders held a mostly empty bottle of Dr Pepper and several rolled sheets of paper with names and addresses on them. The list of people who had the Christmas Magic paper.

      No sign of her phone or purse or any other personal items.

      I went around to the back and used the flashlight on my phone to see through the tinted rear window. I’d expected to see all the rolls of paper she’d managed to retrieve today. But the back of the vehicle was empty.

      Loose threads started to weave together. I let out a soft curse.

      “What?” Gracie was standing near the back of the SUV.

      I shook my head. “Something’s wrong. Something’s really wrong. I can feel it.” I explained about the paper and how Jayne was trying to get it all back. “There should be at least a few rolls in the car. There’s nothing. And no sign of her.”

      Gracie wrapped her arms around herself. “You think she ran into trouble at one of the houses? Maybe …” She shook her head. “Never mind. You don’t need to hear that.”

      “Hear what?” I already had an idea what she was going to say.

      “What if one of the addresses she went to was the person who’s behind all these break-ins? If they figured out what she was doing, they might have followed her back here to see if she had more of the Christmas Magic paper.”

      A chill went through me that had nothing to do with the snow coming down. “They could have taken the rolls she’d already collected.” I swallowed. “They could have taken her, too, thinking she’d know where to get more of it.”

      Gracie nodded with a sick look on her face. “I’m so sorry.”
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      Where was I? My head was hanging down, and it throbbed with the kind of pain that made me not want to open my eyes. So I didn’t. I worked on using my other senses to figure out what was going on. Obviously, I’d been hit on the head. I guessed by Sandy. Which seemed hard to believe since Sin had told me she was a nurse. She’d been in scrubs, too!

      Weren’t they supposed to be the good guys?

      As best I could tell, I was tied to a wooden chair. My ankles were connected to the legs of the chair, but my hands were behind the back of the chair. Not the most comfortable position, I assure you. My shoulders felt tight from my arms being stretched like that.

      It was really cold too. Colder than an apartment should be.

      I could hear voices faintly, like they were a room or two away. No, more like they were whispering. A man and a woman. Sandy and Jerry? I tried to make out what they were saying.

      “She can get more. She works there.”

      “I can’t believe you did this. They’re nice people!”

      “Nice doesn’t pay the bills.”

      A sigh. “I know. I just … feel bad.”

      “Get over it.”

      Definitely a man and a woman to me, but I couldn’t tell which one of them was saying what. The voices were too soft and not that different in tone. I opened my eyes a tiny bit. Wherever I was, the room was dark, but there was some light coming from behind me. I closed my eyes for a minute as the pain in my head sharpened.

      I winced and ground my teeth together to keep from making a sound. The pain finally lessened some.

      When I reopened my eyes, I stared at the floor to let my eyes adjust to the dim light.

      The floor was concrete. And not super clean. The room in the apartment I’d walked into had been carpeted. It had also been fitted out with a large laser printer that had been spitting out sheets of hundred-dollar bills. Christmas-Magic-wrapping-paper-size sheets.

      I might have been knocked unconscious, but I had seen that much. So I’d been hit on the head and moved. But to where? A garage?

      The apartment didn’t have a garage.

      I picked my head up maybe a quarter of an inch, which started the throbbing again with new intensity. The back of my head felt cold and wet, too. I could only imagine that was blood. How hard had Sandy hit me?

      I tried lifting my head again. I needed to see what was around me, but snowballs, that was a lot of pain. Through the haze of my apparent head injury, I thought I saw cardboard boxes marked medical supplies.

      I heard footsteps, and the light behind me brightened. I closed my eyes and let my head droop again.

      “I think she’s still out.” That was definitely a woman talking. Sandy then?

      “We need her to wake up so she can tell us how to get more paper.” That was a man. Jerry? That doughnut-eating traitor. “I know that store has a stockroom. I bet there’s more in there.”

      “I don’t know,” Sandy said. “If they had some, why wouldn’t they have put it out for sale?”

      “You told me yourself. They figured out the deal with the paper. That’s why she came to get it back.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. That means there has to be more in that stockroom. Probably a ton more if she’s been out buying them back from people. Look at all the rolls she had in her car.”

      Jerry grunted in agreement. “That’s what I’m saying. But we need to do this soon. Someone’s going to realize she’s missing.”

      “Just as soon as the shop closes.”

      If they were waiting for that, it wasn’t ten o’clock yet. Which didn’t really help me that much, but it gave me a little sense of time.

      Although I still didn’t know where I was.

      Sandy spoke again. “Can’t we go back to the apartment then? It’s cold in here. And you’re supposed to be on duty at the office. Don’t you think you should be there? What if he comes looking for her? Or brings you more doughnuts?”

      “All right, quit nagging me. We’ll go back.”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s got a coat on. She’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t know. It’s getting colder.”

      Jerry sighed. “Throw one of those moving blankets on her. And if she’s not awake when we get back, you’re going to have to give her something to wake her up.”

      “I have smelling salts,” Sandy said. “You know, ammonia.”

      “Good.”

      I heard a little noise, then felt weight on me. The moving blanket. It was stiff and scratchy and smelled like oil and mildew with a faint hint of yeti.

      Thanks, Sandy.

      I heard a garage door go up, confirming that was where I was. Then it closed, and I was alone.

      I waited a little bit before I did anything, just to be sure I really was alone. I heard a car start up and drive off. Good enough for me.

      I was cold and in a lot of pain. Not to mention tied up. And possibly bleeding from my head wound. I needed a solution, but my mind went in a different direction. Did Sin know I was gone? Had I been missed? I must have been if I didn’t show up for my shift. My phone and my purse were still in the car. Or at least they had been. If one of the Quinlans had been in the car to get the rolls of paper, they could have taken my purse and phone out too.

      I couldn’t believe the Quinlans were the counterfeiters. Honestly, I’d been so sure Elsie’s nephew had been involved. I had really been off base.

      Despite the gross aroma, the moving blanket had actually made me a little warmer, but the weight of it also made my head hurt more. I couldn’t let the pain in my head keep me from doing something though. I didn’t know how much time I had until they came back, but I was guessing at least an hour, otherwise it probably wouldn’t have been worth the drive for them to go home, then come back again.

      Wait. Whose garage was I in? I thought as hard as my brain would let me. There definitely wasn’t a garage attached to the office-apartment building. And they’d clearly said they were going home. Which meant they weren’t there now.

      If this garage was attached to a house, there was every chance there was a third person involved in the counterfeiting scheme. They hadn’t mentioned one, though. Could Elsie’s nephew be back in play?

      Ugh. This was a lot of thinking for my poor, aching self.

      Slowly, I tried to lift my head. The weight of the blanket made it feel like actual work. Maybe there was another person. For all I knew, there was a camera on me right now and I was being monitored by that person.

      I couldn’t just sit here and do nothing, though. I thought about what I could do, finally coming up with an idea.

      I decided the moving blanket was actually a good thing because it would act as a cushion. My best bet was to tip the chair over onto its side, then I figured I could free my feet. Once I did that, I could stand up and lose the chair altogether.

      It occurred to me that I might also try the old Santa slide, the ability I’d inherited from my uncle that allowed me to supernaturally glide through the tiniest of cracks. I wouldn’t be using it to get access to anywhere in here but to ditch the bindings. The problem with using that magic was that it always made me dizzy.

      Without really knowing what shape my head was in, adding some dizziness didn’t seem like a good idea. I had no clue how long I’d already been unconscious. I couldn’t afford to knock myself out again and give Jerry and Sandy a chance to get back here.

      I started rocking side to side. Harder to do than you’d think with a moving blanket draped over you. The motion hurt my head, but I wasn’t giving up. I got some momentum and went hard to my right.

      All I succeeded in doing was tipping myself into a stack of boxes. I’d gone maybe thirty, forty degrees, no more.

      The movement hadn’t helped the ache in my head either.

      I had no choice but to try again, this time with the goal of landing on my left side. Rocking was harder since I was leaning. The more I moved, the more my head hurt. The pain was actually radiating down my neck now.

      I’d love to know what that woman had hit me with. And then get a chance to use it on her.

      I rocked back and forth, back and forth, finally getting enough momentum to tip over in the correct direction.

      For a split second as I fell, I realized there wasn’t as much blanket around me on the left side. Then I hit the ground, my head making contact with the concrete. I cried out as fresh pain made my brain feel too big for my skull.

      Darkness tugged at me. I fought, trying to keep my eyes open, trying to maintain consciousness.

      Then the darkness won.
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      As I stared at the snowy road, one thought repeated itself in my head. I was going to kill someone. Whoever was responsible for Jayne’s disappearance. They were going to have to die.

      Gracie stepped in front of me. “Hey. Sin. Look at me. I know you’re going to a dark place. I can see it happening.”

      “I’m fine,” I muttered.

      “No, you’re not. And I don’t blame you.”

      “I need to find her.” The problem was, I had no idea where to start looking. I felt helpless, and that only added to my anger.

      “I know you do. Listen, I’m no wolf, but I still have a pretty decent sense of smell. Maybe I can track her.”

      Gracie was a jaguar shifter. Of course she could track Jayne. I nodded. “Okay. What do you need? Just something of hers?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Come on. In the RV.” I turned and hurried back inside.

      She followed. “Wow, this is nice.”

      “Thanks. It was a gift from Jayne’s parents.” Two people who were going to lose it when they found out Jayne was missing.

      Gracie shot me a look. “That’s quite a gift.”

      “Jayne’s a winter elf. And not just any winter elf. Her father is Jack Frost. Her uncle is Santa Claus. Whoever took her has no idea what they’re up against.”

      Gracie’s eyes widened. “So what you’re saying is winter is coming?”

      I snorted. Gracie always had been good at getting me out of a mood. Not as good as Jayne but not bad. “That is exactly what I’m saying.” I opened the coat closet and found her scarf. “Will this do?”

      Gracie held out her hand. “I think so.” She took the scarf and held it to her nose. Gold light danced in her eyes, the sign of her shifter side activating. She nodded. “This will work.”

      Spider jumped up onto the kitchen counter and pawed the air next to Gracie.

      She smiled at him. “Hi, little man.”

      He blinked at her. “Hi.”

      Gracie sucked in a breath and jerked back, almost losing her balance. “What the—”

      “Gracie, meet Spider. Spider, this is Gracie.” I didn’t want to take the time to go into a long explanation. “He talks. Magic gone awry.”

