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      My darling readers,

      

      Please note, the Witchless in Seattle series is truly best read in order, to understand the full backstory and history of each character as they develop with every connecting book.

      Especially in the case of the mystery surrounding Winterbottom (I know it drives some of you crazy. Sorrysorrysorry!). However, his story is ever evolving and will contain some mini-cliffhangers from book to book. But I promise not to make you wait too long until I answer each set of questions I dredge up.

      And, too, I promise the central mystery featured in each addition to the series will always be wrapped up with a big bow by book’s end!

      Also, please note, I’m prone to taking artistic license with locations and states, so forgive any places near and dear to your heart if they’re not completely accurate or if they’re totally made up.

      Thank you so much for coming along on this adventure with me. I hope you’ll look for more of them in 2020!

      And as always, warmest wishes to you and yours for the coming holiday season!

      Dakota XXOO
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      “My dove?”

      “Yes, International Man of Mystery?” I smiled up at Win’s lean, handsome face in the late-afternoon glow of a setting end-of-November sun.

      “Might I disturb your Twinkie nirvana? I know how you treasure these moments alone with a fake spongy cake made of dyes, preservatives, and a gritty cream filling. They’re so few and far between these days. I loathe taking you from them, but I must. We have a matter of great import. ”

      He was right—we’d had an exceptionally busy year at Madam Zoltar’s since our last hair-raising adventure. Between his hearing ghosts and my seeing them, the afterlife had taken notice, and everyone and their grandmother had crawled out of the woodwork looking for help.

      From finding last wills to passing on messages to those left behind, we’d done it all. And I’m happy to report, along with Arkady and Bel, we still make a good team—even with Win here on the physical plane.

      Not that we’ve had any earth-shattering mysteries to solve, mind you. They’ve all been fairly tame and no murders to speak of, but there’d been a steady flow of constant ghosts popping up in every corner imaginable these days.

      Add to the mix, keeping Win hidden from prying eyes until we knew how to explain his existence, and our plates were full to overflowing.

      To say our lives have been hectic is an understatement. It’s also left our budding courtship on a slow simmer while Win’s become accustomed to his new body, and I’ve become accustomed to him physically being in our lives.

      As promised, we’ve dated or, in Win’s words, he’s wooed me. He occasionally makes me breakfast (a healthy one of egg whites and citrus fruits, of course) and there’s always freshly brewed coffee in a cup waiting for me when I came downstairs—even if he’s nowhere to be found.

      We’ve shared meals and we’ve snuggled often while watching movies together. I’d even coaxed him to indulge in a Housewives marathon or two. I made him his first ever Twinkie cake and he ate every last bit of his slice with a smile slathered on his face, even though I know he died a little inside at the mere idea.

      Sometimes we went on picnics outside Eb Falls and away from potential scrutiny. Win packed us a lunch of cheese and crackers or a charcuterie platter and a bottle of wine, and we would find somewhere scenic and private, where we’d talk about our future once he was able to reveal himself to everyone.

      All in all, I was happy, and I think Win was, as well. He’d also kept busy by doing exactly as he’d said—turning the back shed into the most lavish man cave one could imagine.

      A ninety-inch flat screen with some sort of pixels and doodads I didn’t understand, a wet bar, full kitchen, and a bathroom with a sauna and whirlpool tub made the space not exactly shed-like anymore.

      Yet, as always, he’d been right in his reasoning behind converting the shed in the first place. Eb Falls and its gossipy chatter was on fire with conversations about why Stevie Cartwright was turning her shed into some kind of pleasure palace.

      I swear, that’s what Glendora Gorwinski called it after she saw a truck from Big Mike’s Sounds in Surround—a store with some very hefty price tags—drive up our driveway.

      A pleasure palace.

      We’d laughed so hard, we’d both doubled over while tears poured from our eyes and into our laps.

      Win had mostly kept a very low-key profile while he waited on his new passport, license, and necessary identifications from someone named Mandrake. We hadn’t introduced him around to anyone, and our trips to Madam Zoltar’s were done under the radar with great care taken to keep him hidden.

      There had been a load of loose ends from our last endeavor with the body snatchers from the funeral parlor—a boatload of them. In particular, when the investigation had first launched, the description the accused had given to the investigating officers of a man in a crazy Christmas sweater.

      We couldn’t afford to have Win discovered, simply because, in all reality, he’s Balthazar and, as far as the law’s concerned, responsible for all of Balthazar’s crimes. We needed to get all our ducks in a row and we needed to do it soon.

      But still, when people drove by the house and caught him outside, throwing a ball to Whiskey or sitting with me while we watched the sunset, my phone literally burned up the cell towers with the calls from “concerned” folks with questions about who my gentleman caller might be.

      Thus far, I’d evaded the Nosy Nellies by telling them I had some old friends from college dropping by on and off during the summer months, and that’s who they must have seen.

      I didn’t doubt they were truly concerned. I loved my fellow Eb-Fallers with all my heart. Truly. When you needed them, they were there with casseroles and sympathy. But there was no way you could tell me those phone calls were one hundred percent out of concern.

      And then there was Dana. I held my breath every time Dana dropped by. I was sure he was eventually going to make mention of the big coup in Seattle at Vera Brothers Funeral Home—the funeral home we’d barely escaped without police interference—and the case of the owners selling body parts.

      I mean, Dana had actually met Win when he was wearing my ugly Christmas sweater on his person—which granted, was only one among many pretty outlandish statements the accused in the case had babbled on and on about. Still, Win’s sweater, along with his accent, matched the Vera brothers’ description exactly, and if Dana ever put two and two together…

      And it wasn’t as if Officer Rigid didn’t watch the news. That would be like saying a stockbroker didn’t watch the Dow. The case had made national news, for Pete’s sake. But he hadn’t even mentioned he’d met Win, and I’d seen him many times over the last year since the incident in question.

      Making this whole thing curious indeed. Dana was a tried-and-true dog with a bone. The only thing I could think of that had kept him from mentioning it was that he simply hadn’t made the connection between Win and the lunatic man the Vera brothers described.

      I don’t know how many men Dana’s encountered in ugly Christmas sweaters like the one Win wore that day, but it was the only plausible explanation we had, because my favorite police officer was a crackerjack. He noticed everything.

      Add to that, our worry only intensified when a program called Primed for Crime aired recently, showing a soundbite of the Vera brothers case and one of the goons we’d encountered, carrying on about a man with a British accent and a Christmas sweater.

      It was a mere blip of a scene, and hardly made mention of in the broadcast, but it still worried me it would trigger Dana and he’d start to ask questions.

      Still, for now, we were in the clear. I’d managed to keep everyone else at bay, but I couldn’t do that forever. Not if Win ever wanted to have a life worth getting up for in the morning.

      Anyway, I was in the midst of relishing my fake spongy cake-filled moment on this unseasonably warmish last day of November and sipping on some of Enzo’s amazing hazelnut brew while I thought over what to do during our slow time at Madam Zoltar’s.

      The holidays were approaching, and that meant it was time to reorganize and do all the things we’d put off while we had summer hours at Madam Zoltar’s. Eb Falls being a tourist town brought in a lot of business for us—which meant the donations we made from the money earned were going to make some charities very happy.

      Win, on the other hand, knew exactly what to do during our slow time.

      Decorate.

      We’d just finished up Thanksgiving, but to tell you the truth, I was still getting over Win and Halloween. It was a holiday he found he loved, and I merely tolerated, because when you’d dealt with ghosts every day of your life since you were a child, the spooky isn’t so spooky.

      It’s just yawningly redundant.

      Christmas is, and always will be, my love language. Still, I’ll admit, I miss the rituals of my coven during Halloween, the friendships with the other witches, the unity of community, as we used to say.

      Now, Win? Win had decided to go all out for this year’s Halloween and Thanksgiving celebrations. He’d decorated every bough every window, every railing, every tree with lights. He’d hung every kind of decoration you can imagine, from skeletons to his personal ode to me—a screaming witch on a broom he’d put on the roof that cackled every ten minutes—and when Halloween was over, he’d upped the ante by replacing skeletons and witches with turkeys and harvest scarecrows.

      Carved pumpkins still lined the porch staircase, with dried cornstalks and a cornucopia stuffed with fake fruit tied to each post.

      It all really had been quite a sight—a fun one, if I’m honest, and I was happy to see him so engaged. Apparently, as a spy, you don’t get to celebrate holidays very often, and if the decorating Win had done was any indication, he’d missed doing so and was certainly making up for it now.

      Anyway, I’d been busy admiring the fruits of Win’s labor in the backyard, where he’d been grousing about taking down the lights around Strike’s outdoor turkey coop to prepare the space for my Christmas extravaganza.

      I sat on the back patio in a cushiony chair, sipping coffee under a cozy blanket while reveling in the crisp yet unusually tolerable day and enjoying some quiet. Whiskey was at my feet, Bel was off napping, and my world, for the moment, was peanut butter and jelly.

      So long story short, Win wasn’t really disturbing me. Though, I never considered him an intrusion anyway. He was the love of my lifetime. He could intrude anytime he liked.

      He leaned down and dropped a quick kiss on my forehead, the scent of his fresh cologne whirling about my nose. “Have I told you how lovely you look today, Stephania?”

      I took a sip of my coffee and eyed him as he towered over me. “In my ratty flannel shirt and holey jeans?”

      He cupped my chin with his large hand, caressing it with his thumb. “In anything you wear, my dove.”

      Win, on the other hand, was dressed to the nines, or at least, as he joked, the eights—nines, according to him, were reserved for tuxes and ascots.

      His black cable-knit pullover clung to his ever-evolving abs of steel and his jeans—dark denim and insanely expensive—weren’t exactly my idea of the kind of clothes you relax in, but he seemed to think they were.

      It’s what he wore daily unless he went into Seattle, which was cause for putting on trousers with sharp pleats down the front of the legs.

      Of course.

      “What are you buttering me up for, fake James Bond?” I whipped up a finger before he could give me one of his weak protests. “Don’t even bother. I know you, and you want something. You no more think my jeans with the holes in the knees and faded flannel shirts are pretty than you consider a bowl of Fruit Loops an acceptable food for dinner. So spit it out. Do you want help taking down all the Thanksgiving stuff? I told you, that’s your gig. I’m not getting up on that roof to get the blowup turkey, Win.”

      He shook his head. “It’s absolutely not about the Thanksgiving decorations. A deal’s a deal. I put them up, I’ll take them down—”

      “Then is it about putting that horrid steel sculpture we saw in Seattle, made by an equally horrid man, in the backyard as the centerpiece of a fountain? Because I’m here to tell you, Spy Guy, I’m still a firm no. That thing looked like the crazypants artist—and I use the word artist loosely—had melted his little brother’s box of crayons and threw it at a wall.”

      Win chuckled, the sound deep and rich, as he drove his hands into his pockets “It was a neo-classical piece, Stephania. Pudge said so.”

      “It was neo-nuts, and Pudge is neo-nuttier if he thinks I’d let you waste good money for something like that. I wouldn’t put that neo-pile o’ duck dung on a deserted island, let alone our backyard.”

      “Ghost intrusion here,” Arkady said on a hearty laugh. “I would like to add my six cents.”

      “It’s two cents, Arkady,” I chirped with a grin. “And if you’re going to side with Pudge’s number one fan, you can keep your change.”

      “I remain on your side, malutka. That was good decision. It was ugliest thing I ever see.”

      Win looked skyward, his eyes narrowing playfully. “Oh, what would you know, good man? You think the Happy Meal toys are art.”

      “Dah, Zero. The little Woody from Toy Story—so tiny it make Arkady Bagrov wonder how they make his little nose—is art. The thing Pudge make? No art.”

      “I assure you, this isn’t about Pudge and his brother’s crayons. This matter is, as I said, of great import and rather delicate. Otherwise, I wouldn’t dream of disturbing your utterly unpalatable afternoon delight.”

      Pushing the last of the Twinkie between my lips, I said, “Afternoon delight complete. What’s up?”

      Win smiled down at me, but his smile held hesitance. I knew that smile. That was the one that said something was happening, and he wasn’t sure I’d be happy or how to tell me about it.

      As the sun began to set, the rays landed on Win’s dark hair, making it gleam with  chocolate highlights. “There’s someone here to see you, Dove.”

      “Okay,” I said, my response slow and as hesitant as his smile. I rose from my chair, gathering my coffee cup and Twinkie wrapper. “Why am I hearing hesitation in your tone?”

      He held out his arm for me, and I hooked mine through it, allowing him to escort me into the French doors off the back patio, leading to our kitchen. “Well, the someone here to see you is… How shall I say this?”

      I paused and gave him a strange look. “Probably how you say everything else. With your no-nonsense approach. Remember when you told me you wanted a woodfire oven in the kitchen? Did you beat around the bush or did you just come right out and say it? I think you just said it. In fact, you said it as though I had no say in it anyway, and that was pretty no-nonsense, not to mention daggone forward, because you weren’t even on this plane when you said it. So, my suggestion is—just say it.”

      His gorgeous blue eyes searched mine, warm and gentle as always whenever I was the subject of his gaze. “I think it’s better I allow your visitor to ‘just say it.’”

      My stomach jumped a little. He was making me nervous with his evasiveness. Maybe it was someone he knew I wouldn’t want to see? I couldn’t think of anyone I wouldn’t want to see. Unless it was someone from high school, maybe? There were a couple of those people running around the world I’d be happy to pass on ever seeing again.

      “Is it my former classmate and bitter prom queen rival, Daphne Davenport, who whooped my butt in her bid for prom queen by rigging the votes? Because then you should be hesitant, buddy. I owe Daphne Davenport a good shaming, the cheater.”

      “Prom queen?” he asked in genuine surprise. “I thought your younger days were spent as an angry, rebellious Goth?”

      “It was. I mean, they were. Goth girls can be prom queen, too—which was the point of my platform. Inclusivity,” I said with pride.

      Though, if I’m honest, I probably didn’t stand a chance of winning back in those days. But still, even though I couldn’t prove it, I was pretty sure Daphne had cheated to cinch her win.

      “Then no, it’s not Daphne Davenport. Though, she sounds like quite a character. I’d be disingenuous if I didn’t say she’s piqued my curiosity. No. It’s not a bitter prom queen rival, my dove. This is someone you’ve never met before.”

      I rasped a sigh. “Is it a ghost? Sweet candied nuts, what is it with all the ghosts? Ever since word got out about us, the afterlife is teeming with ghosts with issues.”

      “I assure you, after a thorough vetting, it is neither Daphne Davenport nor a ghost.”

      I pulled my arm from his and gave him a skeptical look. “You thoroughly vetted them? I’m afraid, Win. Very afraid. Did you Kiefer Sutherland 24 spy vet them, or vet them vet them?”

      He made a face at me. “I promise you, I didn’t waterboard anyone in our parlor. Nor did I yank anyone’s teeth out, if that’s what you want to know.”

      I wrinkled my nose in distaste. “You yanked people’s teeth out? I always thought that was just sensationalism created by movie directors.”

      He smiled down at me. “Only when they were trying to blow up the world and refused to give me the exact location of the device. Harsher tactics are sometimes inevitable, Dove. But to pull teeth erroneously? It goes against code to do something so extreme without provocation.”

      I wiped a hand over my forehead in mock relief. “Phew. I was worried we’d have to pay for someone’s dental work.” Wiping my hands on my thighs, I eyeballed him hard. “So, you’ve vetted this person, and obviously you think they’re safe enough for me to meet. I don’t understand why you’re so worried. And don’t tell me you’re not—because I can see it written all over your face.”