      Gracie was still staring at him. “You should warn a person.”

      “He doesn’t usually talk in front of anyone but Jayne and me.”

      Spider didn’t seem to be done with Gracie though. He pawed the air again. “Lady, you smell like cat.”

      “Because I am one,” Gracie said.

      I gave Spider a scratch on the head. “I’ll explain later, buddy. Right now, Gracie and I need to go look for your mama.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we don’t know where she is.”

      Spider’s little brow seemed to furrow. Then his tailed swished in fast tempo, a sure sign he was upset. “Mama gone?”

      “Not gone. Just …” I really didn’t know what to tell him. I didn’t want him freaking out. Or worse, running off to look for her himself. “She’ll be back soon.”

      He was silent a moment. Then said, “Mkay.” He jumped down and went back under the tree.

      “Come on,” I said.

      Gracie put the scarf on the couch. “It would be easier for me to do this shifted.”

      “Oh. Right. You want me to wait outside?” I’d seen her take on her jaguar form before, but we’d been dating then.

      “No. Just hold the door open.”

      I stepped outside and kept the door open.

      Gracie leaped through, shifting mid-air and landing on all fours, her spotted fur rippling as the snow hit it. She let out a low snuffle that ended in a soft, throaty growl.

      I stayed behind her, letting her do her thing.

      She walked around the Explorer, sniffing, mouth open. Then she walked into the middle of Pumpkin Patch Lane. She took a few more steps toward the office. Or maybe she was going toward the campground’s entrance. It was hard to tell where she was headed.

      She took one more step, then another. She was moving so slowly that I had to imagine Jayne’s scent was either hard to pick up or too faint for Gracie to keep hold of. She kept going, though.

      Just like the snow kept falling.

      Finally she made it across the street. She stood in front of the office, lifting her head to sniff some more. She went all the way to the door, sniffed the handle, then turned around to look at me. Her whole body shook, and a moment later, she’d transformed into her human self. “The scent is really weak. It’s the snow. Whatever track she left has been covered. I think she might have come over here, but I’m not a hundred percent sure. I’m sorry. I really thought I could do better.”

      “It’s all right. You tried.”

      Just then a sedan came down the lane and pulled in around the office to where the carport was. Jerry had been at the wheel, but there’d been a woman in the passenger’s seat I could only assume was his wife.

      The lights were on in the office, but there was a handwritten Back Soon sign on the inside of the glass window on the top half of the door.

      A few moments later, Jerry came through the apartment door. He was smiling and hurrying. “Sorry I was gone,” he said as he unlocked it and came outside. “I took the wife out for a quick bite. Can I help you with something, Sinclair?” He looked at Gracie. “You’re not Jayne.”

      “No, I’m Gracie. Family friend.”

      “Nice to meet you, miss.”

      I got him back on track. “You can help by telling me if you’ve seen Jayne recently? She didn’t show up at work today. She’s not in the RV either. Or answering her phone. It seems she’s gone missing.”

      Jerry looked stricken by my assessment. “Oh no. Missing? That can’t be. I haven’t seen her, but what do you think could have happened?”

      “I really don’t know.” I didn’t want to go into the whole counterfeiting thing. I saw no way that would make a difference.

      “That’s just dreadful. I’m sure she’ll turn up. But if there’s anything I can do to help, you just let me know. I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “Thanks, Jerry. I appreciate that.”

      He nodded. “Of course. Please, let me know when you find her.”

      I hesitated, unwilling to give up so easily. “Do you think you could ask your wife? Jayne’s pretty memorable with that blue hair.”

      Jerry smiled. “Sure.” He leaned back through the door. “Sandy? Sweetheart, will you come out here a second?”

      A small, curvy woman with short gray hair came out a moment later. She was in blue scrubs. “What do you need, Jerry? I need to leave for work.”

      “Sandy, this is Sinclair Crowe. He and his wife are in that pretty RV in spot thirty-three. The one all decorated for Christmas.”

      She smiled. “You all did a lovely job on that.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Jerry wasn’t done with the introductions, though. “Sinclair, I think I told you my wife is a nurse at the hospital. She’s just about to leave.”

      “You did tell me that. I’ll make it quick. Sandy, I was wondering if you’d seen my wife today. She’s about so tall”—I put my hand level with my shoulder—“and has long blue hair.”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t. And I think I’d remember someone with long blue hair.”

      Jerry made a little noise. “She’s gone missing, Sandy.”

      Sandy put her hand to her mouth. “That’s just awful. I hope you find her. This snow isn’t letting up.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

      “I’m sure she’ll turn up.” Jerry gave me a sympathetic smile as he closed the door.

      Gracie and I headed back to the RV. “I have to call the police. I know they don’t usually consider someone missing until they’ve been gone twenty-four hours, but I have a feeling that’s not going to matter in this case.”

      Gracie kept pace beside me, but she kept looking over her shoulder. “I know I said the snow was interfering with my ability to pick up Jayne’s scent out here, but I have to tell you…I got a stronger whiff of it coming out of there.”

      I stopped walking. “The office?”

      She nodded. “My gut says she was in there.”

      I glanced back at the warm light beaming through the office door, trying to make sense of that. “Maybe she knew she was in trouble and went in there looking for help?”

      “Then why didn’t he admit to seeing her?”

      “He said they went out to eat, but that doesn’t fit the timeline. It’s after eight o’clock. He wouldn’t have been out of the office since one just to take his wife for a meal.”

      “Could he have left the office unlocked? I mean, maybe she went in there, hoping to find him and get help, but he wasn’t in the office at that time. Maybe he was doing something else.”

      I shook my head. “Jerry’s always been there any time I’ve gone in. In fact, it seems odd that he left to go out to eat, but I don’t really know his schedule. Maybe he gets a night off.”

      “Or maybe he’s lying. Maybe they’re both lying.”

      I didn’t like that idea. Why would Jerry or his wife lie about seeing Jayne? As we stood there, snow drifting down around us, Sandy pulled out in their sedan. The taillights burned like embers in the dark.

      I stared after the car. “I’m calling the sheriff.”
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      I felt the cold first.

      My second realization as I came awake was that I was moving. But not under my own power. Someone was lifting the chair back onto all fours. I was still mostly covered with the blanket, so I couldn’t see anything. The movement made me nauseous. I really did not want to throw up. Things were bad enough already.

      I tried to breathe through the queasiness and ended up inhaling more of the blanket’s stinkiness. If only my head would stop hurting. I was sure hitting the concrete hadn’t helped, but at least I’d tried something.

      My left shoulder was throbbing now, too, probably also from the impact with the concrete. Probably not dislocated though. No personal experience with that, but I assumed it would hurt more instead of the dull ache I was feeling.

      I could hear the movement of whoever else was out there, but I felt very alone and suddenly, very afraid. Like I might never see Sin or Spider or Sugar or my North Pole family again.

      The desperate, sinking feeling washed over me like a tsunami, so fast and strong, my eyes teared up and my lower lip trembled. The idea of being separated from my family cut so deeply I felt a very different kind of pain.

      These people who’d grabbed me were driven by greed. I had no idea if they were capable of killing me or not, but money made people do crazy things. And the Quinlans definitely qualified as nutters.

      But I was not going down without a fight. Sin would tell me I was capable of anything. My father would tell me I was stronger than I realized. Birdie would tell me to do whatever I had to do. I just had to pull myself together and make a plan.

      If only the pain would stop so my brain could concentrate on thinking.

      Maybe I could reason with the Quinlans. At the very least, I didn’t think it would make things worse.

      “Please let me go,” I whispered. My throat was tight and dry. I would have killed for a Dr Pepper.

      The blanket got pulled off me, and a bright light, the flashlight on a smart phone, glared in my face, making it impossible for me to see who was behind it. I blinked and squinted, trying to get my eyes to adjust.

      The hand holding the phone looked female. Was it just Sandy here? I didn’t detect any other movement like there was a second person. I thought it would be better if I kept it secret that I knew who she was. I needed to buy time not just so someone might find me but so I felt well enough to try some magic. The last thing I needed was to lose consciousness again by over-exerting myself.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” I asked. Playing dumb would definitely buy me some time. I hoped. I also hoped that Sin was looking for me.

      In fact, I hoped the entire Nocturne Falls Sheriff’s Department had been deployed. I hoped there were packs of wolf shifters trying to track my scent and dragons and gargoyles in the air, searching for any sign of me. I hoped—

      “You know what I want.”

      I shook my head, and the new pain that caused made me instantly regret the movement. I squeezed my eyes shut in an effort to ease the discomfort as quickly as possible. “I don’t even know who you are or where I am. How could I know what you want?”

      “Well, then, let me make it easy for you. All you have to do is tell me where I can find more Christmas Magic paper.”

      I opened my eyes and did my best to stare at her through the glare of the light. “Seriously? This is all about wrapping paper?”

      “You know it’s not just wrapping paper.”

      Sure, but I wasn’t going to let her know I knew.

      “You’re out of luck. It’s all been recalled. The research department figured out it was a fire hazard. The stuff could just combust spontaneously. That’s why I’ve been visiting everyone who bought some and buying it back.”

      “There’s no fire hazard. You’re lying. That’s not why you’ve been trying to get the paper back.”

      I was so fed up. I scowled at her. “What other reason would there be?”

      “Enough.” Her hand cracked across my face.

      I hadn’t been expecting that. But the pain in my face was minimal compared with the fresh throbbing at the back of my head. I tasted blood, too. My lip must have split. Sandy was stronger than she appeared, but then she was a nurse. I supposed lifting patients was a pretty good muscle-builder. I was pretty sure I could still take her. But obviously not with my hands tied behind my back. “What do you really want?”

      “I told you. I want more paper. It’s in the storeroom behind the toy shop, isn’t it?”

      There wouldn’t be Christmas Magic paper in there. Any rolls we’d had would have already been sent back to the NP through the Santa’s Bag. I’d done the same thing with all the rolls I’d recovered yesterday, too.

      But Sandy wouldn’t know that, and I could buy myself more time and opportunity if I could get her to take me there.

      Then I remembered what Sin had told me about the value of the paper and decided to appeal to her greed. I hung my head, trying to look defeated, and let out a sigh. “Yes. There’s at least a hundred rolls there. Probably more.”

      “And you can get into the storeroom?”

      “Yes. My employee code will unlock the exterior door.” Except I wouldn’t be using my employee code.

      “Then we’re about to take a little trip.”

      Of course we were. I’d just promised her three million dollars.

      I formulated a plan. If I could recover enough on the drive to the stockroom, I would get us inside using my trouble code, which I hoped would call the sheriff’s department. Then I’d use my magic to freeze her in a block of ice until they got there.

      She was human, and using my magic in front of a human in a way that would reveal my true nature was strictly forbidden, but this was a life-or-death situation.

      I’d take whatever punishment was deemed suitable if it meant I was still alive.

      My backup plan would be to manually set off the alarm by pushing the button next to the employees-only door. Or possibly shove her into the Santa’s Bag and send her to the North Pole. The bag wasn’t exactly rated for the transfer of living things, but I was willing to risk it.

      Having a Plan A and a Plan B made me defiant. “You’re not going to get away with this, you know.”

      “Shows how much you know. We’ve already been getting away with it.”

      “Getting away with what?”

      “You don’t need to know. Now let’s get you ready for the car ride.”

      “I’m ready.”

      Sandy kept the light on me while she reached into the pocket of her coat and pulled something out. I couldn’t quite tell what it was.

      She moved behind me, redirecting the light toward the ceiling. I guessed she’d put her phone on one of the stacks of boxes that seemed to be everywhere in the garage. Except now that I could see a little better, this didn’t look like a garage.

      There was no door that might lead outside or into a house. Plus it was a little narrow. It would be impossible to open the doors of any car parked in here. The walls were made of steel. I looked up. So was the ceiling. That wavy kind of steel used in sheds and outbuildings. Maybe it was a storage unit? That seemed more likely.

      “This’ll have to go into your leg since your coat is in the way.”

      I turned to see what she was talking about, and the glint of metal caught my eye. She was holding a syringe.

      Snowballs. She was going to inject me with something. Probably to knock me out. “Please don’t do that. I’m allergic to all kinds of stuff.”

      “Calm down. It’s just a little Versed. You’ll be fine by the time we get to the shop.”

      I wasn’t really sure what Versed was, but I was sure it was meant to dope me into compliance. I tried to get away, but still being tied to the chair made that impossible. “You’ve already given me a concussion. Do you really need to—”

      “You talk a lot, you know that?” She jabbed the syringe into my thigh and depressed the plunger as she grinned. “Nighty-night, chatter box.”

      I felt a sting, followed by warmth spreading throughout my body. I knew with the speed of my metabolism, I wasn’t going to last long.

      “You’re a … a …” My head drooped. “Terrible … pershun.” Then, once again, darkness took over.
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      Birdie arrived before anyone else, which didn’t surprise me. She parked in front of the Explorer, then jumped out of her car and ran straight to us. Gracie and I were still outside. I’d turned on the little gas heater Jayne and I used in colder climates, which only barely took the chill off in a three-foot radius, but it was something.

      I hadn’t wanted to go back inside the RV for two reasons. I wanted to keep an eye on the office and Jerry. And I didn’t want to freak the cats out.

      With the sheriff and some of his deputies coming, the RV would fill up pretty fast anyway.

      Birdie looked panicked. Which was exactly how I felt. “What happened? Do you have any idea where she is? When’s the last you heard from her?”

      I shook my head and told her everything I knew, from the pizza to Gracie’s suspicions about Jayne being in the office.

      “I think I was the last one who talked to her then.” Birdie’s eyes took on a luminous blue glow for a moment. “If anyone has hurt her, I will tear their throat out.”

      “Get in line,” I said.

      Two NFSD cars pulled in next. The sheriff got out of the first one. Two deputies from the second.

      Hank Merrow walked over. “Jayne’s missing?”

      I nodded and told him and the two deputies everything I’d just told Birdie.

      He took a long look at the office before turning around to face me again. “And Jerry’s still in there?”

      “As far as I know. The Quinlans live in the attached apartment. I think they only have the one car, and his wife left in it for the hospital about fifteen or twenty minutes ago. She’s a nurse.”

      Merrow pointed at the two deputies. “This is Deputy Remy Lafitte and Deputy-in-Training Santana Morales.”

      “My brother,” Gracie said with a nod.

      I made eye contact with them. “Nice to meet you both.”

      “Crowe, you come with me,” Merrow said. “Lafitte, Morales, you take the back of the apartment.”

      “What about me?” Birdie asked.

      Merrow frowned at his aunt. “As I have reminded you many times, you are not a deputy. You are not a law officer of any kind.”

      Her eyes glowed blue again. “But I am a werewolf, and this is Jayne we’re talking about.”

      Merrow sighed. “I’ll let you know if I need help.” Then he quietly muttered under his breath, “Which I won’t.”

      “I heard that,” Birdie said.

      I gave her a smile. “Would you mind making a pot of coffee? I think we’re going to need it. Plus I’m sure Spider would love to see you.”

      Birdie smiled. “I’d be happy to make some coffee. And smooch that little cat’s face. Come on, Gracie.”

      As the two women went into the RV, Merrow and I walked to the office while his deputies went around to the back of the building.

      “Let me do the talking,” Merrow said.

      I nodded. I didn’t know what the sheriff planned on doing, but maybe his presence, which was pretty intimidating even if you didn’t know he was a werewolf, might shake Jerry up a little. Get some truth out of him.

      Merrow pulled the door open and went in. I followed. He rang the bell twice.

      Jerry came out of the apartment door. His smile disappeared when he saw Merrow. “H-hello, Sheriff. Sinclair. What can I help you with? Is this about Jayne? Did you find her?”

      “No,” Merrow said. “But we have evidence that strongly suggests she was in this office earlier.”

      He shook his head. “Not when I was here. I swear it. Now my wife and I did go out to eat earlier. It’s possible she came in then.”

      I knew I was supposed to let the sheriff do the talking, but I had to interject. “But a few minutes ago, when I first came over to ask you about her, you had to unlock the door to talk to me. How would she have come in if the door was locked?”

      He looked stumped. For a second. “Oh, you know, my wife was here earlier. I ran out to put gas in the car for her since she had to go to work. That must be when Jayne came by. I’m sure I didn’t lock the door then.”

      “But your wife said she didn’t see Jayne.”

      Jerry shook his head. “She wouldn’t have. She was probably still asleep.”

      Merrow’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You made a special trip to put gas in the car even though you were going out to eat later? Why not just do it then?”

      “Because … I didn’t realize we were going out to eat at that point. We just decided when I got back. Spur of the moment. We’re spontaneous like that.” He grinned. “Keeps the spark alive, you know.”

      The sheriff hooked his thumbs into his utility belt. “You wouldn’t mind if we took a look around, would you?”

      “No, of course not.” Jerry gestured toward the rest of the office. “There’s not much to see.”

      Merrow tipped his head toward the back door. “I meant in your apartment.”

      New lines seemed to appear around Jerry’s mouth. “You really think I had something to do with this?” He looked at me. “You think I would do anything to hurt your wife, Sinclair?”

      Merrow stared daggers at Jerry. “Who said anything about her being hurt? Let us have a look at the apartment, Mr. Quinlan.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think my wife would like that.”

      “I can get a warrant.”

      Jerry nodded. “Maybe you’d better. Nothing she can say about that.”

      Without another word, Merrow turned and walked out. I went after him. “By the time you get a warrant, he could have destroyed evidence.”

      He cut his eyes at me. “I’m the law. Which means I do things according to the law.”

      “I’m not bound by those constraints.”

      “Don’t do it, Crowe. I don’t want to have to arrest you. This will happen faster than you think. Trust me.”

      The feeling of helplessness returned. It wasn’t doing a whole lot for my anger, either.

      Birdie opened the door to the RV as we walked up. “Find anything?”

      Merrow answered her. “I need a warrant to search the Quinlans’ apartment.”

      “I’ll get Judge Minton on it.” Birdie took her phone out and started dialing as she came down the steps.

      I went inside. Merrow followed. Gracie was standing by the coffee machine.  She’d put a few cups out. The cats were nowhere to be seen. I looked toward the cockpit.

      “Sin? If you’re looking for the cats, I put them in there.” She indicated the closed bedroom door. “I hope that’s okay. I didn’t want either of them to accidentally slip out.”

      “No, that’s great. Thanks.” I took a seat at the table and put my head in my hands. This wasn’t going well.

      She put a cup of coffee in front of me.

      “Thanks.”

      She handed one to Merrow, too. He just stood there with it in his hand. Like he was waiting for something.

      Birdie came back in with the two deputies behind her. “Minton is emailing the warrant now.”

      Deputy Lafitte closed the door behind him. He looked at the sheriff and shook his head. “Not exactly any signs of her in the apartment. However, there’s a pretty high-tech laser printer in there that would be awfully useful in the production of counterfeit bills.”

      I’d been about to drink my coffee. I put it down. “You went inside? Without waiting for a warrant?” They had to have used some kind of supernatural skills to slip inside undetected.

      Lafitte glanced at Merrow.

      “We take care of our own.” Merrow sipped his coffee, as cool as could be, and returned his attention to Lafitte. “You said not exactly any signs of her. What does that mean?”

      Lafitte’s eyes shifted toward me for a second, then back to Merrow. Whatever it was, he didn’t want to say it in front of me. I stood up. “What did you find?”

      He waited a beat. “A bowling trophy with blood on the marble base.”

      Birdie held up her phone. “Got the warrant. Let’s go bag that trophy. And since the blood makes it a crime scene, I say we snag that printer and anything else we can—”

      “Aunt Birdie.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll be right here.”

      The sheriff and his deputies headed out.

      The sick feeling had returned to my stomach, along with an almost blinding anger. Darkness edged my vision. The darkness of death. Jayne had been hurt. By either Jerry or his wife. And he was lying about it.

      I started to follow after the sheriff. Birdie grabbed my arm. “I know you’re angry, Sin, but you can’t kill this man. We need to find out where Jayne is.”

      Gracie nodded. “She’s right.”

      I knew they meant well. “I won’t kill him until Jayne’s safe.”

      Birdie frowned at me. “You shouldn’t say things like that to the aunt of the sheriff.”

      “Pretend you didn’t hear it.”

      “Sinclair.”

      I exhaled. “Birdie, he hurt Jayne.”

      “Or his wife did.” She pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tight in a way that said she understood. She loved Jayne too. I knew that. She finally let me go. “Come on. Let’s see if we can find out where our princess is.” She gave me a look that seemed to reflect my own emotions. “Then whatever happens, happens.”
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      Getting knocked out was getting old. At least I kept waking up. So I had that going for me.