      “Bloody hell. I’ve been working on facial expressions, you know. I used to excel at them, but it would seem Balthazar’s face doesn’t work quite the way mine did. It’s been an enormous effort to get my brain to agree with my physical form.”

      Inhabiting Balthazar’s body (sounds almost like a book title, right?), had certainly been, and continues to be, a learning curve.

      “Well, whatever the case, you’re not doing a very good job of hiding it. I know you well enough to know this has you stressed. So why not simply spit it out?”

      Win grabbed my hand, pressing my open palm to his cheek then dropping a kiss on it. “I’m not sure it’s my place, Dove. Yet, I wish to protect you.”

      “Protect me? Your place? Don’t be ridiculous. My life is your life, yours is mine, blah, blah, blah. You can tell me anything, Spy Guy.”

      His finger shot up in the air. “But this—this is quite sensitive, Mini-Spy. The visitor in the parlor claims she’s—”

      “Your sister. I’m your sister.”
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      “Well, half-sister, if we’re being technical,” the voice said as it entered the rapidly darkening kitchen. The sun had begun to set, so I couldn’t see the details of the face who belonged to the voice very well, but that didn’t matter as much as the words she’d uttered.

      So, surprise!

      I know I hadn’t misheard when she said she was my half-sister… Had I? That’s just not something you mishear, or, for that matter, hear someone say every day.

      As she entered the kitchen by way of the entryway at maybe all of five feet four in work boots, a cute faux leather burgundy jacket and some worn jeans, Whiskey instantly ran to her and nudged her hand, a good sign from our dog she wasn’t a murderer.

      It was important for your pets to like your surprise half-sisters, right?

      When she finally came into view, she got down on her haunches and smiled at Whiskey, bending her head to coo against his cheek, “Oh, aren’t you a gorgeous George? And big, too, huh, guy?”

      Whiskey usually didn’t need much encouragement, but her words were akin to the phrase “who wants a cookie?” to his eager ears, and that’s when he really became excited, knocking her to her knees.

      “Whiskey! Down!” I chastised as Win grabbed him by his collar and gave him a stern look. “Er, his name’s Whiskey.”

      “No, no!” she protested, her voice warm and soft as she rose and scratched his ears. “It’s all right. He’s beautiful and so sweet. Aren’t you, Whiskey?”

      He wagged his tail and panted with excitement.

      Finally, I got a good look at this woman Whiskey appeared so fond of—and if she didn’t look like my father, Hugh, I’d be a liar saying otherwise. She was a carbon copy of him. Gorgeous inky-black hair fell in swirls to her shoulders, wavy and shiny but not at all frizzy like mine. Just gloriously smooth and soft.

      Her blue eyes had the exact shape his did, round, and so thickly fringed with lashes it looked as though she wore eyeliner. Alas, she was one of the lucky ones who didn’t need it.

      In fact, she didn’t have a stitch of makeup on, not on her prettily blushing, rosy cheeks, nor a lick of foundation on her pore-less creamy skin. Unless you counted the raspberry lip stain gracing her full-ish lips, she was a natural beauty.

      I looked to Win and then back at this woman who held out her hand to me with a beautiful white smile, her nails shortly clipped and neat, wearing no visible jewelry.

      “I’m Halliday Valentine, spelled h-a-double l-i-d-a-y,” she said with a small giggle and a sheepish grin. “Yes, my mother was that mother—the free spirit, you-can’t-stop-me-from-coloring-outside-the-lines kind of mother who likes to put a crazy spin on a name to make it unique, but is really leaving her kid open to constant teasing her entire childhood. Anyway, everyone just calls me Hal.”

      Still, I continued to stare at her—awkwardly, rudely. I knew my dad was a Casanova. I knew he knew his way around the ladies. I mean, look at our circumstances.

      He showed up on my doorstep one day during a party I was hosting and announced his fraternal intentions, never suspecting I wouldn’t be receptive to the Hugh Granite, international star of stage, screen and film—in Japan, of course—and that had been that.

      Don’t get me wrong, eventually I fell in love with Hugh, and he went out of his way to try to be the best father he could be, even while living abroad for his illustrious career…while also being crazy self-absorbed. But I always thought my mother, Dita, had been the love of his life. Well, second to his reflection, anyway.

      This Hal didn’t look much younger than me—which meant my father had catted around often, and at about the same time as when he’d been having an affair with my mother.

      Not that it made any real difference. There was no denying she looked like Hugh. So I guess that meant she really was my half-sister, no matter when or where it happened.

      Still, I wasn’t quite sure how to respond. Welcome to the family? I’d always wanted a sister—half or whole makes no difference to me.

      But I suppose that’s not really true. I wasn’t one of those kids who longed for a sibling, because I knew what they’d be getting into with my mother. Why throw two innocent lives into the mix?

      And sure, my mother was a much better person today than she’d ever been before, but there were scars still there from my childhood; one of them was my lack of insta-trust.

      I didn’t have any—at least, not right away. I’m not a face value kind of gal, if you know what I mean.

      While I stood there in shock, Win gave me a light nudge to encourage me to accept her hand, and I instantly responded by placing my fingers in hers. I’ll admit, with reluctance, but shake her hand I did.

      “I’m Stevie—”

      “Cartwright,” she said with a satisfied grin. “Stephania Louise Cartwright, to be precise.”

      My lips reluctantly tilted upward in moderate admiration, but my response was still careful. “You’ve done your research.”

      She smiled again, her white, nearly perfect teeth flashing momentarily. “I did. I wanted to know a little about you before I just showed up on your doorstep unannounced.”

      “Why did you show up unannounced, Hal?” I asked, quite cool, I suppose.

      “Dove?” Win had that question in his voice—the question that said he was wondering how I was feeling about this guest in our home who was so obviously Hugh Granite’s spawn.

      But here’s the thing—I can’t say I understand why my Spy Guy, the man who’d run a background check on the high school student who came to rake our lawn this year, isn’t much more suspicious of this sudden appearance by Halliday Valentine, even if it’s clear she’s Hugh’s.

      Sure, she was undoubtedly Hugh’s daughter, but so what? That didn’t mean Hugh, who isn’t exactly discreet about almost anything needing discretion, didn’t tell her how much money Win has and, by proxy, how much I have.

      Win is rich, and my father knows it. It wouldn’t be hard for Hal to discover that if she’d really done the research on me that she claims.

      Almost instantly, Hal sensed my cold tone, and she nodded her shiny head, folding her hands in front of her. “Your money. I get it. You think I want your money, right? Because you’re rich,” she said with a wince.

      Turning on the lights over the island, I motioned for her to sit at one of the stools, relaxing a little. “I’d be lying if I said no. Hugh never said a word about you, Hal. Though there’s no denying you’re his. You do look exactly like him. Still, he made no mention of you in his last phone call to me, which was only a mere three weeks ago.”

      My father and I had indulged in a rare long chat during an even rarer break from a movie set in Istanbul. I’d finally been able to tell him about Win and all that had transpired since we’d last seen him.

      Hal looked down at the floor, her big round eyes growing wet. “That’s because I didn’t know about him until two weeks ago.”

      I lifted an eyebrow, but I didn’t say anything.

      Hal’s words faltered ever so slightly, and I knew I was making her uncomfortable. “That’s when I found out about him…um, Hugh. At the reading of my mother’s will.”

      I let out a little gasp. I know I did. I regret that I did, but the second I felt sympathy for her was the second I remembered how many hard luck stories Win told me I’d hear once people found out we had money.

      He’d said that so often when we’d first made our original agreement about finding Madame Zoltar’s killer, I could recite his words verbatim.

      Thus, I remained skeptical as I eyed Hal and all her gorgeousness from across the island.

      Though, I did remember to offer condolences. “I’m sorry to hear about the passing of your mother.”

      “Miss Valentine, might I offer you some coffee? Possibly a cup of tea?” Win asked, intervening, I suspect, because he knew I was dreadfully uncomfortable and he was ever gracious until he wasn’t. For now, I guess he felt as though Hal should be welcomed.

      She set her purple backpack on the counter, yet still she didn’t sit. “Please, call me Hal, and no thank you…Win, is it? Hugh told me all about…well, your special circumstances.” Then she ran her tongue over her lips in a nervous gesture.

      Win dropped something and it clattered to the floor, making a ruckus and jarring me.

      Instantly, my antenna was on high alert. Did I mention my father couldn’t keep a secret? So she knew about how Win had arrived here? Was that what she meant?

      “I don’t understand what you mean by special circumstances, Hal,” I said evasively.

      I couldn’t look her in the eyes. A) because I’m a crummy liar; and B) because I’m a crummy liar.

      On a shaky sigh, Hal looked me directly in the eyes, her gaze never wavering. “Listen, we can beat around the bush about all this, or we can just get it out in the open, Stevie. First, I know all about you. I know what happened with your coven. I know you lost your witch powers and how Baba Yaga didn’t do a thing about it. I also know you used to communicate with the dead. I know Win was a spy who was killed in the line of duty and, for a few years, he was a ghost stuck in limbo—your ghost, as Hugh put it after a very long conversation on the set of his movie in Istanbul—”

      “You met him in Istanbul? That’s a long way to go.”

      Hal frowned and looked down at her hands, leading me to believe she’d been far more curious than I’d ever been about my lineage. I figured one deadbeat parent had been plenty, thank you very much.

      I know that sounds harsh, but it was how I protected myself from the pain of rejection as a child. Of course, I had no idea Hugh didn’t know about me. I guess he didn’t know about Hal, either.

      Rather than defending her choice, Hal took my comment in stride. “It is, but it was worth it to see the other half of who’d created me after all these years of…wondering.”

      “Fair enough. He took me by surprise, too, in case you’re wondering.”

      Hal nodded. “He told me, and it’s what gave me hope we’d eventually be able to have a relationship.” She paused then, halting awkwardly. “I mean, with him. Not that I don’t want to have one with you…it’s just… Never mind. Anyway, I know about Belfry, your familiar. I even know about…Arkady, is it? The Russian ghost? But mostly, I know Win did something the witch world can’t stop blabbing about by somehow leaving the afterlife and possessing a body to join you here.”

      I blinked, and all movement behind me, where Win had gone off to prepare the coffee Hal said she didn’t want, halted.

      When neither of us made a peep, she crossed her arms over her chest and spewed another litany of words. “Oh, and I’m a witch, too. Like you, I also have a familiar. He’s not a bat like your Belfry. He’s a hummingbird. An uppity one, if I’m being honest. His name is Atticus Finch, to his utter shame and horror. Also, I can see into the future—sort of. When I have a vision, it comes in bits and pieces, but usually whatever I see comes to fruition—eventually—whether it’s good or bad. As for the reason I came here unannounced, I know it was stupidly impulsive, but I didn’t think a lot about it because I forget to do that sometimes. Think things through, that is—”

      I raised a hand to attempt to respectfully slow her down, but she held up her own and shook her head.

      “Believe me when I tell you, I regret my impulsiveness more often than not. As a for instance, taking over my mother’s Christmas decoration factory in our tiny hometown after I caught my fiancé cheating as a way to get over him and occupy my mind is just one example of my impulsivity. It’s better now. Running the factory, I mean. But ooo, boy, was it rough going at first. This very moment, while you two look at me like I’m a bowlful of nuts, is another example, and in turn, will certainly end up a case for regret regarding my lack of impulse control.”

      Hal took a deep breath, but alas, that was only to refuel. “Anyway, I came here because I had a vision, and I don’t know what it means or if it will end up meaning anything, but I had it right after I talked to Hugh. It had to do with a tattoo and Winterbottom—which I assume is Win’s full name. I don’t know why I had the vision or if it means anything to either of you. I only know whatever it’s about, it’s urgent. Or…it felt urgent.” Then she inhaled, before she said, “Do with that what you will. I’m sorry if I interrupted your day.”

      On that final sentence, Hal scooped up her backpack and pivoted on her work boot heel, heading toward the front door, her feet clomping against the hardwood with a sound that said she was upset.

      Both Win and I looked at each other in total surprise before he gathered his senses.

      “Stephania?” Win whisper-yelled, leaning into my ear. “Surely you’re not going to let your sister leave?”

      I didn’t know what I was going to do. I was still processing. “Half. She’s my half-sister.”

      “Half, three-quarters, twice removed, do the semantics truly matter, Dove? It’s clear she’s related to you by way of Hugh. And of course, you did hear what she said about a tattoo concerning me, yes? This deserves at least some investigation, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “She said so much, I almost couldn’t catch it all.”

      He placed both his hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye. “Then shall I condense? Halliday-Hal is your half-sister. I don’t think she wants your money—our money—anyone’s money. She’s impulsive at times and oft regrets her impulsivity. She inherited a Christmas decoration factory from her mother, who’s now passed. She met your father in Istanbul. No one died, leading me to believe it was a pleasant visit. She saw a vision of a tattoo having to do with me. Got that?”

      “A Christmas decoration factory?” I said in awe. Holy speaking my language.

      Win’s brows smashed together in a frown. “Was that your takeaway, Stephania? Christmas decorations?”

      “Duh. Christmas anything is my takeaway. It’s a factory of Christmas, Win. A factory,” I whispered back.

      “Stephania!” he said my name with that stern reprimand he was so good at using in order to lasso me in from my deflection. “Your sister is leaving with possibly valuable information about the person responsible for my death. Kindly gather yourself, please, and help me investigate further.”

      “Zero is right, malutka. I stay quiet all this time so as not to make with the waves, but now you are being rash. You must investigate,” Arkady chimed in. “Also, your surprise sister is pretty. Pretty-pretty.”

      “Because that has anything to do with this, my Russian letch?” I asked on an amused chuckle.

      “And might I point out the startling similarities between you?” Win asked.

      “Meaning?”

      “You’re both witches, living in small towns. I’d bet my eyeteeth no one knows Hal’s a witch, just as no one here knows you’re a witch. You were each raised by single mothers. You have a tiny sidekick, as does she. Surely, you see the resemblances?”

      I guess I hadn’t, but what difference did it make? Those were all surface observations. “So?”

      “So, Stephania, it deserves some investigation. Wouldn’t it be lovely if you gained a halfway sane relative and we found some answers to the man with the tattoo?”

      He was right—at least about the investigation into Hal’s vision. If Hal had seen something that had to do with Win, we needed to investigate. It didn’t make any sense that she’d lie about a vision regarding Win. Also, it was easy enough to check with one of my friends back in Paris to see if she was legit.

      I flapped my hands and headed toward the door at a light jog. “You’re right. Hal!” I yelled. “Please wait!” I scurried after her with Win hot on my heels to catch her just as she was descending the front porch steps into the cool night air. “Hal!”

      She stopped and turned around to look at us, as beautiful as a movie star in twilight, her face hopeful and fearful at the same time.

      “Yes?” she asked, gripping the newel post on the railing at the bottom of the steps.

      Whiskey rushed down to her and nudged her hip, nuzzling her fingers to encourage her to pet him.

      I held out a hand, even if I was still unsure about where this was going or, if anything, what she hoped to gain by revealing herself to me. My shoulders sagged and my remorse surely must have shown.

      “Wait, please, Hal. Come back inside. I was just caught off guard and I reacted poorly. I apologize. Let’s start again, yes?”

      Her blue gaze was hesitant. “Are you sure? I think I’ve already done enough of my impression of a bull in a China shop for today, don’t you?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sure. Promise. Please, come back inside and we’ll open a bottle of wine and get to know one another.”

      Win put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed his support. “Indeed, and as the hour is nigh, shall we whip up some dinner? Surely you’re hungry if you’ve come from…?”

      Hal took my hand and let me lead her up the steps. “Maine. And sometimes a transporting spell can take it right out of you. I could definitely use some carbs to bulk back up.” She flexed her biceps in a mock bodybuilder pose.