      I blinked but couldn’t see anything. I was queasy again, I guessed from the stuff she’d injected me with. Was I lying down? What was that sound? Everything smelled like metal and oil and … gasoline. I tried to sit up and cracked my head against metal.

      The pain sucked the breath out of me as I fell back down. Instinctively, I reached to cradle my aching head. And found my hands were now tied in front of me. I pressed the heels of my palms against my forehead to stop the pain.

      After a few moments, I got my breath back and the pain had reached a more tolerable level. I tried moving my legs. They were tied together at the ankles with something thin and hard that I could feel through my socks. Zip ties was my best guess. I wished I’d worn my boots, but I had my sneakers on as I’d dressed for work in case I’d had to go right there.

      As the pain subsided to a dull throb, I added up the dark small space, weird smells, constant sound, and sense of movement. I was in a car trunk.

      By now, we had to be pretty close to the shop if not just about there.

      I was sure Sandy hadn’t anticipated me waking up from her injection this soon. My winter elf metabolism had burned through the drug in probably half the time a human would have, but then she was human and didn’t realize I wasn’t.

      That gave me an advantage. How best to use it?

      I shifted position as quietly as I could, but moving in a confined space with my wrists and ankles tied wasn’t exactly easy. All that movement made my head and shoulder hurt again, too. I’d been facing toward the front of the car. As I finally managed to wriggle around to the other side, I felt around for a latch. I swore I’d seen something online about how cars were supposed to have a mechanism to open the trunks from the inside.

      You know, to prevent this sort of thing.

      In the pitch black, finding it was a big ask. I ran my fingers along the seam where the trunk closed and hit a jagged piece of plastic. If that was the latch, it had been broken off. For the greedy, nasty piece of work that Sandy was, she’d thought ahead. I hoped she somehow got eaten by yetis. It was a delightful fantasy.

      I had no idea how using my magic might affect my concussed head, but it was time to find out.

      I pressed my hands to the metal where I thought one of the taillights should be, the one closest to me, and poured my power into it. My goal was to freeze the plastic housing until it shattered.

      The temperature in the trunk’s interior dropped significantly. The pain in my head only increased. I kept at it until I heard cracking. Then I kept at it a little longer, hoping to short out the bulb. More cracking. It sounded like walking on thin ice. Then I heard the pop I’d been waiting for.

      I pulled my hands away, panting a little with the effort. Had I done enough that someone would notice? I had no idea, but I knew one thing. Being concussed, falling over, and then getting drugged really sucked. I hurt all over and felt like I was still a little loopy from whatever I’d been injected with.

      All I wanted was to be home with Sin and the cats. I desperately needed sugar, too. I could sense myself getting weaker.

      Maybe using my magic hadn’t been such a great idea, but being dead would be a lot worse. Obviously. I wasn’t going down with any arrows left in my quiver. If I had a chance to do something that might free me, I was going to take it.

      The car turned, and the speed dropped. Were we in town? The speed limit on Main Street was definitely lower than everywhere else.

      Please let there be a deputy on patrol who’d notice the broken taillight and pull Sandy’s worthless hide over.

      The car turned again and slowed further. Then we stopped altogether. Red light? No. The engine shut off. We were at the shop. Or close to it. She wouldn’t have parked on Main Street. Not when she had to get me out of the trunk. She’d have to at least untie my feet, too.

      Unless she planned on carrying me, which would look pretty weird.

      Of course, maybe there weren’t that many people out. It had to be after ten if the plan had been to wait until the shop closed. And it was cold. The only people who might still be out were tourists looking at the lights.

      Howler’s would still be open, but their customers were inside, and that wasn’t going to help me in any way.

      Chances were pretty good that I was on my own here. I knew that Sin, wherever he was, had to be in a panic over my disappearance. He’d be doing everything he could to find me. So would everyone else who was involved.

      That was a comfort, but how on earth were they ever going to figure out where I was? They had no reason to suspect Jerry and his wife.

      I couldn’t believe I’d thought Elsie’s nephew was the counterfeiter.

      I heard a key in the lock. I went limp. I realized too late I should have turned myself back around, so I was in the original position she’d put me in, but that ship had sailed.

      She poked me. I guess to see if I was faking? I didn’t move. Something cold and wet hit my cheek. I’d have to give up my winter princess tiara if I couldn’t identify that as snow.

      As a rule, I loved snow. But it made my slim chances of help even slimmer. Snow would keep people inside and off the streets, regardless of how pretty the lights were.

      Snowy nights were best spent with someone you loved in front of a toasty fireplace with a cup of cocoa and a plate of Christmas cookies.

      What I wouldn’t give to be doing that right now.

      Sandy grabbed my shoulder and shook me. It took everything in me not to react to the pain the shaking caused.

      “Get up,” she hissed. Then she let out a very unladylike curse. She reached into the trunk and began fiddling with the zip tie around my ankles.

      She had it off a few seconds later. I wasn’t ready to make my move yet. She’d be most vulnerable trying to get me out of the trunk. That’s what I was waiting for. Then I’d be close to her and able to do serious damage.

      She let go of me, and for a moment, I thought she’d given up.

      Then the vilest, most acrid scent filled my nose and threatened to annihilate my senses. Ammonia. She’d used smelling salts on me. I gagged and coughed and had no choice but to stop pretending I was still unconscious.

      “Good. You’re awake. Let’s go.”

      I opened my eyes, thinking I was just going to have to take my chances right here. Until I saw Sandy was holding a gun at her side.

      Son of a nutcracker. I hadn’t counted on that. We were parked on the side street next to the stockroom. I looked past her, at Main Street. It was deserted. The snow was coming down pretty good.

      I stared at her, defiant. “You’re not going to shoot me.”

      She tipped her head. “You don’t think so? You want to test that theory?” She gestured at me with the gun. “Get out of the trunk.”

      I actually didn’t. “That would be a lot easier to do with my hands untied.”

      “No dice. Move.”

      “I don’t think so.” I really didn’t think she’d shoot me. The town might be practically empty, but someone would hear the sound. Right? Someone in Howler’s? Although I could hear the distant thump of music coming from there.

      No one in Howler’s would hear the shot.

      Before I could make an attempt to get out, she leaned closer. “Get out or I will shoot you, then go back and shoot your little cat, too.”

      Every cell in my body got angry. Oh, it was on now. If only looks could kill, Sandy would be one dead duck.

      I swung my legs out so fast she backed up. I got my feet on the ground, then threw the rest of my body forward, relying on momentum to lift me up. It worked. And only added minimally to my aches and pains. I stood in front of her, glaring icicles at her. “You hurt a single hair on my husband or my cats and I will make you regret being born. You have no idea what I am capable of.”

      She chuckled. “Sure, sweetheart.” She pointed toward the stockroom door with the barrel of the gun. “You better be capable of unlocking that door and getting us in. No funny business either. If I hear an alarm …” She wiggled the gun.

      I started for the door. I didn’t know if my trouble code would set off an audible alarm or not, but I didn’t care. Just like I didn’t care that I was too weak to use my magic. If I passed out, I passed out.

      But I was taking Sandy down first. I was done with her and her threats. No one hurt my family. Like the saying goes, revenge was a dish best served cold.
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      With the warrant served, Jerry had no option but to let Merrow and his deputies search his apartment. Of course, they already had, but he didn’t know that. As a precaution, Jerry had been cuffed, too.

      He stood between Birdie and me in the office. Gracie had stayed behind in the RV. “There’s nothing to find. We haven’t done anything.”

      Birdie crossed her arms. “You should be quiet. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law, you know.”

      His eyes widened. “Are you arresting me?”

      “Nope.” She glared at him. “Just reminding you.”

      Merrow came out of the apartment. “That’s a pretty fancy laser printer, that Acme Industrial Inkjet 3500. What’s a thing like that run?”

      Birdie pulled out her phone and started typing away.

      Jerry shrugged. “I have no idea. My wife handles all of the big purchases. I think she got it secondhand, though. Some kind of deal. Doesn’t even work that great to be honest, but it does all right for the passport photos and portraits I do.”

      “Ha.” Birdie laughed and held up her phone. “That printer is four grand.”

      I smirked. Birdie was a special kind of dangerous.

      “Good to know,” Merrow said. Then he disappeared back into the apartment.

      Birdie looked at me, then tipped her head toward Jerry. “Listen, Quinlan. Things will go a lot easier on you if you just tell us where Jayne is.”

      He shook his head. “I told you, I don’t know anything about this.”

      Birdie looked like she might bite him. She turned away to hide the glow in her eyes. “I gotta go outside for a minute, Sin.”

      She needed to compose herself. I understood. “Go ahead. He’s not going anywhere.”

      “I’ll just go check on Gracie.” She stepped out into the snow.

      Leaving me alone with Jerry. I’d waited long enough. I wrapped my hand around his wrist and spoke slowly, keeping my voice down. “Where is my wife?”

      He tried to pull away, raising his hands like he needed to protect himself. Probably not a bad idea, but there was nothing he could do. I tightened my grip.

      He looked a little scared. “I told you, I don’t know. I didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      “You’re lying, Jerry.” I jerked his hands higher so he could see what I was doing and pushed power through my fingertips. Under my grasp, his skin began to darken and wrinkle. Like a piece of fruit going bad.

      His eyes rounded. “W-what are you doing to me?”

      “Tell me where she is. They’ve already found a bowling trophy with blood on it. We know something happened here. All you’re doing is making things worse for yourself.”

      He swallowed but said nothing. His eyes were wild, though, darting around like he was looking for help.

      He wasn’t going to get any.

      I opened myself up completely to my power, letting it flow through me and into my eyes so that they’d change color. If that didn’t scare him, I’d need Birdie to go full wolf.

      I knew the instant my eyes went silvery-white because he sucked in a ragged breath and tried to get away again. He shook his head. “Leave me alone.”

      “Do you know why your skin is turning black, Jerry? Because it’s dying. Just like the rest of you is going to do if you don’t tell me where my wife is. If you think I’m lying, I’d be happy to prove otherwise.”

      Jerry looked like he might cry. “She’s in our storage unit. With Sandy.”

      I let go of him just as Merrow came back into the office. Jerry pulled his hands in close to his body and shrank away from me. “He tried to kill me.”

      Merrow looked at Jerry, then me. “What did I miss?”

      I let the power drain out of me, returning my eyes to normal. “His wife has Jayne in their storage unit. We need to go now. Also, Jerry’s going to need a doctor.”

      Merrow sighed and squeezed the radio on his shoulder. “Lafitte, office.”

      A moment later, Lafitte showed up. “Have Deputy-in-Training Morales take Mr. Quinlan into custody, then get him some medical attention. This crime scene is officially under your control. Get another deputy out here.”

      Lafitte nodded. “On it.”

      Merrow jerked his head at me. “Did you happen to find out where the storage unit was?”

      I glared at Jerry.

      “Storage Plus on Sanderson Road.” He gulped. “Unit 198.”

      “Let’s go,” Merrow said.

      We hurried out of the office.

      “Birdie,” Merrow shouted.

      The RV door opened, and Birdie stuck her head out. Gracie was right behind her.

      I couldn’t wait for Merrow. “We found Jayne.”

      I could hear Birdie gasp from across Pumpkin Patch Lane. She and Gracie came running down the steps.

      “Lock the door,” I said.

      Birdie ran back and took care of that. “You can ride with me, Sin.”

      “No,” Merrow said. “He’s with me.”

      I got the sense he wasn’t open to discussing it. I was pretty sure I knew why. He wanted to talk to me about what I’d done to Jerry. And possibly what I’d let Jerry see.

      In general, Nocturne Falls liked to keep the supernatural population a secret. Allowing real supernatural elements to be seen was okay when the tourists thought it was a show or someone playing a part. But to really let them see it?

      That wasn’t on the approved list.

      We got into his vehicle. He started the engine and got us on the road. Birdie followed with Gracie behind her. For a brief moment, I wondered how the two women were getting along, what with Birdie being a wolf and Gracie being a jaguar.

      Merrow cleared his throat as we pulled onto the main road. His speed increased to a number no civilian would have gotten away with. “What you did back there …”

      I nodded. I’d been anticipating this. “I know. I shouldn’t have done it. Whatever the consequences are, I’ll take them without complaint. I don’t mean to sound flippant, but this is my wife’s life we’re talking about.”

      Merrow nodded, his expression grim. Although he sort of always looked that way. “I would have done the same thing if Ivy was the one missing. But I can’t pretend you didn’t violate a pretty basic tenet of what makes this town work.”

      “I know.”

      “What did you do to him, exactly?”

      “Death touch.”

      Merrow slanted his eyes at me. “You want to explain that?”

      “You know I’m a necromancer.”

      He grunted.

      “One of my skills is being able to raise the dead. Temporarily. But I can also reverse engineer that and cause death where I make contact. Except it’s not temporary.”

      “That’s why he needs medical attention?”

      “Yes. What’s on Jerry’s wrist is a spot of death. It might look like a bruise, but it’ll stay black, and it won’t heal. The only way to get rid of it is to cut it out. And it will have to be cut out or Jerry could eventually die.”

      “We all die sometime.”

      “In his case, it would be sooner than he’s supposed to. The death spot will necrotize more and more of his body, working outward as well as internally. My understanding is that it liquefies the insides if left untreated.”

      Merrow’s lip curled slightly. “That’s quite a gift you’ve got.”

      “I almost never use it.”

      “Good to know.” Merrow slowed, then pulled into the storage facility. It was fenced and gated, but there was a keypad near the opening.

      My heart was pounding in my chest. We needed to get in. I gauged the height of the fence. I could probably climb it.

      His phone rang. “Yes?”

      I could hear Birdie through his phone. “The code is one-zero-zero-one-one.”

      Merrow jumped out, punched the code in, and the gate began to roll back. He returned to the vehicle and shut the door. “She drives me mad sometimes, but she’s the best employee I have.”

      I smiled despite the situation. My pulse ticked down a notch. I had a deep affection for Birdie myself.

      We drove through, Birdie and Gracie behind us. Merrow parked, and we jumped out, headed straight to the Quinlans’ unit. There was a padlock on the side of the garage door.

      Merrow glanced around, found a security camera, then turned his body so the camera’s view was blocked. As Gracie and Birdie joined us, he grabbed the padlock and twisted.

      It popped open.

      Impressive. I raised my brows. “I’m not the only one with interesting gifts.”

      Merrow pulled his service weapon, keeping the barrel down, finger off the trigger. “Stay behind me.”

      We did as he asked.

      He went to the center of the door, reached down to grab the handle, then yanked the door up. As it flew open, his gun came up. “Sheriff. Freeze.”

      But even in the dim security lights, it was easy to see the unit was empty. Of people. There were stacks of boxes all around it.

      Merrow went in, checking around a few stacks before putting his gun away. He stood near the back, looking at something.

      I came around some boxes and saw an old wooden chair and a moving blanket. “They were keeping her here.”

      Merrow nodded.

      Birdie was at my elbow. “We’re too late.”

      Merrow opened one of the boxes. “Looks like gauze and bandages.” He dug deeper and came out with a bundle of money. Before he could say anything, the radio on his shoulder squawked. “Sheriff?”

      He squeezed the receiver. “Go ahead, Dispatch.”

      “The silent alarm at the Santa’s Workshop toy store in town has just been triggered.”
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      I almost exhaled in relief after I punched in my trouble code and heard nothing but the soft snick of the lock releasing. I opened the door and went in, Sandy right behind me, the barrel of her gun in my back.

      Then I had a moment of doubt. If I hadn’t heard anything, maybe the trouble code hadn’t done anything. Maybe my dad had accidentally given me the wrong code.

      I couldn’t rely on the code having sounded any kind of alarm. Or on someone getting here in time. I was pretty sure that Sandy would kill me when she found out there was no Christmas Magic paper in the stockroom. I could only stall for so long.

      And the longer I waited, the weaker I got. As much as I liked to think I was indestructible, I wasn’t. I was pretty sure my body was on the brink of shutting down. I didn’t know how much blood I’d lost, but I was sure that was contributing to my weakness. If only I could get my hands on some sugar.

      I looked longingly at the break room. There was all kinds of sugar in there. “I’m really thirsty. Could I grab a soda out of the employee fridge?”

      She shoved me forward with the barrel of the gun. “We’re here for one thing. That paper.”

      It was worth a shot. “It’s a little hard to see in here.” It wasn’t really. There was just enough faint light from odds and ends around the room to make out the shelves. But again, I was buying time.

      “No lights.” She jabbed me with the gun. “I told you, no tricks. Where’s the paper?”

      “I’m not sure. We got a big shipment of new stock in last night, so everything had to be reorganized and inventoried tonight. And since you didn’t let me go to work, I don’t know where things got moved to. I’ll have to look.” It was kind of scary how good I was at lying.

      Probably the few working neurons in my brain making the extra effort to keep me alive. Well done, neurons!

      Wow. I really was losing it faster than a snowman in a sauna.

      “So hurry up and start looking,” Sandy said.

      “Do you really need to point that gun at me?” I took a step forward, and thankfully, I didn’t hear her follow.

      “Yes.”

      I kept my back to her. “You’re probably one of those nurses who overdoses sick patients on purpose and thinks you’re being merciful, right?”

      “Shut up and look.”

      There was anger in her voice, which made me smile. I was getting to her. And that could work in my favor. It could make her lose focus. All I needed was a little slip. A few moments where the gun wasn’t aimed at me so I could use my magic to get myself free of this mess.

      “All right, Nurse Ratched, cool your jets. I’m looking.” I picked up speed as best I could, headed for the aisle that led between the shelves.

      “Not so fast, you blue-haired freak.”

      She couldn’t see my face, which was good, because I was once again smiling at how bothered she was. I nixed the smile and turned around. “You know, first it’s hurry up and look, then it’s slow down, you’re looking too fast. Pick one.”

      She raised the gun, the steely gleam in her eyes pure anger. “Quit stalling and find the paper.”

      “I’m weak from blood loss, dizzy from whatever you injected me with, and working with an open head wound here, you know. An open head wound you gave me. I think my blood sugar’s low, too. Not that you care. Honestly, you’re like the worst nurse I’ve ever known.”

      A muscle in her jaw twitched. “I’m about to give you another wound if you don’t get moving.”

      I held my hands up. Sadly, even that felt like work. I really was getting weaker. The possibility that I might not make it out of this alive started to feel real. I went back toward the shelves and down the row between them.

      It was darker in here. The stock on the shelves blocked any of the ambient light from getting in between them. And even as weak as I was, I knew my eyesight still had to be better than hers. She wouldn’t be able to tell that the rolls of paper from the bottom shelf were just regular wrapping paper. At least not at first. And all I needed was for her to have a good long look at them.

      I crouched down. The sudden movement made my head swim. I breathed, mouth open, trying to get back on an even keel.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I think I found some rolls of the paper.” The dizziness was worse than the pain, which was saying something. I put a hand onto the floor to steady myself.

      “Well, pick them up and bring them into the light where I can see it.”

      I slowly moved my head back and forth. I didn’t know why. She probably couldn’t see it. “I don’t think I can. I’m not sure I can even get up.”

      “You can if you don’t want to get shot.”

      “Trust me, getting shot is the last thing I need. But I don’t feel so good.”

      “You’ll feel worse with a bullet in you. Get the paper and get up.”

      Getting shot really was the last thing I needed. I found whatever energy I had left, grabbed a roll of the paper, and pushed to my feet.

      The room tipped like I was on a carnival ride. I reached out for something, anything to hold on to so I didn’t hit the concrete floor. My reaching meant the roll of paper in my hand swung wildly toward Sandy.

      With what little she could see, she must have assumed I was making my move.

      She yelled, then a loud explosion followed. A brilliant burst of light accompanied the bullet leaving the gun’s barrel, blinding both of us. The smell of gunpowder filled the air.

      In the sudden darkness, fresh pain seared my right shoulder. It was more than my body could take. I went down, dropping the paper and hitting the concrete.

      My ears were still ringing, but my eyesight had come back enough for me to see Sandy standing over me. She was looking at where I’d been, not where I was now.

      This was it. Now or never. Because my time was just about up. Using strength born from the adrenaline rush of being shot, I lifted my hands and let whatever magic I could muster flow through me.

      What resulted was nothing fancy. Certainly not my best work. But four tall, jagged walls of ice formed around Sandy. From one side of the shelving to the other, she was completely surrounded and confined by ice. Tall enough and far too slick to climb. Thick enough, I hoped, not to melt until help came.