      I stopped halfway back up the steps and gasped, giving her hand a pat. “You can do the transporting spell? That’s how you got here? Shut the front door!”

      Color me impressed. A transporting spell was tricky on the best of days. It was surely one I’d never mastered.

      She gave me a half smile, shy and sweet. “Well, it’s probably the only spell I can do really well, but if I’m stressed or anxious, it doesn’t always work. However, it does save on plane fare.”

      As we entered the house, and Bel came buzzing down the stairs, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to know what Hal meant.

      “So, about that Christmas factory…”

      I heard Win’s laughter from behind us. He knew the way to my heart was anything Christmas. But a factory of Christmas? An entire factory?

      Hello, tinsel and mistletoe. My cup runneth over, folks.

      However, my cup, I’d soon learn later that night, was about to really runneth over, all right.

      Or more precisely, it was about to be run over and annihilated.
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      We were on our second bottle of a chichi-foo-foo carafe of white wine Win had shipped to him from his French connection in the hills of someplace even chichi-foo-foo-ier in France as we finished up our dinner.

      Seared scallops on a bed of creamy tomato risotto with fresh tarragon and asparagus had made up the menu, and as Win began to clear the table after his culinary masterpiece, the conversation turned to Hal’s hometown of Marshmallow Hollow.

      Win filled our glasses as we chatted, and the more I talked to Hal, the more I warmed to her. She was sweet and easygoing, and I felt like a heel for thinking she was here to steal our money.

      Belfry liked Hal, too. I could tell by the sound of his voice when he spoke to her, and Arkady was clearly enjoying her company. He’d hardly spoken a word, he was so entranced.

      And as odd as it was for Hal, hearing Arkady’s disembodied voice, she responded to him as though he were sitting at the table with us.

      Hal tipped her glass at Win and smiled. “That was fly, sir. I can’t remember the last time I had a meal so outstanding, Win.”

      Win cocked his head, amused. “Fly?”

      “It means awesome,” Hal said with a chuckle. “Hey, was that tarragon I tasted in the risotto?”

      “It was,” he said with a warm smile, and I could tell he was impressed by her foodie taste buds. “I’m quite surprised you were able to differentiate the herb. Well done.”

      “It added just the right hint of earthiness to the dish. Either way, thank you for inviting me to join you both. It was nice to have a meal I didn’t eat at my desk. It’s been a busy time at the factory.”

      Win sat down next to me at our kitchen table by the big bay window and grabbed my hand. “’Tis always a pleasure. I find I rather enjoy cooking. I never had the time…erm, before. But in this new life, which I so boldly took as my own, I must say, I’m rather enjoying myself. And I find the fresh fish here in Ebenezer Falls quite superior.”

      I grinned at him, curling my fingers into his hand, a familiar nest for them since Win’s return. “Win’s a food snob. I’m not. I’m a—or was—cereal-for-dinner kind of girl.”

      “Bah!” Win barked with a teasing grin. “Would I allow, she’d have Twinkies round the clock. It’s an abomination of disturbing proportions, I tell you.”

      “What Zero say is true. My malutka is junk food junkie.”

      “Allow?” I crowed. “Excuse me. I do as I please,” I joked.

      Hal winced, tucking her hair behind her ears. “I hate to side with Win on this, but I have to side with Win. I’m kind of a foodie myself.”

      “And Win was saying earlier how much alike we were,” I scoffed with a chuckle. “We’re light-years apart. I could live on coffee and boxed cereal with sugary marshmallows shaped like stars forever if not for Win and his mature palate.”

      Hal wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. Not me. I love to cook and try new things. Though, I don’t cook as often as I’d like as of late. Not with the running of the factory keeping me so busy.”

      I jabbed a finger in the air and smiled. “The factory—now we’re talking. Who needs fresh sea bass coated in panko with a clarified butter sauce when we can talk Christmas decorations?” I teased. “It’s a Christmas factory, you said. What exactly does this mean?”

      “Careful what you say here, Hal. Stephania’s a Christmas fiend. If you say too much, she’s going to end up in your charming town, sleeping bag and toothbrush in tow.”

      Bel rolled off the napkin on the table and giggled. “Winterbutt’s right. She loves Christmas, but I hate the cold. So don’t get any ideas, missy.”

      I giggled and poked Win’s arm. “This would not be a lie. I do love Christmas, and I especially love a Christmas decoration.”

      “All the Christmas decorations,” Belfry teased.

      “All the decorations,” Arkady confirmed with a laugh. “My little candy cane is go big or go home with the decorations. But is beautiful to see.”

      Hal clapped her hands and laughed. “Then you’d fall in love with Marshmallow Hollow! We joke it’s Christmas three sixty-five, twenty-four-seven due to the nature of our biz. But it’s especially Christmasy this time of year. We literally close the factory down December first until January the second, and the town turns into a winter wonderland of pure magic. We have a town decorating party, where everyone helps everyone else decorate their stores and the gazebo in the square. Tinsel Tuesdays, where everyone gets really creative with their fashions made out of tinsel. We have potlucks galore, hosted at the shops in town. There’s an ice skating competition and ice sculpting—even an ice village—a cookie bazaar, and a gingerbread-making class, too. There’s too much to list, but it’s terrific fun, with something new to do every day.”

      The warmth in her tone, the joy on her face said it all, and it said she loved Marshmallow Hollow the way I loved Eb Falls.

      Okay, so gun to head, I had to admit, we were similar.

      I pretended to clutch my pearls. “Okay, slow down before my heart gives out. First, does it snow? I don’t know a lot about Maine, only that it’s cold and it’s famous for Stephen King and lobster.”

      “That it is. We’re a blip of a town on the coast, just outside of Bar Harbor, so it’s pretty cold, and yes, it snows, and it’s amazing. I’d forgotten how much I love the snow, and the ocean, for that matter. They have both in New York, of course, but it’s a different vibe. When it snows in Marshmallow Hollow, the whole world stops and glistens.”

      Sighing with wistful longing, I smiled. “I love snow. We don’t get much here, but I love it.” I sat up straight and patted the table with my palm. “Now, tell me about the factory. You said you make decorations? What kind? Is it online? Is there a website?”

      Hal took a sip of her wine and grinned, clearly pleased by my curiosity. “Yes, yes, and yes. Just Claus makes or sells everything for and having to do with Christmas, from A to Z. Some of our stuff is imported from various outlets abroad, but we manufacture a great deal of it ourselves. Artificial trees in every size and color, tinsel, decorative garland, nutcrackers, Santas, snowmen, snow globes, indoor items, outdoor items, everything you can think of.

      “We’re in production from January to December to keep up with the demand. I know it sounds crazy for a business that makes Christmas decorations to close right before the holiday, but it’s a tradition my grandparents started, and my mother kept it alive. My nana always said the season shouldn’t be rushed. Plus, we do pretty brisk business all year long to make up for closing in December.”

      Win touched the bottom of my chin with his fingertip and offered a husky chuckle. “I think your jaw’s about to unhinge, Dove.”

      I snapped my mouth shut, but that didn’t make me any less awed. “The factory is called Just Claus? Hah, I love it!” I rapped the table with my knuckles. “This is my Heaven. My nirvana. The question is, do you love it? Tell me you love it.”

      Leaning on her hand, Hal rested her head and sighed with what I detected was remorse. “I didn’t when I was growing up. In fact, I wanted nothing to do with Christmas. But it was my mother’s favorite holiday. Hence my name with the kooky spelling, by the way. When I got older and went off to college, and then to New York for my career, I missed it more than I can ever tell you,” she said wistfully.

      I heard the sadness in her tone, and I reached across the table to grasp her hand. “I’m so sorry about your mother, Hal. You were close?”

      A tear welled in her eye and she shook her glorious mane of hair. “Not always, but we grew much closer as I got older. It wasn’t only Christmas I didn’t like. I didn’t love being a witch who wasn’t allowed to use her powers because I lived in a town where no one knew about us. We argued often about my sometimes rebellious use of them.”

      I looked down at my glass of wine. It was my turn to be sad. I didn’t always miss being a witch, but every once in a while, when I met up with a fellow witch, it niggled me a bit.

      Now Hal squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry, Stevie. Did I upset you? I mean, about your powers?”

      I flapped a dismissive hand. “Nah. I’m mostly over the disappointment of losing my powers. The hardest part for me was losing communication with the afterlife. I had a lot of friends there.”

      Hal frowned, her beautiful face confused. “But you were able to communicate with Win and Arkady? How does that work?”

      “You know, we still don’t know how that came to be. But this isn’t about me, it’s about you, Hal. Tell me about your mother. What was her name? What was she like? I wonder if we’ve ever crossed paths?”

      Running a finger around the rim of her cup, Hal smiled fondly. “My mother—her name was Keeva—was a free spirit from the word go, according to my nana. Nobody told her how to live her life. I guess that’s a small indication of how I ended up here, huh? She had an affair with Hugh when he was shooting a movie in Marshmallow Hollow, despite my grandmother’s warnings she’d end up hurt.” She shrugged her shoulders and sighed. “Anyway, she was beautiful and funny and…whimsical, I guess, is the best word to describe her, and I loved her. More than I can ever tell you. She died in a plane crash, coming back from a yoga retreat.”

      “Were they both witches?” Win asked.

      Hal nodded, her eyes sad. “They were.”

      I cocked my head when I looked at her. “Were? Your nana’s gone, too?”

      She made a circle on the kitchen table with her index finger. “Yep. It’s just me and Atticus now, and Rupert, who helps me run the factory.”

      My heart tightened in my chest. Hal’s sorrow was palpable. “I’m so sorry, Hal. I didn’t mean to bring up something that’s still so fresh.”

      But she swallowed hard, visibly so, and shook her head. “It’s okay. It really is. I miss her like crazy, but she lived her life on her terms and I’m grateful she taught me that lesson, because now I can, too.”

      Pressing my chin into my hand, I smiled as she talked about Keeva. “So you mentioned you inherited the business from your mother, right?”

      “Who inherited it from my nana, and like I said, both were Christmas lovers through and through. I used to be an interior designer back in New York. I worked for a big company, doing interior design for five-star hotels. Naturally, the last thing I expected was the death of my mother, who was so full of life. It was all so sudden. The final push over the cliff and my eventual move back home was my ex-fiancé’s cheating.”

      I sighed in solidarity. “I had one of those, too. A cheating fiancé, I mean. I can relate.”

      “I caught him the day my mother died. I came home from work early, looking for a shoulder to cry on, and instead found him in a compromising position with a partner in his law firm in our bed. I guess I caught them by surprise.”

      My eyes widened and my heart skipped a beat in sympathy. “Oh, Hal. How utterly dreadful. I’m so very sorry. And for him? The fleas of a thousand camels upon his bed for eternity.”

      Hal tipped her head back and laughed. “Turned out, it was the best thing that could have happened to me. Moving back to Marshmallow gave me hope. When everyone heard, because everyone always does, the employees at the factory—and in fact, the entire town—embraced me to welcome me back. They loved my mother. Most of them are like a warm hug after a long, cold journey. So, after the reading of my mother’s will, where Mom actually gave me a choice about whether I’d like to run the factory or hand it over to her right-hand man, Rupert, and the surprise about Hugh, I decided Marshmallow Hollow was just the balm and the boot in the butt I needed to leave New York and move back home.”

      “I love Big Apple,” Arkady agreed. “One time when I was there on mission, I go to house of ill repute to—”

      “Arkady!” I chastised. “Let’s ease Hal into your spy-capades, eh?”

      Bel spread out his wings, his tiny feet clinging to the edge of a napkin. “That’s a big move. Do you miss New York, Hal? Was it hard to adjust to being home again after the big city?” he asked.

      Hal shrugged and winked at Bel. “Sometimes I miss the bagels and pizza, and I definitely miss some of my friends, but mostly, I love being back home in my mother’s rambling old farmhouse on the bluff, where I can see the ocean and smell the salt in the air. I have a barn, and a ton more work to do on the inside, but when it’s totally done, it’ll be really beautiful. It’s kept me busy when I most needed my mind occupied.”

      I took the last sip of wine and rose to make coffee. “So the big question here is, does anyone in Marshmallow Hollow know about you being a witch? You said you had to hide it, but have you ever shared your secret with anyone?”

      “Um, nuh-uh,” she said on a laugh. “We kept our powers hidden. Though, my mother often kept everyone on their toes with suspicion, and she was always the one folks suspected when anything strange happened, but luckily, rather than be the town’s laughingstock, my mother and her insanely charismatic charm kept that from happening.”

      I held up the coffeepot and asked, “Coffee?”

      She nodded her head and smiled. “Please. So, do they know about you here in Ebenezer Falls, Stevie?”

      I filled the coffeepot with water and laughed, too. “Heck no. Though, there’s not much to know anymore. They just think I’m the crazy imaginary-ghost-talking lady who moved back home after getting a mysterious windfall of money some swear was a payoff for being a rich elderly gentleman’s mistress, bought a rundown old house, renovated it with my ill-gotten gains and runs a psychic reading shop in town. Eb Falls, much like your Marshmallow Hollow, mostly embraced me when I returned.”

      Bel snorted and rolled to his back. “Mostly being the key word here. She had her share of troubles, but she’s done just fine, haven’t you, Stevie B? Also, she’s given so much back to Eb Falls with just the reno on this place alone, by giving kids and assorted townsfolk jobs, she earned her place here.”

      “Speaking of renovating,” Hal commented with a glance around our kitchen. “This place is gorge. I mean, it’s ‘wow’ gorge. You have a woodfire pizza oven, for the love of oregano. It’s amazing.”

      Win rose and tipped an imaginary hat. “Thank you kindly, Hal Valentine. Coming from someone skilled in the art of design, I’ll take that compliment. And if you only knew the teeth I pulled in order to have that oven installed.”

      Hal cocked her head in question. “So you did all this since you returned to this plane? How?”

      “No. He did all this from up there,” I said with a snort, pointing to the ceiling.

      “Via Stephania’s diligence, of course.”

      I grinned and shook my head. “Yes. He barked orders and I furiously shopped online. I’m no interior decorator, believe that.”

      “Oh, indeed,” Win teased me. “Believe that.”

      We grew quiet then, knowing there was an elephant in the room still not discussed that none of us wanted to address due to the lovely conversation we’d been having. But we had to address it.

      Hal’s face softened as she spoke. “So, I guess you’d probably like to know about my vision? First, please let me say, it’s honestly not the only reason I came. I really wanted to meet you both. You especially, Stevie. I don’t want you to think otherwise. But what rushed me here, what made me zap here instead of using a conventional method of travel, was the vision and the urgency of it—how it made me feel. I know I caught you both off guard, and I sort of barged my way in, but I’m not very good at pretense. I figured honesty was the best policy.”

      Gosh, I felt bad about how I’d greeted her. “It’s more than fine, Hal. I regret my behavior earlier. I’m always cautious because of Win and how he came to be here. I just overreacted because of that.”

      Win’s face grew serious as he toyed with the handle of his coffee mug. “I hate to interrupt this lovely visit we’ve been having, too, but yes, Hal. Indeed, I’d like to understand your vision. If you’ll allow, I’ll give you some background first?”

      The mood grew somber as Win gave Hal a summary of all that had happened since meeting me, and before. The incidents leading up to his death, everything that had occurred before he had the memory of the hand with the tattoo, and everything thereafter.

      When he was done, Hal sat silently for a moment or so before she looked at me, her gaze intense. “You, as a newly minted mortal, fought with this guy Adam Westfield to keep him from getting in Win’s body? You’re a dope warrior, Stevie. A true warrior. I don’t know if I’d have done that as a witch with powers, let alone as a mortal.”