      If it was coming.

      “What the—” She pounded her fist on the ice prison.

      I let my head rest on the cool concrete. I was probably dying. I hurt in so many places, I’d lost track. At least my eyelids still worked. All I wanted to do was close them, but that seemed like the path to death for sure.

      I had to hold on a little longer, even though I knew that was just a nice thought and not even about to happen.

      I thought about my husband and my cats. Three beautiful faces that meant everything in the world to me. The faces of my parents and my aunt and uncle drifted by, too.

      I hoped Sin would use his powers to wake me up from death and find out what had happened. Maybe then I could tell him one last time just how much I loved him. He really was the most amazing man. I couldn’t believe I was never going to see him again. Or my little Spider baby.

      I hadn’t even bought them any Christmas presents yet.

      A tear leaked out of my eye, making it harder to see the lunatic I’d encased in ice.

      Sandy stopped pounding on the ice only to back up, lift the gun, and aim.

      “Don’t do that,” I whispered. Or maybe I just said it in my head. Hard to tell. But magical winter elf ice was a whole lot stronger than any regular old—

      Another loud pop, another bright blast of light, a couple of icy pings, and then a brand-new yelp of pain. Followed by a loud curse and vague muttering that seemed to be full of more curses. She really had the worst bedside manner.

      The bullet had most likely ricocheted off the ice and hit Sandy. Well, I’d tried to warn her. I was dimly aware of feeling proud that the ice hadn’t cracked.

      Also, I knew the shot probably hadn’t been lethal because from my sideways view from the floor, the expression on Sandy’s face, wavy through the ice, looked like pure anger. Not at all like the face of a woman about to bleed out. Besides that, the low temperature in that ice cube would slow things down.

      Had I tried to warn her? I couldn’t remember. Oh well. It was time for me to sleep.
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      Merrow drove like a man possessed, gas pedal firmly depressed, sirens blasting and bar lights flashing until we hit Main Street. I approved. Birdie and Gracie kept up, too, which didn’t really surprise me.

      All I wanted to do was find Jayne. If she wasn’t in the stockroom, we’d be back at square one. I didn’t think I’d survive that kind of setback. Jerry wouldn’t either if I got my hands on him again.

      With the lights and sirens off now, Merrow took a right turn before the shop, drove around the block and parked in the back. I jumped out of the car as Birdie and Gracie parked behind us, but I wasn’t waiting on anyone.

      To Merrow’s credit, he didn’t try to stop me, just got out and kept up.

      The snowfall seemed about over as we reached the side door of the warehouse. The blue sedan parked nearby was covered with a dusting of the white stuff, but I still knew it belonged to the Quinlans. I nodded at it. “That’s their car.”

      “Good sign,” Merrow said. He looked back at the warehouse, glancing up at the windows. “No lights on.”

      I didn’t know what to make of that, but nothing was going to stop me from going in. I went to the keypad. Jayne had given me her code, in case of emergencies. This qualified. I punched it in, heard the door unlock, then reached for the handle.

      Merrow put a hand on my arm. He had his weapon drawn again. I was pretty sure he had a vest on under his uniform, too. “Let me go first.”

      He didn’t wait for my response, just stood at the side of the entrance and pushed the door open.

      A blast of cold air spilled out, surprising me. Then I realized it had to be because of something Jayne had done. Magic she’d used. A little hope sprang up inside me. She’d fought back. That was good.

      Birdie and Gracie jogged up behind us.

      Merrow looked at them. “Don’t let anyone out. By any means.”

      They nodded, looking absolutely serious about the task they’d been assigned.

      Gun leading the way, Merrow went in. I kept a little distance between us. No point in crowding a man with a gun.

      The door eased closed behind me.

      Merrow announced himself. “Sheriff’s Department. You’re surrounded. Come out with your hands up.”

      “Help,” a woman’s voice called out. “She shot me.”

      The voice was muffled. And not Jayne’s. It was so cold in the warehouse, our breath was visible.

      Merrow stayed where he was but glanced back at me. “You know where the lights are?”

      I nodded. One set of switches was by the door where we’d come in. I went and flipped them on, but they were dim at first. They’d take a few seconds to warm up to their full brightness. Maybe longer in this temperature.

      I caught up with Merrow as he turned into the center aisle, clearing the way with military precision. He turned again toward the first row on the left. A sheet of ice blocked his path, towering over both of us.

      More than a sheet. A giant cube of ice, actually. And Sandy was inside, sitting on the floor, her back to the wall perpendicular to where we were standing. She looked about ready to blow a fuse.

      The nerve.

      She glared at us through the ice. “I need help. I’m shot here. Can’t you see that?”

      I couldn’t, actually. The ice was clear, but it was still ice. I looked harder. There was no sign of blood that I could see.

      Merrow’s nostrils flared. “Where’s Jayne?”

      Sandy just snorted.

      In that second, my gaze lifted, and I saw a patch of blue through the ice. Jayne was on the other side of the giant cube, sprawled on the floor. She wasn’t moving.

      I ran back around to the front of the aisle and starting pulling boxes off so I could crawl through to get to her. Toys went flying. I made my way to her side as fast as I could. I heard Merrow call for an ambulance.

      “We need two,” I yelled at him. I knelt at Jayne’s side, cradling her upper body in my arms. She was limp and pale, and the back of her head was sticky with blood. The shoulder of her coat was torn open. I moved it aside with my fingers and found what had to be a gunshot wound. There was too much blood for me to see it clearly, though.

      I could have killed both of the Quinlans right then.

      I felt her neck for a pulse. It was there, but it was weak. “Sweetheart, can you hear me? I’m here. I’m going to get you help. Jayne? Jaynie?” No response.

      I hugged her close and pressed my lips to her forehead. She was ice-cold. Colder than I’d ever felt her before.

      That cold was probably keeping her from bleeding to death, but that was a small comfort. I trembled with anger and the need to do something.

      I wasn’t waiting for an ambulance. I’d drive her to the hospital myself if I had to. I picked her up and laid her on the shelf I’d just crawled through. I eased past her so I could exit on the other side, then reached in and brought her through.

      With her safe in my arms, I turned. Birdie and Gracie were coming through the door. Birdie looked horrified when she realized who I was carrying.

      She recoiled. “Please tell me she’s not …”

      “She’s alive,” I assured her. “But she’s not in good shape. I need to get her to the hospital immediately.”

      Merrow stepped out from beside the ice cube. “Birdie, take my car.” He unclipped his key fob from his belt and tossed it to her. “Lights and sirens.” He pointed at Gracie. “You’re with me. I hereby deputize you.”

      Gracie’s eyes went wide. “Me?”

      Merrow didn’t answer, just looked at me. “Get her to the hospital.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice.

      Birdie and I headed out. She opened the back door of the car for me. I got in with Jayne and closed the door as Birdie went around to the driver’s seat.

      She climbed in, buckled up, then fired up the engine. The snow had stopped, but there was a lot of it on the roads.

      As Birdie adjusted the seat, I looked down at my beautiful wife. I could not lose her. She was the bright light that kept me sane. The balancing force that held me from the edge of darkness. Without her, I would become a very different man.

      “Hold on back there,” Birdie said. She looked at me through the rearview mirror. “I have always wanted to drive this thing.”

      She pulled out, flipping on the lights and sirens as she did. And then she drove like I had no idea she knew how.

      With a firm grip on Jayne, I got a seat belt around myself. It wouldn’t do for us to die on the way there, but I wasn’t about to tell Birdie to slow down. Her speed might be the thing that saved Jayne’s life.

      Birdie picked up the radio that was inside the car. “Dispatch, tell the hospital we’re inbound with an adult female. Patient is currently unconscious with a head injury. And …” She glanced at me.

      “Gunshot wound in her right shoulder.”

      Birdie’s eyes went wide. “GSW, right shoulder. ETA eight minutes.”

      Pretty sure Birdie made it in six. We pulled up to the emergency entrance, and Birdie threw the vehicle into park. She hopped out, but before she could get my door open, hospital personnel were there with a gurney, taking Jayne from my arms.

      I took my seat belt off and got out of the car. I knew she needed to go with them, but I felt the loss of her so keenly, I nearly wept.

      Birdie put her arm around me. “Go in and find out where we can wait. I’m going to park the car.”

      I hugged her, my throat so tight with emotion I couldn’t speak. I wanted to tell her how much I appreciated what she’d done for Jayne. For us. But all I could do was hold onto her.

      She squeezed me back. “I know,” she said, her voice cracking.

      I pulled back to look at her. Tears streamed down her face, but she smiled. “Our princess is going to be just fine.”

      I nodded, swallowed, and found my voice. “Yes.”

      She had to be.
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      The beeping was really making it hard for me to sleep. Wait. Was I sleeping? Or was I dead? I didn’t feel dead. I hurt too much to be dead. Although I felt drugged at the same time. Could you be in pain while also sedated?

      Apparently, it was a thing.

      The beeping continued to be annoying, but the smell wasn’t great either. Like antiseptic and floor cleaner. There was no way I was dead.

      I opened my eyes to slits. Everything was blurry, and the light wasn’t that bright, but it was bright enough to feel harsh on my tired peepers. I closed them again but not before I recognized there was a tube running out of my hand.

      I groaned as I realized I was in the hospital. I mean, it was better to be in the hospital than dead, but I would have preferred to be home.

      Or was I dreaming?

      Someone gasped. “She’s awake.”

      I opened my eyes again. An older woman with a halo of blue hair appeared in my blurry vision. I grinned. I wasn’t dreaming. “Hi, Birdie.”

      My voice sounded raspy, but then my throat was pretty dry. At least my vision was clearing up.

      “Hi, Princess.”

      I tried to look past her to find my husband. “Sin?”

      She nodded. “He just went to get a cup of coffee from the vending machine. I’m so glad you’re back with us. You want some water?”

      I nodded.

      She helped me drink, holding a cup with a bendy straw in it. The water was lukewarm, but I didn’t care. It was wet, and that was all that mattered.

      The door to the room opened, and the most handsome man I’d ever seen walked in.

      His mouth came open. “Jayne?”

      “Hi, honey.”

      He put his coffee cup down and rushed to the side of the bed. “How are you?”

      “Better now.” I was too. Seeing him healed all sorts of hurts.