      I was embarrassed by the compliment, so I merely shrugged it off. Remembering that night, one of the most harrowing I’d ever experienced, was still a sore spot for me.

      “It was a long, crazy couple of days with little sleep and a lot of worry, and all I can say is panic and adrenaline and all the things that set in when you’re in a crazy situation like that overpowered my fears.”

      “Don’t let her fool ya, Hal,” Bel chirped. “My girl here’s a real beast when it comes to a bad guy.”

      I rolled my eyes and poo-pooed the idea. I think “survivor” was more likely the word we should use when referring to me. I like living.

      “Either way, Win’s here now, and this tattoo you saw in your vision could be an integral piece of evidence about what happened the night he was killed. We need to know everything about it.”

      Hal looked to Win. “So, let me get this straight, Win. You’ve always believed it was your ex-girlfriend Miranda who killed you? Am I getting that right?”

      Win gave a curt nod. He still, even now, didn’t talk much about Miranda. I fully understood her place in his life and where she stood with him now. I just wasn’t sure he understood I had every faith in his words when he said he was over the hurt she’d caused and had let go of her memory.

      “You are correct, but after that memory I had some time ago, one I’m certain was real, I’m very unsure about my stance on her. I simply don’t know if it was actually Miranda who pulled the trigger.”

      And that endlessly tortured him—to have blamed the wrong person all this time for his death. Especially because the accused was someone he’d once cared for a great deal.

      Hal’s slender shoulders sagged and she blew out a breath. “I wish I had more, Win, but it’s like I said. I saw the hand with the tattoo and I heard your name, Winterbottom.. That’s it. That’s all I have, but it did make me speed up my visit to you because, again, I must impress upon you both the feelings that accompany my visions, and this one was urgent.”

      “When you have these visions, have they already happened or have they yet to happen?” Win asked, rolling the sleeves of his sweater up his arms.

      “I’m afraid it can be either-or. I can see past, present, and sometimes even the future.”

      “Can you describe the tattoo?” I asked before I held my breath

      Hal nodded her head, her eyes fiery. “It was on the back of a man’s hand. At least I’m assuming it was a man. His hand was rather hairy. It was a snake with a blue collar and some kind of gem, a diamond, maybe? It also had the letter ‘R’ on the collar.”

      I’m pretty sure I turned as white as one of the ghosts who shows up in the corners of my life, because Win gripped my hand. I felt breathless, frightened. Why was Hal, of all people, seeing a vision of this hand with the tattoo? Until just a few weeks ago, she didn’t even know we existed.

      Hal reached across the top of the table and latched onto my suddenly icy fingers. “I know you’re thinking my vision is very random. We didn’t even know each other when I had it. But I knew of you, and sometimes, when I meet someone or hear a story about someone from a person who loves them, holds them dear, I have a vision. Hugh loves you. It was obvious when he talked about you, Stevie. That’s the only explanation I can give you about why it happens, and it’s always been this way. No rhyme. No reason.”

      Just as Hal was explaining the origins of her visions, the doorbell rang, and I froze. It didn’t help that we’d just been talking about Win’s death and visions. An ominous feeling crept into my soul, but I shook it off.

      Who could be calling so late? I ignored the feeling someone was walking over my grave and rose. I slipped from the chair and excused myself with Whiskey, who’d been curled at Hal’s feet, hopping up to escort me.

      But Win kept hold of my hand. “Stephania? Do make sure you check the security camera to see who’s at the door.”

      “You’re never going to let me forget the fake pizza delivery guy, are you?” I teased. “Just lay low, okay? Just in case.”

      “Um, the fake pizza guy? Another adventure I’m going to want to hear all about?” Hal asked with a smile.

      “I’ll let Win tell you while I get this.” I left the two of them talking about my run-in with the pretend delivery guy who was really a murderer and ran to the door. Whoever it was, they weren’t letting up on the doorbell.

      Pressing the button for the security camera by the front door, I saw it was my favorite officer of the law, Dana Nelson: Rigid Rule Follower.

      I flung the door open with a smile, but one glance at Dana said he wasn’t in the mood to smile. Not that this was an unusual occurrence for my favorite policeman, but he really-really wasn’t smiling.

      As I let the door go free and the wind whisked in, bringing with it some leaves, I grinned again. He was in his civilian clothes, so thankfully, I wasn’t a suspect in some bank heist or anything. Still, he looked concerned.

      Yes, that’s the word I’d use. Concerned. Which should have been the first sign we were in for a bumpy ride.

      But did that stop me? Nah. I jumped right on the sarcasm train, full-steam ahead. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Officer Stick-Up-His-Butt. Long time no see. What’s kept you away so long? Have you been too busy memorizing the Magna Carta? Watching videos of police procedures, maybe? What can I do for you, old friend?”

      But Dana didn’t even smirk. In fact, his eyes said it all. They were zeroed in on my face, and he was looking at me as though he couldn’t believe something—I don’t know what that something was, but there was disbelief—or maybe it was shock—all over his face.

      And that made my stomach take a nosedive—a hard one.

      Instantly, my mind went to the show I’d seen the other night and the soundbite of one of the goons talking about crazy Christmas sweaters and a British guy, and it was all I could do not to let fear swallow me whole.

      He held up a hand, his eyes narrowing. “I’m not here on a social call, Stevie. So please save the jokes.”

      Now I frowned, but I still wasn’t taking the hint. “Then why are you here? Are you having trouble sleeping? You wanna watch a marathon of Say Yes to the Dress?”

      “Stevie, I need to talk to you. I really need to talk to you about something very serious.”

      I shivered, and I’m not entirely sure it was because of the cold air blowing in the door. “Okay. Do you want to come in?” I asked, raising my voice and hoping Win heard me so he could hide, while still trying to keep this interaction as natural as possible.

      But Dana shook his head with a curt negative. “I can’t stay long. I have a shift coming up, but I really needed to talk.”

      I gave him an odd look and pretended I had no idea what he wanted to talk about, but I was beginning to get the feeling my world was about to implode.

      Still, I tried to keep my cool and act casual, praying to the universe this wasn’t about what I thought it was about.

      “Okay. So talk.”

      He sucked in his cheeks, driving his hands inside his beige trousers, his face as hard as granite. “I’m not going to beat around the bush. I’m just going to be direct.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was warning me or asking permission, so I tested the waters. “You? Direct? But you’re so good at beating around the bush,” I teased with a grin.

      “Stevie, I don’t have time to play whatever game you’re playing today. What I need to talk to you about is very important and very serious.”

      Oh. Oh, yeah. We had big trouble in little China.

      For sure.
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      I’m pretty sure I went white as my crisp cotton sheets, and while I grappled with what to do, and Dana stared me down like I was in for an interrogation, the cold air hitting me in the face with a sharp sting, I did the only thing I could think of.

      I faked a sloppy sneeze. Then I faked another one. Then I coughed and sputtered, wiping my nose on the sleeve of my shirt and snorting…loudly.

      “Sorry, old chum, but I think I’m suddenly coming down with a cold. Can we do this another time?” I asked, then sneezed right at him as I gave him a shove off the porch, not bothering to listen to his answer.

      “Stevie!” he yelped, spinning around, his handsome face shocked. “You were fine a second ago!”

      I hacked another cough and sniffled. “Yeah. Crazy, right? Anyway, bye, Dana! I’ll give you a ring when I’m better.”

      I slammed the door and quickly locked it, making a break for the kitchen to see if Win and Hal were about.

      I skidded in with Whiskey trotting at my heels to find the kitchen deserted. I ran to the windows by the kitchen nook to close the blinds in case Dana decided to get crafty and snoop around to get a glimpse inside, all the while, my stomach revolting like I’d swallowed a handful of jumping beans.

      “Guys?”

      “In the basement,” Belfry whispered from his hiding place in a ficus plant that sat next to the kitchen table.

      Win poked his head out of the basement door, his brow furrowed. “Stephania? All clear?”

      I nodded, but I was worried—really worried. “But I don’t know for how long, Win. Did you hear Dana?”

      He stepped into the kitchen with Hal behind him, her face filled with concern. “I did. We’re in the hot seat, I suppose.”

      “You suppose? Yeah, buddy, we’re in the hot seat! He said he wants to talk about something very important and very serious. What else could it be but the Vera brothers case? So what are we going to do, Win? We have to figure something out, and we have to figure it out fast before he involves anyone else. Like his superiors or the FBI or whoever investigated the Vera brothers mess.”

      I know my tone held panicked urgency. I heard it. But Dana had looked none too pleased with me.

      In fact, I’d venture to guess I saw disappointment in his eyes, and yes, maybe even some judgment. But he wasn’t the kind of man—the kind of police officer—who would be kept waiting for long. He’d keep pushing and nosing around because he was good at his job, and even though I adored him most days, today was not one of those days.

      Win ran a hand over his hair and rasped a sigh. “I heard everything, Dove. The question is, how do we fix this? I did meet Dana. I did have that bloody sweater on.”

      Hal placed a hand on my forearm, her eyes warm with sympathy. “I have an idea, Stevie. I’m not sure if it will help or make matters worse, but I’m gonna throw it out there anyway.”

      I’d forgotten Hal’s being here could involve her. I didn’t want her to feel as though she could end up a witness to our shenanigans at Vera Brothers.

      “Did Win tell you who Dana was and why he came calling? I don’t want you to get involved in something that could in any way tie you to this mess, Hal. ”

      “He did, and don’t worry about that. Please. However, I might have a short-term solution so you can breathe and sort this all out.”

      “I’m all ears,” I said, twisting my clammy hands together in a knot.

      “Listen, I know what it is to live in a world where there are suspicious humans. Even though we’re not supposed to use our powers for gain, financial or otherwise, I admit to lighting a fire in my fireplace from time to time. Small acts like that have almost gotten me and even my mother caught. Believe me. I also know what it’s like to try and keep the mortal world at bay without arousing too much suspicion, yet still keep your powers honed. I’m good at it. I’ve done it for years. I didn’t live in a place where there were other people like me besides my mother and my nana. It’s hard to be friends with mortals when they’d think you’re nuts if you told them what you really are. I can’t even imagine having to explain Win’s situation. So, I have an idea…”

      I blew out a breath of air. I’d never felt so vulnerable as I did right this second. I felt exposed. I felt like Win had been exposed and all I wanted to do was protect him.

      “Again, I’m all ears,” I said. I was open to anything. Well, almost.

      “Come to Marshmallow Hollow. You can stay with me and Atticus, and we’ll figure this out while you’re there. I have plenty of room, and as long as you don’t mind the ongoing renovations, we can make a plan.”

      My heart tightened. It was a very sweet offer, but if Dana found out about her, she’d be in for a third-degree interrogation she didn’t deserve.

      “But you don’t even know us, Hal. We’d be imposing. We just met. I’d feel like such a burden.”

      Win wrapped an arm around my shoulder, pulling me to him. “Stephania is right, Hal. I’d never forgive myself if you were involved in this, too. It’s difficult enough fretting over how I’ve involved her.”

      She shook a finger at us and smiled her beautiful smile. “I won’t hear of it. We’re family now, and just because we only met, doesn’t mean we can’t help each other out. We witches have to stick together, Stevie, and I don’t care what the coven says about your status as a witch. No matter what you say, you’re still one of us as far as I’m concerned.

      “Plus, while we figure out how to fix this, you’ll be able to experience Marshmallow Hollow at Christmas, and from the look on your face when I described my hometown, it sure looked like Christmas was your thing. I can’t think of anyone who speaks that better than the folks in Marshmallow Hollow.”

      I looked up at Win, his gorgeous face grim, the lines around his eyes deep with worry. I had no idea he’d felt responsible for my involvement in what I considered a random predicament. It wasn’t his fault I was sucked up into the afterlife. That had been mine. I was the one who’d screwed up the spell.

      “Maybe she’s right, Dove. It surely would help if we could find some quiet time to check all our boxes in peace after Vera Brothers, and certainly the company would be a brilliant change for you. You two could get to know one another in a setting close to your heart.”

      The idea of being able to parse this mess without fear of Dana beating down our door sounded lovely. And yes, yes. The Christmas thing was a major bonus. But…

      “But it’s a long drive, Win, even without the snow in the mountains at this time of year. It’s all the way across the country. We can’t fly without identification for you. We’d have to drive, and Bel also hates to fly in the winter, and even after all that, we have Whiskey and Strike to think of.”

      Hal crossed her arms over her chest and smiled at us with a mischievous grin. “Aren’t you two adorbs?”

      I gave her a strange look. “How so?”

      “Didn’t I just tell you how I got here? If you agree, all I have to do is snap my fingers and it’s done. So say yes. Please? I’ll take care of everything. Swear it on my Nutcracker collection.”

      I was almost there—until I remembered what she’d said earlier. “But didn’t you say sometimes you have trouble with a transporting spell?”

      “I said I have trouble when I’m under a lot of stress. But I don’t feel stressed at all. So, c’mon,” she coaxed with a twinkle in her sparkling blue eyes. “Say yes to Christmas!”

      Win and I looked at each other, and I knew if nothing else, we could surely use the time to plan our next move—which might be renting a big U-Haul with a sign that read Siberia or Bust to avoid the law.

      He smiled down at me before we both said, “Yes!”
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      “Ow!” I yelped as we crash-landed on a hard, splintery floor, tucking and rolling to avoid crashing into a big metal ladder.

      I heard Win groan somewhere off to my left, and then Whiskey barked, followed by Strike’s gobble—a confused one, if I was reading him correctly.

      “Phew-wee!” Belfry yelled out in excitement as he buzzed toward me and snuggled under my ear. “That was some spell, eh, Boss? Just like the old days.”

      “Oh, guys, I’m sorry that was so rough!” Hal called out as I pushed my way up from the floor, still dizzy from the spell.

      Groaning again, I blew my hair out of my face and had to grab at the first stable thing I saw, a green, gingham-checked wingback chair, in order to right myself.

      Win popped up with the speed of someone who’d been terrorized daily by Nurse Ratched and some squats. He crossed the room to me, holding out his hand.

      “Dove? Are you all right?”

      As I began to get a real look at my surroundings, I nodded numbly, still in awe of Hal’s powers of transport and her farmhouse. “I’m fine… Gravy, would you look at this, Win? It’s…”

      “Incredible,” he finished for me, his eyes as wide as I’m sure mine were.

      We’d fallen into what I assumed was Hal’s great room, and it was indeed great. A fireplace as tall as me, with a long, rustic wood mantel covered in evergreens and red and white ornaments draping gracefully across the surface, sat smack in the middle of the enormous yet cozy room, quite clearly under construction.

      The hearth, comprised of gray slate, sprawled out at least three feet from the opening of the roaring fireplace. There was a big copper basket containing freshly chopped wood and a set of fireplace tools.

      The other walls were painted in a light taupe with a gallery of black and white pictures of Hal and her mother—and I guessed her grandmother, Karen—framed in walnut. All beautiful women with the same signature twinkle in their eyes. Now that I saw Keeva, I also saw Hal resembled her a bit, too, around her mouth and her chin.

      Surrounding those family photos was another gallery wall of vintage Christmas paintings. Turning around, I was greeted by two puffy couches gathered around the fireplace in light beige weave with crimson and white fuzzy throw blankets draped over the backs. Pillow after pillow of vintage Christmas prints created nests on either end of each sofa.

      Huge beams graced the vaulted, shiplapped ceilings in more distressed walnut wood with an enormous antique white chandelier hanging in the middle. Soft lights sprayed a gentle glow, making the baskets filled with Christmas greenery and holly berries that hung from the beams almost sparkle.

      I was only just absorbing the Christmas wonderland in the great room when, from another room, a buzzing sound whizzed in my ears, bringing with it a multicolored speck of movement. And then a dry, surprisingly deep British voice said, “I see you’ve arrived back from your jaunt in the soggy Pacific Northwest with guests you neither called ahead to inform me about, nor gave me due notice to prepare for. Timely as always, Halliday.”

      Hal rolled her eyes at the speck of color as it landed on her shoulder. She reached for it and held it up in the palm of her hand. “Everyone, this is Atticus The Stuffy. Atticus, meet everyone.”

      I grinned from ear to ear as I peered at him. He was beautiful—with a green metallic back and red throat—even if Hal called him stuffy. “You’re Hal’s familiar, the hummingbird. How lovely to meet you.”

      “A ruby-throated hummingbird,” was the haughty reply from a voice so deep, he sounded like the British version of Lou Rawls. “And I prefer guide, thank you ever so.”

      “He prefers snobby,” Hal joked as she dropped a kiss on the disgruntled bird’s head. “We’ve been together a long time, haven’t we, Atticus?”

      “For what seems a millennium of hijinks,” he responded dryly.

      “Mate!” Win greeted him with a deep chuckle. “A fellow Brit, eh? Where from, chap?”

      Standing up straight, Atticus let his feathers ripple, showing his glorious colors. “Stratford-upon-Avon, where all civilized Brits hail, of course.”

      “Ah, the birthplace of Shakespeare,” Win said with a jovial smile. “I know it well.”

      Hal sighed, holding Atticus up to her face and giving him a stern look. “Stop being such a weenie, you snooty little beast, and greet our guests properly. This is my half-sister Stevie, her friend Win, and her familiar Belfry. Say hello and say it nicely, please and thank you.”

      “And the thing with four legs and more hair than our vacuum can ever hope to handle? Its name?”

      Whiskey, as though he understood the hummingbird was asking about him, jumped up and laid a wet slurp on Atticus’s long beak, making the tiny bird sputter.

      “Have you considered breath mints, chap?”

      I laughed and apologized. “This is Whiskey, and the turkey pecking at the braided rug is Strike. I’m sorry we’re putting you out on such short notice, Atticus, but it’s a pleasure to meet you nonetheless.”

      He harrumphed a deep rumble. “So you’re the product of another of Hugh’s vacation trysts?”

      Hal gasped, her lips thinning as she eyed the bird. “Atticus! Don’t be a jerk!”

      But I barked a laugh and held up my hands. “It’s okay, Hal. Guilty. That’s me, Atticus. One of Hugh’s love children. I wonder if there are more of us?” I joked.

      “You know, I can’t say I’d hate having a brother,” Hal said, then she set Atticus back on her shoulder and clapped her hands. “Now, let’s get you guys settled, yes? I’ll give you the tour of the rest of the house tomorrow after you’ve had a good night’s sleep. You must be exhausted. While I go make sure your rooms are ready for you, feel free to roam.”

      But I almost wasn’t hearing what Hal was saying. The windows in her kitchen—where another fireplace with white stone sat—had caught my eye, drawing me to the scenic landscape just beyond the panes of glass.

      “Ooooh,” I breathed, transfixed as I walked toward them. “You were right. It’s amazing, Hal.”

      The windows faced the ocean, which I couldn’t see as clearly as I’d have liked due to the darkness, but I could see the drop-off of the bluff the house sat upon, where barren trees swayed in the cold wind and a white picket fence with an arbor stood at the end of what appeared to be a path.

      And the snow. Oh, all that was white and glistening under the buttery moonlight, I could see the snow. It stretched right to the end of the property, where the edge of the cliff began, white and sparkling, fluffy and clean, stealing the very breath from my lungs.

      The stars shone brightly, glazing the white blanket with a soft golden hue. I pressed my palm to the freezing-cold windowpane and sighed.

      Win came up behind me, putting his hands on my shoulders and pulling me backward against his chest. “It’s truly magical, eh, Dove?”

      I sighed again, this time closing my eyes, relishing this moment with Win in a place so beautiful.

      “It truly is. I’ve never seen so much snow, have you? Never mind. Stupid question, right?”

      “Never stupid, Dove. I have indeed seen my share of snow. Alaska, Siberia, Iceland, the Alps, and of course, Antarctica. But never with you, and never have I seen it through your eyes. It changes everything for me.”

      I pulled his hands to my waist and tucked my arms under his hands, smiling as I lay my head back on his broad chest. “I suppose when you’re chasing a bad guy armed with a nuclear bomb across a tundra of knee-deep snow, a different perspective can be expected.”

      He chuckled. “You are so right. Now, I think Hal is correct in saying we need to get a good night’s rest and strategize tomorrow for our return to Ebenezer Falls.”

      All the worry, all the fear that had weighed me down earlier, returned to my chest like a heavy elephant, pinning me to the ground.

      “What strategy could we possibly come up with that will change the fact that Dana saw you, Win. He saw you. How can we ever hope to live any kind of life if we have to keep hiding you?”

      Win turned me to face him and said the words I dreaded—the words I knew he’d say if it ever came down to being caught.

      His eyes were intense as he looked at me, almost frightening me. I’d known Win for quite a while now, but I was still adjusting to seeing him physically—when he was sad, when he was happy—or any emotion in between. I’d always gone by his tone of voice because it was all I had.

      Yet, as he stared down at me, his near perfectly sculpted face so grim, I grew fearful.

      “Stephania, when it comes to keeping your good name in the clear, if there’s ever a chance you might somehow become mixed up in my misdeeds, I’ll seek other alternatives. There will never be a time I’ll allow your life to be sullied by me.”

      I swallowed hard, my eyes filling with the tears I couldn’t fight. “That’s crazy, Spy Guy, and you know it. We’re in this together. It was my spell that started this. It wasn’t your misdeed. If you weren’t so determined to find me that day, you wouldn’t have run into Dana and you wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      He tipped my chin up with his fingers, using his thumb to caress my skin. “If it weren’t for my determination to get back here to this plane, you wouldn’t have had to cast a wayward spell, Dove. Had I stopped to truly think of the consequences of giving my real name to Dana Nelson, we wouldn’t be here right now. I’d be in the process of creating a new persona once Mandrake has finished my identifications. What I did was careless and foolish.”

      “Well, how could you know we’d end up finding a bunch of crazies who sell body parts of their customers? It was too random to be believed.”

      “Still, I never would have made that mistake when I was a spy. I never allowed myself to become carried away.” He shook off the memory and gripped my shoulders. “Regardless, Dove, this began with me, and it ends with me.”

      I cupped his strong jaw, tweaking his cheek with my fingers and striving to achieve an optimistic expression.

      “No, this might have begun with you, but it ends with us. All of us. Together. Somewhere.”

      “Ghost intrusion again. Dah, Zero. Stevie is right. We are team. Always. We will find a way to fix. I will think hard on this while you sleep. You fight too long and too hard to get back to earthly plane and my malutka. I will not give up. You will not, either.”

      Bel poked his head out from behind my hair. “What the guy with the kooky accent upstairs said. All for one and one for all. Always.”

      Tucking my head into his shoulder, I didn’t say anything else. Mostly because I didn’t now what to say. But as I tried to keep my hot tears at bay, I sent out a prayer to the universe that we’d be able to perform a miracle.

      Because that’s what it was going to take to convince Dana that Win wasn’t a criminal.
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      I tiptoed down the long, wide hallway from the guest bedroom, my feet frozen and covered in sheetrock dust from the work being done on Hal’s house. It was as silent as a tomb, and I didn’t want to wake anyone.

      Hal had said the factory she owned closed during the month of December. I took that to assume she’d probably enjoy a good sleep in. I also figured the least I could do, after the way she’d saved our hides, was to make breakfast for her. I’ve become quite proficient at scrambling eggs and making coffee, thank you very much. Besides, I couldn’t sleep.

      I’d spent all of last night thinking up ways to get Dana off our backs, but I was coming up dry. Win had been at Vera Brothers. So had I. The problem was, Dana had seen Win in that daggone sweater. He was a credible witness to Win’s existence. If the Vera brothers could find a way to pawn some of what they’d done off on Win, I don’t doubt they’d try.

      At the very least, the police would want to question Win, and then the cat would surely be out of the bag. Win, by all plausible, believable rights, shouldn’t exist, and he couldn’t exist with Balthazar’s criminal record. There was no chance of assuming Balthazar’s identity. Not if Win wanted to stay out of prison.

      Then there was the hospital to consider, where Win had assumed Balthazar’s body. What if someone began to dig deeper and discovered in theory, Balthazar was still alive? There were a host of doctors and nurses to attest to the fact that he’d left the hospital—alive. Also, Win had Balthazar’s fingerprints and—

      Panic began to settle in the pit of my belly and take hold, dragging me on a roller coaster of speculation. I needed to stay out of the realm of “what ifs” and gather myself.

      Blowing out a breath, I snuck around the corner and entered the kitchen, only to let out another breathy sigh as I tucked the soft throw blanket I’d snatched from the end of my bed around my shoulders. All my troubles were instantly washed away at the beauty of this winter wonderland.

      Truly, this house was everything Christmas. Every corner, from the tops of every sparkling white kitchen cabinet glazed with an amber antique finish, to the butcher block island countertop and surrounding white quartz counters, there was at least a little bit of something Christmasy. It was simply breathtaking.

      Evergreen boughs lined the tops of the endless lengths of cabinets, with tiny twinkling lights dotting their green surfaces.

      Each of the five windows in the breakfast nook facing the cliffs and the ocean had a strip of plaid ribbon hanging down the middle with small boxwood wreaths secured at the end of each length. More pine swags swept the tops of the amazing crown molding window frames, the scent of pine and cinnamon filling the air.

      A rack with Christmas-themed mugs sat near a red coffeepot, and as I trudged toward it—coffee, as anyone who knows me, being my second love language—I sighed with happiness, and for a moment, I forgot why we were here.

      Hal, fully dressed in a pair of gray, fuzzy knee-high boots, a white thermal shirt layered under another plaid flannel shirt and jeans, strolled into the kitchen, her hair in a shiny ponytail, her cheeks flushed a pretty pink, her hand around a mug of something steamy.

      “Morning, Stevie. How’d you sleep?”

      “In that amazing sleigh bed and all those pillows resembling clouds? Are you kidding me? It was scrumptious. Thank you, Hal.” And then I spread my arms, almost speechless. “This house—this house is magical. Pure magic.”

      She grinned. “Yeah, well, don’t tell anyone, but it takes a little magic sometimes to get it all done—or I’d be here until next Christmas trying to finish all the decorating. That’s why I start the day after Thanksgiving. Now, come sit by the fire with me and have your coffee while Atticus fixes breakfast.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Atticus cooks?”

      Hold on. My familiar didn’t cook. How did I get that end of the stick?

      She led me to two puffy, red buffalo-plaid-checked chairs with still more throw blankets and pillows, by an equally warm, if not smaller fireplace in front of a round ivory pedestal table with black wrought iron-backed chairs with matching plaid cushions.

      “He does. Sort of. He, like me, can conjure things. So, he conjures breakfast. The most important meal of the day, according to him. I’m always too busy when the factory is open for business, I don’t have time for cooking much of anything, but my little Napoleon insists I have something warm in my belly to start the day. So we have an agreement. He cooks. I eat something other than a granola bar.”

      “But isn’t that using your powers for personal gain?”

      Atticus was a familiar. Surely, he practiced the art of discretion and taught his charge the same. Or maybe Belfry was full of hooey? Jeez, I was beginning to wonder if Belfry had been pulling my leg all these years, because he sure didn’t make me breakfast.

      “It’s an egg and an English Muffin, Miss Cartwright. I’m not conjuring succulent filets and Beluga caviar. Such frivolity would be personal gain. An egg? Hardly,” Atticus drawled in his deep tone as he buzzed into the room with such speed, it was difficult to keep track of him.

      “No need for formalities, Atticus. You can just call me Love Child—or Stevie, if it’s easier,” I joked.

      I’m pretty sure I heard Atticus snicker, though when he answered, he was all manners and dry, stuffy tones. “Love Child, ’tis then. Now, how does one’s love child prefer their eggs?”

      Now I snickered. “Scrambled, like my life, please and thank you. Oh, and I’m happy to help, if you’d like to do it the old-fashioned way, Atticus. I’m not only a love child, but I’m also a powerless witch who has to make her breakfast with no otherworldly aid.”

      He buzzed toward me, staring me in the face as his tiny wings whirred, suspending him. “Hah! Totally unnecessary. As sure as the queen bears the name Elizabeth, I’d rather be flogged than touch a greasy pot or pan. I do not do dishes. Ever.”

      “Or floors or toilets or any number of menial labor-ish things,” Hal teased, running an affectionate finger over the top of his head.

      “Can’t you just use your magic for that, too?” I asked.

      But Atticus scoffed and tipped his tiny yet long beak upward. “Hal does those. I did teach her the value of a chore. We’re not heathens, Stevie,” he said, looking down at me before he zipped off.

      I sank into one of the soft plaid chairs and gratefully accepted the coffee that appeared on the small table in front of me with the snap of Hal’s fingers, sighing with pleasure as I took my first sip.

      Hal leaned forward, placing her elbows on her knees and giving me a thorough once-over with her blue gaze.

      “You look so tired, Stevie. You’re fooling no one if you think I believe you slept last night—even in the sleigh bed. How can I help make you more comfortable?”

      “You’ve helped enough by bringing me to this amazing place and giving us respite while we sort this out. I don’t want you involved any more than you already are. Now, how about we find a place I can pick up a change of clothes? We didn’t exactly have time to pack and we’ll need a fresh change or three.”

      “I think we’d have to go into Bangor for something you’d find to suit your tastes. We only have a vintage clothing store in town, and an Army and Navy store. That means overalls and carpenter’s jeans and lots and lots of flannel. You up for a mini road trip?”

      Sipping at my coffee, I shook my head with a smile as a plate full of fluffy eggs with toast and blackberry jam on the side appeared on the table with little pomp and circumstance.

      “No, no. That’s not necessary, Hal. You say vintage, I say point me in the direction. Also, I’m not opposed to anything overall-ish. I used to wear them all the time.”

      Her smile was warm. “Then Stig’s Army and Navy it is, then we’ll hit Gelsea Mae’s Vintage afterward, and maybe we’ll grab a little lunch at the café in town. They have the most amazing turkey, stuffing, and cranberry sandwich on whole wheat you’ll ever eat. Let me just get a couple of things done and run a brush through my hair while you grab some breakfast and we’ll hit the road.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Thanks, Hal.”

      As she took her leave, I sat by the fire and had a bite of eggs from my plate, inhaling the scents of cinnamon and eggnog, wondering where Win was. Maybe he was still sleeping.

      Yesterday had been an exceptionally long day for someone who still struggled with some physical ailments from his host body’s accident. I couldn’t blame him if he slept in.

      “C’mon, buddy!” I heard Belfry call out from the direction of the living room. “Get your fluffy butt in here and dry off before that buzzy, flying bucket o’ stodgy catches you!”

      Whiskey came tromping into the kitchen, covered in balls of wet snow stuck on his fur with his tongue hanging out, clearly exhilarated from a run outside.

      “Ugh! Whiskey!” I yelped, dropping my fork to grab him and make sure he didn’t track snow through the house.

      “I got him, Boss,” Bel chirped as he flew by me and circled the braided rug, a tiny red and green scarf around his neck. “C’mon, beasty. Sit over here. We had a good run, didn’t we, buddy?”

      Whiskey panted at Belfry and if dogs smiled, mine surely had a grin plastered across his face as he settled on the braided rug.