      He kissed my cheek. I inhaled the scent of him. So much better than floor cleaner and antiseptic. “Did you get them? Did you get the Quinlans? That’s who did this to me, you know.”

      He and Birdie nodded in unison, but Sin spoke first. “Yes. Sandy and Jerry are both in holding cells awaiting arraignment, but with the counterfeiting charges, kidnapping, and attempted murder, they won’t be going anywhere for a long time.”

      I tried to remember everything that had happened. “Didn’t Sandy get shot?”

      Birdie looked extra happy all of a sudden. “Yep. Right in the hindquarters, too. Ricochet from trying to shoot her way out of that nifty little ice cube you put her in.”

      I laughed but stopped since that made parts of me hurt. “She shot herself in the butt? I love that so much. She’s a terrible nurse, you know.”

      “Oh,” Birdie said. “Her license has already been revoked. The only job she’ll ever work at is making license plates.”

      Sin’s expression had gone more serious. “You got shot too, you know.”

      “I did? No, wait, I remember that. I did get shot.” I tried to look at my shoulder, but it was all bandaged up. “Is it bad?”

      He shook his head. “Thankfully, no. The bullet just grazed your shoulder. Bled pretty bad, and you might have a scar, but the doctor didn’t think you’d even need rehab.”

      “Your head,” Birdie said. “Now that’s another matter altogether. You got twelve staples.”

      “Staples?” I looked at her in horror. “In my head?”

      “Yes.” She made a face. “And you were badly concussed. In fact, they’re probably going to keep you overnight.”

      “How long have I been in here?” I had no real sense of time. It looked like dusk outside. Or dawn. I couldn’t tell.

      Sin answered. “Not quite a full day.”

      The door opened again, and a big bouquet of flowers walked in. Over the tops of the flowers, I could see familiar red hair. I got a weird feeling in my stomach. Like I was going to have to fight someone again.

      “What’s she doing here?” I hissed to Sin.

      He looked up and smiled at Gracie. Smiled. “Sweetheart, you might not believe it, but Gracie is the reason you’re alive.”

      Gracie shook her head. “You’re giving me too much credit.” She smiled at me. “I just wanted to bring you these. I’m so glad you’re okay.” She put the flowers on the windowsill alongside a few others that were already there. “I’ll leave you guys alone.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Explain.”

      Sinclair and Birdie took turns telling me the whole story about how they’d figured out where I was, starting with how Gracie had been sure I’d been in the RV park office.

      Sin held my hand. “If not for that, we’d have been clueless as to how to find you.”

      Gracie looked embarrassed by the attention. She came a little closer. “I want to apologize to you, Jayne. I came on pretty strong when we first met, and I’m sorry about that. You’re so beautiful, I was a little intimidated. On top of that, I blamed myself for letting Sinclair get away, and my jealousy and insecurity came out in a really bad way. You have nothing to worry about from me, I promise.”

      I was kind of speechless. She’d been intimidated by me? It was a pretty big move to make such a public admission like that. Plus, she’d saved my life. “Why did you come into the store looking for Christmas Magic paper?”

      “Because I really wanted some. When I got home and talked to my brother and he told me what was going on with it, I really felt stupid. You must have thought I was up to something. I promise I wasn’t. Just bad timing on my part.”

      I looked at Birdie. She gave me a little nod. Her way of telling me Gracie was on the level. I believed her. Birdie would never steer me wrong. I smiled at Gracie. “Let’s put all of that behind us, okay? Thank you for everything you did to help Sin find me.”

      She smiled with a little more feeling this time. “You’re welcome. I’m so glad I could do it.”

      There was a knock at the door, and a doctor came in. “I understand our patient is awake?” He came over and looked at the chart at the foot of the bed.

      While he was reading it, Birdie patted my leg. “Gracie and I will leave you two alone to talk to the doctor. We’ll be right outside if you need us.”

      As they left, the doctor looked up at us. “That was a pretty bad blow to the head you took, but I’m more concerned about the Versed you were injected with.”

      Sin frowned. “That’s the first I’ve heard about it.”

      He nodded. “We found traces of it in her system. Because of that, we’d like to keep her for another day for observation.”

      “I feel fine,” I said. Total lie but I did feel well enough to be home. I could be in pain there just as easily as I could here. More easily, actually.

      “I’m glad to hear that, but Versed can cause complications, especially in the early stages of pregnancy, so we’d like to—”

      “What did you say?” I stared at him. I knew what he’d said. I’d heard the word. I just needed to hear it again to be sure.

      “Versed can complicate early-stage pregnancy.”

      The tight jeans, the increased appetite, the weird queasiness, the heightened emotions, the new desire for spicy foods, even the extra drain that using my magic had caused … all those things made sense now.

      I looked up at Sin, realizing he hadn’t said a word. For a necromancer, he sure looked a lot like a zombie right now.

      “We’re, uh …” He swallowed, staring at the doctor. “Did you say …”

      The doctor grinned. “I take it neither of you knew? Well, let me be the first to say congratulations. I’m sure you’re hungry, too. I’ll get a nurse in to take your order. We need to keep you in good shape, mom.”

      The doctor left, but Sin and I just looked at the closed door in silence for what seemed like an undeterminable amount of time.

      Finally, Sin turned his whole body toward me. “You’re pregnant.”

      I nodded slowly, which didn’t hurt nearly as much as it had just a day ago. “It’s your fault. Homemade doughnuts are practically an aphrodisiac.”

      The biggest, goofiest grin spread across his face. I hadn’t seen him look that happy since our wedding day. “You’re pregnant.” His eyes were liquid with unshed tears. “You’re going to be a mom.” He sucked in a breath. “I’m going to be a dad.”

      I felt a little weepy myself. “You’re going to be the best dad, too.”

      Carefully, he took my face in his hands and kissed me. When the kiss ended, he kept his forehead pressed to mine for long time. “I love you, baby.”

      “I love you, too.”

      We stayed that way for a few more seconds, then Sin straightened, a look of concern on his face. “Birdie’s going to have a field day with this.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Maybe … maybe we don’t tell her right away.”

      He gave me a look. “Sure. We’ll just keep it a secret from the woman who knows everything.”

      “Hey, I’m on drugs here.” I put my hand on my stomach. I couldn’t feel anything, but just knowing that there was life in me was pretty awe-inspiring.

      The nurse came in with Birdie behind her. “All right, I understand you’re ready for some dinner?”

      I nodded. “I am starving.”

      The nurse, who looked nothing like Sandy, handed me a menu. “Here you go. You’re not on a restricted diet, so you can have anything you’d like.” She smiled. “Got to keep that energy up when you’re incubating.”

      Birdie stiffened like a bolt of lightning had gone through her. “Incubating? What’s that mean?” She looked at me, eyes wild and hopeful. “Does it mean what I think it means? Are you—are we having a baby?”

      With his big grin back in place, Sin nodded at her.

      She sat down and started to fan herself.

      The nurse excused herself. “I’ll give you all a minute.”

      As Birdie shed happy tears, I couldn’t do anything else but laugh, even if it did make parts of me hurt. While she got her composure back, I looked up at Sin. “I still haven’t gotten you anything for Christmas yet.”

      He beamed at me. “I think you’re about to give me the best gift I could have ever wanted.”
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      There was only one day a year that Jayne willingly got up early, and that day was today. December 25, Christmas day. Christmas morning, to be exact. I, on the other hand, was still in bed. The sound of the coffee maker in operation got my eyes open.

      It was still dark out.

      I smiled and threw the covers back. Nothing would have kept me in bed. Unless Jayne decided to join me. But I knew her mind was on two things. Presents and food. I was more than happy to oblige on both counts. I went into the kitchen.

      She was bent over, feeding the cats, who were swirling around her like furry piranhas. “There you go, kittens,” she whispered.

      As she stood up, I wrapped my arms around her and kissed the side of her neck. “Merry Christmas, sweetheart.”

      “Merry Christmas, honey.” She turned to face me, smiling. “Today is my favorite day.”

      “I know. Otherwise you wouldn’t be up at …” I checked the time on the microwave. “Five forty-eight in the morning.”

      “I made you coffee. Because you’re my favorite husband.”

      “Always good to hear. And that was very nice of you. Pancakes?”

      “Yes, please. But maybe we should open gifts first.”

      I laughed. “Whatever you want.”

      She tapped a finger against her lips. “Maybe pancakes during.”

      “I’m on it.”

      If she’d asked to fly to the moon, I’d have been on the phone to SpaceX, reserving seats. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her. Not after how close I’d come to losing her.

      The Quinlans, who’d both received medical treatment, were spending their day, and many, many more to come, in jail. After more digging and another search of their apartment and storage unit, plus some confessions, Sheriff Merrow had uncovered their whole counterfeiting scheme.

      They’d been shipping boxes of the money, disguised as medical supplies, to Sandy’s brother in Alabama, who’d been planning to use his job at one of the riverboat casinos to launder the money. I didn’t really know how all of that was supposed to work, but I also didn’t care.

      That nightmare was behind us, and my love was safe with me again.

      I opened the cabinets and started getting the ingredients out while Jayne turned on some Christmas music. Flour, baking soda, vanilla, chocolate chips … my mind strayed to the past couple of weeks.

      A lot had happened.

      In the last two weeks, Jayne had recovered beautifully from her injuries, the tinkers at the North Pole had figured out how to produce a version of the Christmas Magic wrapping that bore no resemblance to U.S. currency paper, Gracie had accepted an offer to become the sheriff department’s newest trainee, Elsie had had us over for lunch twice, the Pumpkin Patch Campground had hired a new manager, Archie’s employees had gotten over the flu, as had Buttercup’s grandmother, and things had generally gotten back to normal.

      Normal for us, anyway.

      The biggest change was that Jayne had switched to caffeine-free Dr Pepper. For the baby’s sake. I grinned. I couldn’t stop myself. Just thinking about that miracle of miracles did that to me. My face just went there automatically. I’d never really understood what people meant when they said they were deliriously happy until now.

      I looked over at Jayne, who was looking through the gifts under the tree, as beautiful as ever in her pajamas and messy hair, and I knew.

      I opened another cabinet to get a coffee mug out.

      “Hang on.” Jayne carried a gift over to me. “Open this first.”

      “But I haven’t even—”

      “Just open it.”

      I took the present and pulled the wrapping off. Underneath was a squarish box, slightly taller than it was wide. I opened it and took out a black mug with white lettering. I read the side. “World’s Coolest Dad.”