      I reached down and stroked his damp head. “Did you love the snow, buddy?”

      Bel whistled. “Man, did he ever. It was all I could do to get his wayward butt back into the house. This is what a dog like him was meant for, right, big guy?”

      Bel’s words made me sit up and look around. “And where is Strike? Honestly, Bel, it’s like I woke up in this Christmas wonderland and I totally forgot I have pets and responsibilities.”

      Bel chuckled a laugh. “Strike’s out in the barn, happy as a clam, eating chicken feed and snuggling up to—are you ready for this—a reindeer, Stevie! A reindeer named Karen. I told Hal you were gonna have a litter of kittens over that.”

      My jaw unhinged. “A reindeer? A real live reindeer? Really?”

      “Really,” Bel assured me. So, I’m gonna cut you some slack for forgetting about us this morning. I figure transportation spell lag and the general Christmas high were just too much for your holiday lovin’ heart.”

      I giggled and scooped him up in my palm to rub the top of his head. “It’s really something here, isn’t it, Bel?”

      “It really is, Boss. Never thought I’d say this, but the snow’s pretty cool. You know how much I hate the cold, but wait till you see the property and the outside of the house with all the decorations. You’ll lose your mind. It’ll make you forget all about the fact that it’s five degrees out there. And the cliff overlooking the ocean? It’s like you could fall off the edge of the earth. Dang pretty is what that is.”

      I snuck a peek out the windows, but decided to wait until we left to see the entire picture. “Is it wrong of me to be a little excited, even with the dire straits we’re in with Dana?”

      Bel looked up at me and shook his tiny head. “Nah, Stevie. It’s been a rough year for you. I say we enjoy this while we can. I know you and Win and Arkady’ll figure something out. But until then, let it rest for a couple of days. Live for the moment and all.”

      “Speaking of Arkady, I haven’t heard a peep from him since last night when I said good night to him. Have you heard from him this morning?”

      “We had a nice, long walk along the cliffs before everyone got up. He’s with Win right now.”

      I took another forkful of eggs and munched a bite of buttery toast before I asked, “And where is Win? I haven’t seen him this morning either.”

      “Taking a light jog. He said it would be nice to get outside and really run instead of using that fancy elliptical machine he has with the fake lady on the screen who talks him into doing just one more lap.”

      “How is he jogging in five-degree weather with only the clothes he had on his back when Hal transported us here with nothing?”

      Bel clucked his tongue. “Hal whipped him up some running clothes.”

      Nodding, I took one last sip of coffee and grabbed my empty plate to drop in the dishwasher. “Remember the good old days when I could just snap my fingers and make things appear?” I sighed and shook off my melancholy. “Okay, buddy, I’m going to get dressed and head into town with Hal. You want in on this trip? Or do you want to sit this one out?”

      “I’m outtie,” he squeaked. “I’m fried from all that fresh air. All I need is that fir tree with the twinkling lights in the corner of our bedroom and I’m down for a nap.”

      I dropped a kiss on his head. “Sweet dreams, my friend.”

      “Is that the hideous scent of wet dog I smell?” a haughty voice asked, followed by the distinct sound of wings buzzing.

      “Is that the scent of snooty queen-loving hummingbird I smell?”

      I frowned down at Belfry and shook my finger. “Bel! Hush. That’s no way to talk to our hosts.”

      Bel snorted at me. “Blah, blah, blah. All that chirpy thing does is stick that overgrown horn on the end of his face in the air and complain. How could a nice, sweet girl like Hal end up with such a stick in the mud?”

      “Malutka! Come now. We need you!”

      The sound of Arkady’s voice and the urgency in it jarred me. I immediately looked up at the ceiling. “Arkady? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s all right, old man. Don’t startle Stephania,” Win groused, but his voice sounded tired.

      My eyes flew to the front door—a large wood door with a stained-glass Santa on it and yet another pine wreath hanging down in the middle—where a gust of arctic air rushed in.

      My eyes widened in horror. “Win! Heavens, what happened?” As I ran to him, I noticed the front of his sweatshirt, one that read the NY Giants, was covered in blood, as were his track suit pants and sneakers.

      That’s when I saw his face—and the long gash across the side of his forehead—and gasped, but he instantly poo-pooed me and held up a hand as he took off his gloves and earmuffs.

      “It’s nothing, Dove. Just a scratch. We’ll butterfly it and I’ll be fresh as an English garden.”

      Grabbing his hand, I yanked him toward the kitchen and the sink, where I could get a better look at him. “You say scratch, I say possible brain surgery. What the heck happened? Did you fall? See? I knew you were pushing yourself too hard, Win. I told you that. You’re not a spy anymore. Why won’t you get that through your head?”

      I grabbed some paper towel and wet it to press against the gash, but Arkady’s next words chilled me to the bone.

      “No-no, my malutka. Zero was not pushing anything. He was hit by car. On purpose.”
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      “What?” I almost screeched but managed to catch myself in the interest of not alarming Hal and Atticus. “You were hit by a car?”

      “Dah, my rose petal. He is running alongside of road. We are talking, talking, talking about what to do with Dana and wham! Car hits him and knocks him in snowbank.”

      Win rolled his eyes as blood gushed from his forehead and I tried to staunch the flow with the wet paper towel.

      “Good man, that’s all very dramatic, but it was simply an accident. That’s all. Nothing else. Stop frightening Stephania.” He leaned back against the counter, his clothes wet from falling in the snow, now dripping on the slice carpet and all over the porcelain white farmer’s sink.

      I tentatively touched his forehead around the area where the gash was and winced. “Win, we have to get you to a hospital and get you some stitches. That doesn’t look good.”

      Belfry agreed with me the way all good familiars should. “That looks pretty bad, Winterbutt. I’d listen to Stevie if I were you. You need medical attention.”

      But he grabbed my wrist and stilled all movement. “Stephania, stop. Please, Dove. It’s fine. Firstly, I can’t go to a hospital because I have no insurance and no identification to speak of. How would that look for Hal, who’s hosting us in her small town where everyone knows her? I can handle a butterfly, or even a few stitches all on my own. Please believe that. All I need is a needle, some thread and some boiling water.”

      “Dah, Zero speaks truth. He once cut leg open in the Andes when he was chasing me in tall office building. I see him staple wound shut with office stapler. Incredible,” Arkady whispered in hushed reverence.

      “Hah!” Win barked with a fond grin. “Do you remember that, chap? Left quite the scar along my thigh.”

      Now I rolled my eyes and pressed Win’s fingers against the paper towel for pressure. “Okay, you two, I’m not up to spy-capades today. Honestly, the two of you laugh in fond memory about your war wounds far more than anyone without a mental instability should.  No stories from the old days. We have more immediate issues. Like, who hit you, Win?”

      He looked at me with his crystal-clear blue eyes and shook his head. “I never saw a thing, Dove. One minute I was hearing that woman on the elliptical’s computer screen in my head, encouraging me to do just one more mile. The next, I was down in a pile of snow, which, by the way, is quite cold and hard here in lovely Maine,” he said on an wry chuckle.

      I narrowed my gaze at him, tightening the belt of my bathrobe. “Win, this isn’t a joke. You have a two-inch gash in your forehead, bleeding like its in a contest for who can bleed the most. Someone hit you, Spy Guy and they didn’t stop to see if you were okay. Doesn’t that seem suspicious to you and your spy-dy senses?”

      He cupped my chin and smiled warmly, the smile that was meant to shut me up while appeasing me.

      “No, of course it isn’t a joke, Dove. Of course it isn’t, and certainly I take your concerns quiet seriously, but no, my spy-dy senses don’t feel a thing. It was a mere accident. That they didn’t stop doesn’t surprise me in this day and age. It isn’t a surprise at all. But I’d say likely the driver simply slipped on a patch of ice and swerved into me. No harm, no foul.”

      “So where did this happen?”

      “Before the unfortunate incident? I was exploring this lovely town and all its quaint charm, and if I know you, Dove, I know how full your heart will be once you see it. It’s brilliant. Everything is blanketed in snow and the enchanting shops will make your Christmas heart sing.”

      I couldn’t think about how brilliant anything was when he was bleeding out. “Stop trying to deflect from your injury and the fact that someone left you on the side of the road to bleed to death by telling me how awesome Marshmallow Hollow is.”

      Win leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose. “As you wish. Now, I’m off to find a needle and some thread. Shall we meet back here after I’ve finished?”

      I wasn’t sure I could do it, but I was willing to help if I could. “Do you want me to help sew you up?”

      “No, Dove, but thank you. It isn’t as painful as you’d think and I promise you, this looks worse than it is. The head always bleeds so dramatically. However, the process of stitching it up isn’t pretty.”

      I gave him a skeptical glance, but he was right about the hospital. People would ask questions, and while I prayed he wouldn’t blow smoke up my backside, I had to trust he was telling the truth when he said he could handle stitching his wound.

      So I dropped a kiss on his cheek, inhaling the scent of the outdoors still clinging to his clothes and sent him on his way.

      “Okay, but keep pressure on that and if you need me, say the word. I’m going into town with Hal to pick up some clothes for our stay. Do you want us to wait for you so you can come, too?”

      He took over holding the paper towel and shook his head. “I think I shall take the opportunity to shower and rest up while you and your newfound relative have some time to enjoy one another’s company.”

      “Do you want me to grab you some clothes while I’m there? I hear there’s overalls…”

      “Certainly, I’ll die if you don’t buy me a pair of overalls, Stephania. Of course I want overalls and flannel shirts by the dozen. Spare no expense,” he said as he headed down the long hallway to his bedroom with a chuckle.

      Bel buzzed in front of my face and said, “I’ll go with him just to be sure he’s okay.”

      I blew him a kiss. “You’re a treasure, Bel. I love you.”

      As Bel took off down the hall, I listened for a moment until I was sure Win was gone then I planted my hands on my hips and looked skyward. “Okay, my Russian, spill. What happened?”

      There was a long, thick pause before he spoke, but when he answered, my stomach sank. “I do not believe it was accident, malutka. I do not.”

      I blinked and inhaled sharply. “Why?”

      “Zero was far enough on side of road for car driver to see him, my petal. I was facing front of car when it come at Winterbottom—who was on opposite side of road. Zero was running against traffic, as one should when one jogs on main roads. It did not look like car slip on patch of ice. It look like car swerve on purpose,” he said with conviction. “I know what I see.”

      My mouth went dry. “Please tell me you got a good look at the driver?”

      He rasped a sigh that grated in my ears. “Nyet. I do not see driver. Windows are tinted and car has no license plate. But I get make and model, if you are interested, because I say again, this was not accident…”

      I grinned up at the ceiling. That was Arkady, my partner in protecting my spy who couldn’t spy as well as he used to but behaved as though he could.

      “Do you think this is something we need to worry about, Arkady? I mean, of course, I’ll try and find out who the owner of the vehicle is, for all the good it will do me. I don’t have my laptop, and I definitely don’t have the kind of connections Win does. He seems to rely on Mandrake a lot and some other guy whose name he never says out loud. But if I could get him to give me that Mandrake’s number…”

      I, of course, knew Arkady had Mandrake’s number memorized, but I had a feeling he wasn’t going to give it up.

      “Malutka…” he warned.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. It goes against your spy code, blah, blah, blah. Still, if this was someone purposely trying to hit Win, it would help to know who it was, wouldn’t it?” I asked with a coy smile.

      “If ever a time come when we need Mandrake, I will give you number, Stevie. That time has not come. Not yet.”

      Those words sounded so ominous, they made me shiver. It made me think contacting Mandrake would have to mean we were on the brink of some kind of disaster, and I didn’t want to think about that.

      “Do you think this alleged accident was meant for Balthazar?” I asked.

      “I do not know, malutka. I am as unsure as you.”

      “Doesn’t it make you wonder, if someone was really trying to hit Win, thinking he’s Balthazar? The question is, who would do such a thing, and why? I mean, Balthazar’s bad deeds were done halfway across the country. Why would someone follow him to Maine, Arkady? Balthazar was a bad guy, but he wasn’t the kind of bad guy who inspires a hit. He was a small-time thug.”

      “Or was he? We must look deeper into Zero’s brother, malutka. I have uneasy feeling about today I cannot shake. I know what I see, and I see car try to hit Zero on purpose.”

      “So what kind of car was it?”

      “A black Lincoln Continental. I know this car because it is often used by spies. It does not stand out but handles well.”

      I leaned back against the sink and folded my arms across my chest. “And where were you guys when he hit Win?”

      “On the main road that leads to town. It is small stretch of highway with no sidewalks. He hit Zero just before the Marshmallow Hollow sign. Hal lives on outskirts of town.”

      “Anything else I should know? I mean, maybe we might get lucky and see the car around town, right?”

      “You do not think someone who try to hit Zero is going to drive around and take chance to get caught by pants, do you?”

      “With their pants down,” I corrected with a small chuckle. “You’re probably right, but it never hurts to look. So I’ll keep my eyes open.”

      “Oh! One more thing I remember,” Arkady shouted, his tone excited. “Car have sticker on back window of stick figures.”

      I frowned and scratched my head. “Stick figures?”

      “Yes. A family of stick figures. A mother, father, and two children and a dog.”

      “So we’re looking for a hit-and-run driver who has a wife and kids and a dog?”

      That sounded almost preposterous.

      “I do not know, malutka. I can only report what I see. Whoever it was used a car that does not stand out. I repeat, I do not think this was accident.”

      “Do you think it might be another spy? I mean, that’s totally possible, right? It’s not like Win was the invisible man. Plenty of people saw him when he was winging across continents. Granted, they likely don’t live in a town like Marshmallow Hollow, but who’s to say they didn’t follow him here?”

      “This could also be true, but I still do not have answer.”

      Running a hand over my temples, I bit the inside of my cheek in thought. “Maybe I should cancel going into town with Hal and ask to borrow her laptop.”

      “No, malutka. You must go experience the beauty that is Marshmallow Hollow. Spend time with your sister. This is most important thing. Family is important. Tonight, when everyone is asleep, you can look up bad twin. I will look after Zero, if this is what worries you.”

      I battled with the idea that I should be looking deeper into this, but I couldn’t do it with Win hanging around, and believe me, he’d sit right on my shoulder if he knew I was looking for information on his brother.

      “Okay, it’s a deal. But tonight we scour the Internet. You in?”

      “With you, my candy cane, I am always in.”
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      After a conversation with Hal about whether she knew anyone with a Lincoln Continental—to which she laughed and reminded me we were in a place where it snowed like the dickens and most everyone drove trucks and SUVs, not fancy luxury cars—we drove to the center of Marshmallow Hollow.

      “Oh, Hal.” I breathed a dreamy sigh as I stood in the middle of her beautiful town and the snow fell all around us in swirling clusters of glistening white. “I almost can’t breathe from the beauty of it all.”

      In fact, I gripped her arm almost as if to steady myself. We’d parked in the center of town so we could walk the sidewalks and see all the shops, but I was rooted to the spot, smack in the middle of everything.

      It was as though we were on the inside of a snow globe, looking out.

      The day was dark and gloomy, clouds hung so low and so fat with snow, it was almost as if I could reach up and grab fistfuls of them to tuck away in my pockets, but that only added to the brilliance of it all. Seagulls flew overhead, their squawks pealing through the air as they circled the parking lot.

      Behind us stood the ocean, where angry, choppy waves crashed against the craggy rocks of the shoreline. Out behind Hal’s house, a lighthouse stood tall amidst the backdrop of the gray and purple sky.

      But in front of us? Oh, in front of us was what can only be described as a replica of Santa’s village. Store after store lined the sidewalks, each one decorated with candy canes and holly, wreaths and mechanical Santas and life-size snowmen. Pine garland hung atop every store sign.

      By each store’s entry, there were wooden buckets with candy, painted in all the colors of Christmas, held by ceramic elves.

      Lights glowed, lining each store window and surrounding the doors; decorated Christmas trees sat at the edge of the sidewalk, lining the pavement with a long row of greenery.

      “Are those teddy bears?” I squeaked as I pointed to a string of fluffy, light brown bears holding candy canes. Each stuffed animal was attached to the shuttered windows of the Tudor-style structures sitting on top of each building.

      Hal laughed. “Uh-huh. Some of the store owners live above their shops, and those are their apartments. I hear the decorations were inspired by a village in Strasbourg, France, that does it up right for Christmas. My mother told me Josette Labeaux, who once owned the pastry store, now retired, vacationed there and brought back pictures. Because Marshmallow Hollow has similar architecture, they decided to borrow from the people of Strasbourg. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      Tears stung my eyes. That’s how beautiful it was.

      “See that store there with all the Christmas ornaments in the window, called Saffron’s Sundries? She works for us, and her mother owns the store below.”

      I blinked and nodded, following Hal’s gloved finger as the cold snow clung to my eyelashes, but I still couldn’t speak. Every single building had something new to see.

      Festive Santas on trapezes and presents carved out of wood hung as though suspended from shutters. Icicle lights swayed in the cold wind under each store’s eaves.

      There were wooden sleighs along the curbs with carved wooden horses pulling them to unknown magical destinations. Bows in red and gold gathered each vignette of evergreen bough. Every bare tree limb and bush lit up with twinkling lights and everywhere your eyes looked, there was something Christmas.

      And then there was the gazebo. We’d parked right by it in Hal’s Jeep, a white octagonal structure made of wood with globe lights strung from one end to the other, all along the picket fence sides, along the roof and the railings of the stairs.

      “That’s where one of our volunteer firemen sits when they play Santa for the kids every year, and it’s also where we have crab and lobster boils in the summer.”

      “White Christmas” funneled to my ears from somewhere off in the distance and I found, as Hal pointed things out to me, I was becoming suddenly melancholy.

      When I finally found my voice, it was husky with gratitude for this experience.

      “Oh, Hal. I know this will probably sound ridiculous, me getting choked up over some Christmas decorations, but my mother didn’t do much for Christmas. I was an only child and she was…otherwise preoccupied. So I always do it up big because I love the holiday season, and I suppose on a therapy couch somewhere, a therapist would tell me I’m trying to make up for all the Christmases I missed as a child. But also, it’s been such a precarious year for us—for Win—and this was just what I needed. Truly.”

      She grinned at me, her clear skin pink from the cold, her blue eyes sparkling as snow fell on the tips of her hair poking out from beneath her knit cap.

      “I’m really glad I could help, Stevie. I realize we don’t know each other, but I’m hoping we’ll be able to get to know one another. I don’t have any family left…well, mostly,” she said, and I found it odd how her tone of voice changed for a moment before she stood up straight. “What I mean is, it’s nice to know there’s someone else out there who’s a little like me. Now, let’s go pay homage to your love of all things Christmas and buy you some overalls so you won’t stick out like some fancy tourist.”

      I giggled as we took long strides across the parking lot toward the beauty of this tiny treasure of a town, kicking up the fluffy snow as we went.

      As we stepped onto the curb, and my eyes were gobbling up yet another feast of a store window with Christmas decorations, I almost knocked over a woman with flaming-red hair shrouding her face, who smelled of fresh pears and citrus.

      I reached out to steady her and mumble an apology, but as I looked up and our gazes met, my eyes widened.

      And so did hers.

      I tried to make my mouth move, so I could speak her name with a question attached to it, but she quickly turned away and scurried down the sidewalk, the tails of her winter-white trench coat flapping behind her until she disappeared.

      I couldn’t move. Hal’s voice became a muffled squawk in my ear. My already frozen feet became immobile.

      Now, I realize I’ve never seen a truly clear picture of her, but I spend a lot of my time observing people in all ways. Their posture, the curve of their spine, the way they stand, the tilt of their chins…and you can call me crazy. Go right ahead. In fact, I bet Win would call me crazy for even thinking what I was thinking.

      But I’d know that headful of flaming-red hair anywhere. It had stayed with me all this time—ever since I’d seen the picture of her that I’d found in the back of my closet when we’d first moved into Mayhem Manor.

      And I’d bet two limbs, a vintage Hermes scarf, and my esophagus the woman I’d just fallen into was none other than Miranda.

      Miranda the murderer.
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      “Malutka, are you sure? Are you really sure?”

      “Well, you tell me, Arkady. The description I gave you, does it fit her? You knew her, or at least you’ve seen her, right? In passing as you spied your way across the globe. Does it sound like her?”

      “Dah,” he hissed into the room. “It does sound like the she-devil, but Stevie, my honey-dipped potato chip, how can this be? How can she be here? Did we not think she is dead?”

      Yeah. How could Miranda be here, in the town Win was in, where someone had just tried to run him over? Hmmm.

      “We thought lots of things, Arkady. I’m beginning to think that’s our problem. We think too much. I can’t remember the Miranda scoreboard and where her stats are in terms of life or death. I think last Win and I talked about her, she was reported dead by MI6—or something. So to be clear, he saw her the night he died, found out she wasn’t really dead, then afterward, while he was on Plane Limbo, I distinctly remember him saying there was a rumor floating around at MI6 that she was dead again.” I rasped an aggravated sigh. “Dead, alive, I can only tell you what I saw, and I know what I saw. I saw Miranda.”

      I’d settled into my beautiful white sleigh bed with the winter-white quilt and throw pillows with reindeer on them then hunkered down under the covers with Belfry (because it was freezing out there) shortly after dinner, feigning exhaustion.

      Thankfully, every room had a fireplace, and this one was no exception. Beautiful white antiqued brick surrounded the fireplace that Hal had snapped her fingers at and instantly created a roaring fire.

      The distressed wood mantel with more draped garland made of pine and intertwined with tiny twinkling lights had delicate snowflakes made of Balsa wood strung across it. Propped up against the wall directly beside the fireplace was a sleigh with a simple holly berry wreath in the middle.

      In the corner sat a puffy red chair and, directly behind it, the fir tree Bel had napped in earlier today. Whiskey had chosen to sleep on the area rug on front of the fireplace instead of sleeping on the bed with me, his light snores of contentment making me smile.

      In all of this beauty, as I burrowed down beneath the quilt in my newly acquired thermal underwear in, of all things, pink paisley, I perused Hal’s computer while my heart thumped painfully in my chest.

      Because I didn’t tell Win about Miranda. I’d decided to keep it to myself and, while I hate admitting it, it was for selfish reasons.

      There, I said it. It makes me sick to my stomach to think about that encounter, and as much as I’d like to believe it might not have been her, my gut said differently.

      Also, in my defense, I didn’t want him to think I was bananapants, or worse, thinking irrationally. But I had not-so-altruistic reasons, too.

      So after an amazing dinner of French onion soup, and probably the best milk-roasted chicken and stuffing with creamed corn I’d ever had in my entire existence, I’d pretended I was tired, kissed Win’s cheek, and ran to my room as though the hounds of Hell were on my heels.

      And now, as I sat here, watching the flames of the fire dance and toying with the mousepad, I fret over that choice. Not only did I fret over that choice, but the choice to include Bel and Arkady in my deception, too.

      But I know what I saw, and I’m telling you, Miranda’s hair, her signature of sorts, is a dead giveaway. Even in that faded photo it had stood out in all its flaming glory. I’d know it anywhere.

      And okay, if I’m showering my theory with honesty, I also don’t want to tell Win because I’m still a little insecure about her. What if she really hadn’t killed Win? What if this person with the tattoo on his hand was the one responsible for his murder?

      Would his old feelings for her resurface and soften? Maybe he’d do a complete about-face?

      The whole thing had me shaken up at this point. I don’t know how I managed to keep my legs under me the whole time Hal and I shopped.

      She chatted and I nodded. That’s how.

      “Malutka? I see the worry on your face, and Arkady Bagrov knows why you worry, but you should not. Zero no longer has romantic feelings for Miranda. This I know as I know my own soul. He almost never speak of her, but when he was here, he always talk about you. Every day. It is you. It will always be you that he loves.”

      My heart went tight in my chest. “I’ll be honest, my bowl of borscht, I am a little worried about that, but I’m more worried about not telling him that I think I saw her. Am I doing the right thing?”

      “I cannot say. If we decide this with our hearts, then dah. This is right thing. But if she has something to do with car this morning and Zero’s accident? Then we are doing wrong thing. I, like you, am tear up.”

      “Torn, Arkady. You’re torn, and so am I. But let’s focus on something else. Maybe we can gather enough evidence to bring to Win so he’ll believe us.”

      “Okie-doke, then let us look for evidence.”

      I looked up at the pristine white ceiling and smiled before I asked, “Hey, do you know what Miranda’s last name is? In all the time I’ve know Win, I have absolutely no idea.”

      Arkady barked a laugh. “Even if I do know, would it matter? Spies go by many different names, malutka. We play roles and are assigned names to go with role. You do remember what Arkady’s real name is, do you not?”

      I giggled and reached for my water on the round bedside table with a handmade snow lady sitting at the edge. “How could I ever forget, JR Ewing Stepanov?”

      “Dah, my mama, she love the show Dallas,” he said wistfully.

      “Who didn’t love all those shoulder pads and big hair? I guess you can be grateful she didn’t name you Krystle Carrington.”

      His laughter rumbled in my ear, soothing my frazzled nerves. “Anyway, malutka, I do not think Miranda’s surname will make difference. Who knows if it is real?”

      “Okay, so I suppose tapping Facebook and other very obvious social media outlets won’t help our case, right?”

      “No, my gentle lamb. If Miranda is here, and I believe you could be right, she is not on your social media. It is much too obvious. If she is, she is in cleverly crafted disguise and you will never find her.”

      “Which is strange, don’t you think? If she knows Win’s here, why wouldn’t she disguise herself? I mean, if she had something to do with trying to kill him, she wouldn’t want to be caught, would she? She sure as heck wouldn’t want him to see her. Maybe she’s not really here and I’m simply chasing shadows.”

      But that didn’t feel right when I said it aloud.

      I nibbled on the end of my nail, trying not to mess up my manicure. “So my next question is this: Do you think she’s here because she wants to finish what she started when she gave up his location, and try to kill Win? If he died that night right in front of her, why in all the why’s in all the wide-wide world would she even think he’d lived?”

      Arkady rasped a sigh. “But why, Stevie? Why she show up now, and here of all the places? If rumor about the money she is paid for giving away Zero’s whereabouts is true, why is she here now? Why is she not in far off land, counting her pennies?  What is her motive? Bah!” he groused. “Arkady do not understand.”

      Shrugging my shoulders, I typed in Balthazar’s name in the search bar. “It could be any number of motives, Arkady. Maybe someone thinks he’s alive and they’ve offered her more money to off him—to make sure he’s really dead this time? Maybe it’s the mob. I don’t know. I mean, Win was a pretty skilled spy. With him off the market, there were lots of bad guys who could roam free, right? Or…no matter who dealt the actual final blow that ended up killing Win, Miranda, the tattoo guy, I don’t know, but maybe whoever paid Miranda to give up his location somehow knows Win’s still alive and they’re angry.  Maybe they want him gone—again?”

      “This may be true, but it still does not sit well with me. Not the part about the night he was murdered, but about today. If it is Miranda who try to kill Win today, her driving would have been much better than what I see. It was amateur who drive today. She is spy, for pity sake. She should know how to drive vehicle in high-speed chases. Alas, I do not know her very well, or her level of skill. But then, we never really know each other when we are spies. It is why Arkady Bagrov did not want to have relationship. Trust is very hard when you live life as spy.”

      “And still, somehow, you were married three times?” I teased, taking a sip of my water.

      “Do not judge me, pickled nuts. Life of spy is lonely.”

      I chuckled. “I would never judge you, my dear friend. Anyway, maybe Miranda, or proof she exists, is a dead end, but you can bet your bippy I’m going to drop into each one of those stores near where I saw her today and ask some questions of the merchants. Her hair is pretty identifiable, not to mention her beauty.”

      “You think she is pretty, my apple strudel?”

      I snorted. Duh.

      “What red-blooded male wouldn’t? I mean, all that swingy hair floating down her back, those deep green eyes, that lack of a double chin? That fit-as-a-fiddle body? Hello. I can admit defeat when I see it, and she screams ‘give up all hope, Stevie.’”

      “She will never be as pretty as you, malutka. That is because your heart is as pretty as your face. She is snake in tall grass!” His response was so vehement, I almost didn’t know what to say.

      Also, it embarrassed me a little. Arkady loves me. He can’t see my faults, but trust me when I tell you, Miranda’s magnificent.

      “Well, regardless, until I can talk to some of the shop owners, I’ll wait. Now Balthazar? He’s another story. He’s got quite a public record, here and abroad. I can’t believe they let him into the country, Arkady.”

      “Maybe he did not come legally…”

      I groaned my response as I looked at one police blotter with an assault and battery charge. “How is Win ever going to get away from this? He has Balthazar’s fingerprints, for the love of beef stew.”

      “Mandrake will fix this, malutka. He will wash Internet and do all necessary things to fix this for Zero. He owes him big time.”

      My ears perked, making me sit up straight. “First, he’s going to scrub the Internet for Win? Why am I just hearing about this now?”

      I knew little to nothing about Mandrake, and I assumed that was for my safety, but what I did know was, he was going to construct a new identity for Win, complete with passport, license, green card, work history, fake resume and so on.

      “Mandrake is not in a place where is easy for him to be contacted.”

      “Well, that’s cryptic. Where is he? Attica?”

      “Maybe,” Arkady muttered, and I knew I probably wasn’t far off the mark.

      “Care to tell me why he owes Win something so big, he’ll scrub the Internet and create fake IDs out the wazoo for him?”

      “No.”

      I frowned up at him. “No? Just no? That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

      “Yes.”

      I clucked my tongue in disappointment. “C’mon,” I whined. “Quit holding out on me. What’s Mandrake’s story?”

      “It is not mine to tell. Ask Zero. I already tell you, in life, I betray many people. In death, I do not.”

      Holding up my hands like white flags, I gave in. “Far be it from me to ask you to betray Win. Unless we get into dire straits, Arkady. Then we do what we have to do. Right?”

      “I will always do whatever it take to keep you both safe, Stevie. This is my solemn  promise.”

      Grinning, I smiled up at him, wishing I could give him a big hug, but grateful he was still with us—even if it wasn’t physically. “I love you, Arkady.”

      “And I you,” he said with the kind of warmth that made me feel a tiny burst of joy inside. After meeting him, I wished ever harder he could be here with us on this plane.

      But a knock on my bedroom door had me snapping the laptop shut in guilt. I slid it under the covers and traipsed across the cold hardwood to see who’d knocked.

      “My dove?” Win said, his handsome face smiling at me from the crack in the door. He had on the hat I’d bought him that matched mine, a big, fluffy hat with ear flaps, and the navy-blue down coat I’d snagged for him for a steal at Stig’s.

      “Oh, look, it’s the guy who has a big ol’ bunch of stitches in his blinkety-blinkin’ head. Whatever could he want, do you think?”

      As it turned out, butterflying his wound wasn’t enough. When we came back from shopping, Win’s head was sewn up like Frankenstein’s and I didn’t want to know the gory details.

      Win chuckled that deep chuckle that said he found me amusingly tolerable. “How are you feeling? Have you rested?”

      I gave him a skeptically coy glance. “Why? Are you off on some midnight jog and you need me to watch for cars so they don’t accidentally run you over?”