      Jayne was smiling. “I know it’s a lot to live up to, but I don’t think it’ll be a problem.’”

      I kissed her. “I still can’t believe it.”

      She leaned back and patted her stomach. “I can. I mean, it explains so much of what was going on with me.”

      “When do you want to share the news?” We’d decided to wait and tell our parents today as a big Christmas surprise. My parents by Facetime, hers by snow globe.

      “After we eat and open presents. My parents will be up soon, but yours won’t.”

      “True. All right, I’d better get these pancakes going.” I lifted my gift. “Right after I have some coffee in my new mug.”

      I rinsed it out, filled it with coffee, and got to work on breakfast while Jayne sat at the table and ate a truffle from the new box that had arrived yesterday. Delaney’s Delectables had delivery now, and we got an order from them at least every other day.

      Regular Jayne ate a lot of sweets. Pregnant Jayne was going to give the sugar industry a run for its money. Although she still very much liked spicy food now, too. I was working on a new recipe for a Mexican chocolate doughnut laced with cinnamon and chilies. Archie was letting me use his shop’s kitchen.

      The doughnut was just about there, too, but I needed to perfect the glaze and decoration. I’d already promised he could have the recipe when I was done.

      I poured three puddles of pancake batter into the hot skillet and let it go. While they cooked, I went to get one of Jayne’s presents from under the tree.

      I set it in front of her at the table, sitting across from her to watch.

      “What’s this?”

      “Open it and find out.”

      She tore off the wrapping with lightning speed. She sucked in a breath as soon as she saw the box from Illusions.

      She opened the box and let out a second gasp. “Oh, honey, it’s beautiful. It looks like ice. I just love it.”

      “I’m so glad.” I was very pleased. I’d actually taken the bracelet back and had Willa add to it. A white gold heart-shaped locket charm.

      Jayne opened the locket and looked at me. “For baby pictures?”

      I smiled. “Or whatever you want to put in it.”

      Spider jumped up onto the seat beside her. “Spider is the baby.”

      Jayne laughed and put her arm around him. “You’ll always be my kitty baby, but you’re about to be a big brother. Remember? Mama’s having a baby.”

      “Spider loves mama.” He pushed his head against her side. “Spider love baby too.”

      She kissed his head. “Good boy.”

      I got up to flip the pancakes. There were going to be some adjustments to our lives, that was for sure. Having a baby would change a lot about the way we lived. I didn’t know when, but at some point in the future, we’d probably have to find a more permanent place to call home.

      But until that day came, we’d figure it out. Happily.

      The pancakes were golden brown and filling the RV with a delicious aroma. I turned them to let the other side cook and went back to join Jayne.

      Spider was back under the tree with Sugar. Those two were really going to miss that thing when we took it down. The baby was going to be an adjustment for them, too.

      I reached across the table and took Jayne’s hand. She had the bracelet on already. “How are you doing?”

      She smiled at me. “Really good. How are you doing?”

      “Sometimes a little overwhelmed that this is really my life.” I laughed. “How do you think a half necromancer, half winter elf is going to turn out?”

      She chuckled. “Probably prettier than they have a right to be and more powerful than either of us could imagine.”

      “Sounds like we’re going to have our hands full.”

      “Oh, I’d count on that. But we’ll manage. We always do.”

      I took her hand. “Just promise me one thing?”

      “What’s that?”

      “If it’s a girl, we’re not naming her Birdie.”

      Jayne bit her bottom lip. “How about for a middle name?”

      “Hmm. I think I’d be all right with that.” I kissed her knuckles, completely smitten with the woman across from me and already hopelessly in love with the little one she was carrying.

      Merry Christmas to us all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Want to be up to date on all books & release dates by Kristen Painter?

        Sign-up for my NEWSLETTER (http://bit.ly/1kkLgHi ). No spam, just news (sales, freebies, and releases.)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        If you loved the book and want to help the series grow, tell a friend about the book and take time to leave a review!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Want to be up to date on all books & release dates by Kristen Painter? Sign-up for my newsletter on my website, www.kristenpainter.com.  No spam, just news (sales, freebies, and releases.)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        If you loved the book and want to help the series grow, tell a friend about the book and take time to leave a review!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        PARANORMAL WOMEN’S FICTION

        Midlife Fairy Tale Series:

        The Accidental Queen

      

        

      
        First Fangs Club Series:

        Sucks To Be Me

        Suck It Up Buttercup

        Sucker Punch

        The Suck Stops Here

        Embrace The Suck

      

        

      
        Code Name: Mockingbird (A Paranormal Women’s Fiction Novella)

      

        

      
        COZY MYSTERY:

        Jayne Frost Series:

        Miss Frost Solves A Cold Case: A Nocturne Falls Mystery

        Miss Frost Ices The Imp: A Nocturne Falls Mystery

        Miss Frost Saves The Sandman: A Nocturne Falls Mystery

        Miss Frost Cracks A Caper: A Nocturne Falls Mystery

        When Birdie Babysat Spider: A Jayne Frost Short

        Miss Frost Braves The Blizzard: A Nocturne Falls Mystery

        Miss Frost Chills The Cheater: A Nocturne Falls Mystery

        Miss Frost Says I Do: A Nocturne Falls Mystery

      

        

      
        Lost in Las Vegas: A Frost And Crowe Mystery

        Wrapped up in Christmas: A Frost And Crowe Mystery

      

        

      
        HappilyEverlasting Series:

        Witchful Thinking

      

        

      
        PARANORMAL ROMANCE

        Nocturne Falls Series:

        The Vampire’s Mail Order Bride

        The Werewolf Meets His Match

        The Gargoyle Gets His Girl

        The Professor Woos The Witch

        The Witch’s Halloween Hero – short story

        The Werewolf’s Christmas Wish – short story

        The Vampire’s Fake Fiancée

        The Vampire’s Valentine Surprise – short story

        The Shifter Romances The Writer

        The Vampire’s True Love Trials – short story

        The Dragon Finds Forever

        The Vampire’s Accidental Wife

        The Reaper Rescues The Genie

        The Detective Wins The Witch

        The Vampire’s Priceless Treasure

        The Werewolf Dates The Deputy

        The Siren Saves The Billionaire

        The Vampire’s Sunny Sweetheart

      

        

      
        Shadowvale Series:

        The Trouble With Witches

        The Vampire’s Cursed Kiss

        The Forgettable Miss French

        Moody And The Beast

        Her First Taste Of Fire

      

        

      
        Sin City Collectors Series

        Queen Of Hearts

        Dead Man’s Hand

        Double or Nothing

      

        

      
        Standalone Paranormal Romance:

        Dark Kiss of the Reaper

        Heart of Fire

        Recipe for Magic

        Miss Bramble and the Leviathan

        All Fired Up

      

        

      
        URBAN FANTASY

      

        

      
        The House of Comarré series:

      

        

      
        Forbidden Blood

        Blood Rights

        Flesh and Blood

        Bad Blood

        Out For Blood

        Last Blood

      

        

      
        The Crescent City series:

        House of the Rising Sun

        City of Eternal Night

        Garden of Dreams and Desires

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Nothing is completed without an amazing team.

      

      

      

      
        
        Many thanks to:

      

        

      
        Cover designed by MiblArt.

        Interior Formating: Gem Promotions

        Editor: Chris Kridler 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        USA Today Best Selling Author Kristen Painter is a little obsessed with cats, books, chocolate, and shoes. It’s a healthy mix. She loves to entertain her readers with interesting twists and unforgettable characters. She currently writes the best-selling paranormal romance series, Nocturne Falls, and award-winning urban fantasy. The former college English teacher can often be found all over social media where she loves to interact with readers.

      

        

      
        For more information go to www.kristenpainter.com

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/facj37.gif
(hapter Thirty-seven

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/facotherbooks.gif
Other Books by Kristen Painter





OEBPS/images/facj29.gif
-nine
r Twenty

pte

(ha

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/facj27.gif
(hapter Twenty-seven

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/facj35.gif
(Chapter Thirty-five

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/facj17.gif
een
r Sevent

te

p

(ha

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/wrapped-up-in-christmas-ebook-cover-light.jpg
A HRD'S,E &;Lowe Mystery
‘Wrapped

Krlsten Palnter





OEBPS/images/facj33.gif
(Chapter Thirty-three

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas38.gif
(hapter Thirty-eight

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/facj15.gif
ter Fifteen
p
(ha

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas12.gif
(hapter Twelve

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/facj1.gif
One
ter
Chap

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas28.gif
(hapter Twenty-eight

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/facj13.gif
n
ter Thirtee
(Chap

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas36.gif
(hapter Thirty-six

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/facj3.gif
e
Thre
ter

(Chap

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas10.gif
(hapter Ten

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/facthanks.gif
‘Thanks For Reading





OEBPS/images/facj11.gif
en
pter Flev
(ha

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/wuic-title-page.jpg
A Frost & Crowe Mystery

WWrapped up
JIlC}UJStnums

USA Today Bestselling Authaor

Kristen Painter





OEBPS/images/facj5.gif
hapter Five
C

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas34.gif
(Chapter Thirty-four

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/fas32.gif
(hapter Thirty-two

Sinclair





OEBPS/images/facj7.gif
en
Sev
ter

p

(ha

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas24.gif
(Chapter Twenty-four

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/fas2.gif
(hapter Two

Sinclair





OEBPS/images/fas16.gif
(hapter Sixteen

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/fas14.gif
(hapter Fourteen

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/fas30.gif
(Chapter Thirty

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/facj21.gif
-one
r Twenty

pte

(ha

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/facj9.gif
hapter Nine
C

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas26.gif
(Chapter Twenty-six

Sinclain





OEBPS/images/fas4.gif
(Chapter Four

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/fas20.gif
Chapter ‘Twenty

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/facj23.gif
Chapter Twenty-three

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas8.gif
(Chapter Fight

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/fas6.gif
(Chapter Six

Sinclair





OEBPS/images/facj31.gif
(hapter Thirty-one

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas22.gif
(hapter Twenty-two

Sinclairn





OEBPS/images/facj19.gif
en
ter Ninete

p

(ha

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/facj25.gif
(Chapter Twenty-five

%ﬁé@f‘





OEBPS/images/fas18.gif
(Chapter Fighteen

Sinclair





OEBPS/images/facabouttheauthor.gif
About The Author