      His blue eyes remained amused, but his jaw did that little tic thing it did when I was testing his patience. “Stephania? You’re making it impossibly difficult for me to woo you. Do you wish to be wooed or not?”

      My toes tingled as I batted my eyelashes. “Woo me? Whatever do you mean, International Man of Mystery?”

      “Are you up for a bit of a stroll? Or are you still too exhausted after shopping for someone’s old clothes in a store that smells of mold and desperation?”

      I waved my finger at him. “You say that now, but you’ll be singing a different tune when you see me in my Farmer’s Almanac 1924 T-shirt and overalls. I’ll be irresistible.”

      He barked a laugh then held up a finger across his lips. “Shhh. We mustn’t wake Hal. Now, are you up for a bit of a stroll?”

      “Are you serious? It’s a hundred below out there.”

      “And didn’t you just buy flannel and thermal underwear in bulk?”

      “I did.”

      “Then shall we?”

      “Give me two seconds to put on my Arctic wear,” I joked as I closed the door and threw on some clothes over my pajamas.

      I grabbed my insulated gloves, a scarf, my hat with earflaps already conveniently attached and, according to Stig himself, the warmest dolgone (yes, he used that exact word, dolgone) hat ever made from here to Alaska.

      Shoving my feet into my new boots, I zipped up my ice-blue down jacket and looked up to the ceiling.

      “Win’s wooing me, Arkady. I’ll catch you later, okay? Thanks for your help tonight. Mind Whiskey for me, would you?”

      Arkady’s hearty laugh was soft. “Ah, love. It is beautiful on you. I am team hashtag #Stewinforever. Of course I will watch Whiskey. Now, shoo. Have wonderful walk with Zero.”

      Pulling open the door, I peeked out and when Win offered his hand, I accepted it, letting him lead the way.

      He tugged me down the long hallway, over some stray trim still waiting to be installed, through the living room, and out the front door, where it was very dark save for the quarter moon. We trekked down the stairs of the front porch and followed the shoveled cobblestone path.

      I hadn’t really had the chance to see the outside of the house in all its glory today. We’d left via the heated double garage, which was on the right side of the structure, and we were so busy talking, I never looked back.

      But even in the dim light of the soft moon, despite the below-freezing temperatures, I saw the reason Hal’s mother had chosen this house to raise her daughter.

      It was probably more an L-shaped ranch with the garage to the right than it was a farmhouse, but somehow, Hal had managed to pull off a farmhouse vibe. Shingled in white vertical planks of siding, it sprawled out before us with either side going on for miles, it seemed.

      There were tall posts on the wide porch where her double doors sat in the middle of it all and, in the dark, I could just see the outline of more decorations.

      Snow covered her front yard, now hard and compact with the freezing temperatures, blanketing everything as far as the eye could see. Topiaries in gray stone pots bracketed the walkway and there was a big leafless tree, covered with so much ice, its limbs bent toward the ground.

      The ocean roared all around us, waves pounded the rocks of the cliff, and the wind wasn’t exactly kind. But I didn’t mind. I was with Win and we were somewhere beautiful.

      There was a big barn behind the house and what looked like a guest cottage that matched the exterior of the farmhouse, nestled into a slight incline.

      Just when I thought I was all sighed out, I found myself sighing again as I clung to Win’s hand.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it, Win? Even in the dark.”

      “’Tis, Dove. But I have a little surprise for you,” he said, digging into the pocket of his new jacket.

      “Did you build me an igloo? You know, fun fact, female penguins exchange favors for—”

      “Ta-da!” Win whispered in my ear as we were bathed in light.

      Again, just when I think I’m all blink-in-astonishment, dreamy-sighed out, there was yet another wonder for me to behold.

      Win held some sort of remote control as he smiled down at me. “I knew you didn’t have the opportunity to see this in all its brilliance due to your exhaustion, so I asked Hal if she’d mind if I set up a small surprise for you, Dove. Come, let’s go somewhere so you might have the best view in order to take in the house in all its lighted glory.”

      “You did this for me?” I whispered as he led me under the glowing icy tree I’d just been admiring, where there sat a small round wrought-iron table, two chairs positioned next to one another, a carafe, two mugs, a blanket and a heat lamp.

      Pulling out my chair, Win gallantly gestured for me to sit. “I’d certainly like to take the credit for the sensational light display. Alas, I can only be credited for the hot cocoa with fluffy homemade marshmallows and the heat lamp. The rest was all Atticus and Hal.”

      I slipped into my chair and smiled up at him. “It’s beautiful, Win. Thank you.”

      Pressing a kiss to the tip of my nose, he whispered, “I thought you’d appreciate the view. But this isn’t all chivalry. We haven’t had a moment alone together almost since Hal arrived, and I’ve missed out on our evening conversations for two nights in a row.”

      He took his seat and reached for the carafe, opening it and pouring the steaming cocoa into my mug. Flipping open the top on a plastic container, he used tongs to scoop out two fat marshmallows and drop them into my cup with a plop.

      Often, after dinner back home, when our day was complete, we’d sit together on the front porch or on the couch with a glass of wine or coffee and talk—about everything—for hours.

      Except, obviously, Miranda. Win talked about all sorts of spy missions and his life before joining MI6, but never Miranda or even any of his other past girlfriends. I almost winced. The thought of her made me feel that stab of guilt. I wanted to broach the subject, but decided maybe it was better not to spoil this moment he’d made such a sweet effort to create.

      I’d missed seeing him today, too. My day never felt quite right if he wasn’t a part of it—if we didn’t have time to touch base.

      He filled his mug with the steaming brew, too, and held it up and smiled, the lines on either side of his mouth deepening with the gesture, his eyes bright under the romantic radiance of the tree.

      “To you, my dove. You’re a vision beneath the glow of these lights. I can’t tell you how fortunate I feel to spend my days with you.”

      I grinned at him as he covered us with the blanket. “To us.”

      As we huddled together under the frozen tree in an umbrella of ice and lights, our chairs side by side, we talked and admired the brilliance of the decorations. The lighted Santa Claus on the chimney, one leg in the opening, his bag stuffed with goodies over this shoulder. The tall maple and oak trees around the property, all lit to perfection.

      I especially loved the family of snow people in the center of the lawn, holding a string of lights next to a fully decorated Christmas tree. The eaves of the front porch held the same icicle lights I’d seen in town, shedding light on the two rocking chairs with Christmas pillows and blankets.

      Black iron lanterns lined the steps, filled with red and white ornaments, each with poinsettias and pine attached to their tops.

      “I wonder if Hal sells those lanterns at her factory? I’d like some for our front steps. Wouldn’t they be beautiful?”

      “Speaking of, Stephania…”

      “Speaking of lanterns?” I asked, playing dumb.

      I didn’t want this time to end. I didn’t want my guilt to creep back in. I didn’t want to face what I knew I was going to have to face.

      He brushed the hair from my face with a gentle hand, the occasional sharp gust of wind making my eyes tear and sting. “Speaking of home. I think I’ve made a decision, Stephania, and I’m hoping you’ll agree it’s the right thing to do.”

      I leaned forward and set my mug of deliciously creamy cocoa on the table, my stomach turning and twisting in protest. “And what’s that?”

      “In the interest of honesty, in the interest of Dana being your dear friend—”

      “He’s not my dear friend, Win. He’s my…he’s my—”

      “A man you invite for Thanksgiving dinner, Stephania. If that isn’t dear, what is?”

      “I invite old Hermus the homeless guy to Thanksgiving dinner, too, Win. He just never wants to come because he’s afraid he’ll lose his place on the docks to Gary Moses.”

      Win gave me a look that said I was full of baloney. “Dove, don’t diminish Dana’s role in your life to suit my agenda. Dana is your friend. You love Dana. He loves you. He was there for you at a time when you were at your lowest. You wouldn’t be the person I love if you didn’t recognize that. I respect and honor your choice to side with me, but truly, this isn’t about sides.”

      Gosh, I hated when he made complete sense. But I made a face and sniffled. “Then why the frackity-frack is he causing trouble, Win? Why is he stirring things up? If he’s my friend, why would he even bring you and that whole mess up?” I asked with a huff.

      “Because first, he’s an officer of the law. He’s doing the right thing, Dove. I’d do the same. He doesn’t know all the details of our relationship. He only suspects I’m a criminal, and you’re consorting with the likes of the kind of man he handcuffs and puts behind bars. He’s likely protecting you from me based on the idea you aren’t aware of who I am. Surely, you see that?”

      I hated that Win was defending Dana when he was going to ruin our lives. I hated that he was right.

      I sat back and tamped down a childish temper tantrum, feeling as though my back was against a wall.

      “I see your point, and I’m sorry for interrupting. It’s just that there’s so much more to this than Dana can ever understand.” I shook my head and flapped a dismissive hand. “Anyway, what decision have you made?”

      Win was silent for a moment before he made a request. “I want you to promise to hear me out, Stephania.”

      Oh, I can tell you here and now, this wasn’t going to be good. “I promise.”

      On a ragged inhale, he looked me directly in the eye. “I propose we tell Dana my story.”

      My mouth fell open. “Did all the marbles in your head get knocked out when that car dumped you into a snowbank, Spy Guy?”

      “No, Mini-Spy, they did not. I can’t see any other way around this than to tell Dana the truth, can you?”

      The snow began to fall again, fat flakes floating in the chilly air. “But what about this Mandrake? I thought he was going to help you get new credentials.”

      “Oh, I’m certain he will, Dove. But he’s in a place that doesn’t allow for expediency. We can’t stay here in Marshmallow Hollow, hiding forever. We must answer to Dana at some point. This is why I’d prefer you stay out of this.”

      I shook my head as the cold flakes pelted me. “Not gonna happen. We did this together. We finish this together. I won’t say it again, Win.”

      “Then it’s time we consider telling Dana the entire story—our story—from its inception.”

      My eyes went wide with shock as I sat forward. “Wait. You…you mean…all of it?” I sputtered. “Madam Zoltar’s death? The loss of my powers?  The reason I came back to Eb Falls? You and your former ghost status? Have you lost your mind? Seriously, Win? Who’s going to believe any of this?”

      He looked down at me for a good long minute, before he reminded me, “Ah, but we do have proof…”

      “Proof that we’re going to end up in the psyche ward, because not a soul’s ever going to believe us, especially ultra-skeptical Dana.”

      “Nay, Dove. That isn’t true. We do have proof what I say is the truth. I’m simply not sure it’s the right thing to present to Dana.”

      I gave him a blank look. “I don’t get it.”

      His warm eyes went serious and intense. “We have a talking bat who can prove to him we’re not telling tall tales.”

      As I was about to protest, as I was about to ask him how we could possibly even think of exposing little Belfry, what had begun as a beautiful night ended when a shot was fired.

      A loud shot.

      One that whizzed right past my head.
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      Win took action before I even had the chance to make a single sound. He dove for me, knocking me over in the chair, where I promptly face-planted in the snow.

      He covered my body with his when another shot rang out, and this one sounded a whole lot closer than the last. The boom of it wasn’t all that loud, yet it managed to make my bones rattle and my head ring.

      “What’s going on?” I squealed, my panicked question muffled by the snow in my mouth.

      “Stephania, listen carefully. We’re too exposed here. We need to take cover quickly!” he ordered, rolling from me and to his knees, his eyes scanning the property. “Over there! The barn. Follow the line of the trees on my command. Are you ready?”

      Was I ready? So silly. Of course I wasn’t ready! I had snow all over my face and I couldn’t see a thing. Not to mention the white stuff was easily calf deep. How was I going to run anywhere?

      Add in that I hadn’t done a whole lot of exercising since Win’s return (read: none) and out of shape be thine name.

      But did I back down in the face of adversity? Did I cower? No, ma’am.

      I, too, rolled, spitting the rest of the snow from my mouth and shaking my head to get the icy bits off my face while my heart crashed against my ribs.

      Or maybe roll was the wrong word. Maybe I wiggled more than I rolled. Or maybe I looked more like a sausage trying to get out of its casing, because I sure didn’t get up with the finesse Win had.

      Whatever I did, it was awkward and trippy and I stumbled forward, but then Win was grabbing hold of my arm and dragging me behind him, heading toward the line of arborvitae trees covered in lights along the side of the house.

      He pointed and I followed, running behind him as fast as my legs could cut through the deep snow.

      We made it to the trees without incident, but then whoever was out there, shooting at us like we were tin cans, started shooting again. The smell of gunfire permeated my nose, the muted boom of the gun sounding loud in the wide-open space where the only other house was easily two miles away.

      “The barn!” Win hissed as shot after shot kept ringing out. “Bob and weave, Stephania! Then zigzag in the shadows!”

      What in all of creation was going on? Who was shooting at us and why? But this was no time for questions. No time for anything as we raced across the snowy lawn, my legs feeling as though they were going to give out on me, they were so shaky from the effort it took to run through the deep, crunchy snow.

      I clung to Win’s hand, trying to keep up, when suddenly I remembered something.

      “Arkady! Arkady, where are you?” I rasped out, trying to yell and breathe at the same time. “Get Bel! And wake up Hal! Hurry!”

      “Malutka? What is happening?”

      One more shot zipped past us and this time, I virtually felt the breeze from it, heard the hum in my ears and fought not to scream my fear and stay focused on getting help.

      “Get Belfryyyyyyy!” I screamed.

      Just as we made it past the line of trees and were almost to the barn, I fell, and when I say I fell, I fell over what I think was a large rock, losing my grip on Win’s hand in the process. And I didn’t just fall, folks. I flew as though I’d donned a cape and was pretending to be Superman, testing out my new flying abilities.

      Arms out, face first, I went over that rock with my guard down and crashed straight into the hard-packed snow. Blood squirted into my mouth when my face hit the ground, splitting my lip, and my chest felt as though it exploded from the impact of my fall.

      “Malutka, you must get up! Man with rifle is coming!” Arkady yelled urgently into my ear. “Get up now!”

      My whole body quaked with fear, but I managed to scramble to my feet with help from Win, who was right there, grabbing me by the hand once more. He tugged at me again, pulling me, or, if honesty must prevail, dragging me toward the red barn behind Hal’s house.

      As we were almost to the double doors of the barn, as the snow pummeled my face and my lip stung, with my chest on fire, and yet another shot rang out, a flood of bright lights came on, bathing the entire area in a golden glow.

      “Stevie? Winterbottom?” I heard Hal call out, her voice ringing with distress.

      “Stay where you are, Hal!” Win shouted. “Get inside and lock the doors!”

      “Is okay now. He is gone, Zero. He run off away from the house and toward woods.”

      My heart raced in my chest as I gasped for breath, bending at the waist and wheezing.

      “Dove, are you all right?” Win asked, bending at the waist, too. He pulled off his glove and reached toward me, wiping my face free of snow.

      “Why?” I gasped and gulped at the air. “Why aren’t you…out of breath?”

      He grinned. He had the audacity to grin, his reply calm. “The elliptical, of course, Stephania. I have a date every day with Leeze, who berates me until I bend to her will. It’s paid off, I’d say. Wouldn’t you?”

      Finally rising, my eyes met his and I’d swear there was in a twinkle in them. Hal came running out of her back door with Belfry and Atticus buzzing beside her head and Whiskey on her heels.

      “Stevie! Oh my goddess, are you both all right?” she asked, wrapping her bathrobe around her waist with a shiver.

      Bel careened to my shoulder, tucking his quivering body under the flap of my crooked hat. “Boss? What the heck’s going on?”

      Atticus hovered in front of my face. “Love Child Number One, you’re positively soaked, and your lip has grown to the size of a small walnut. Hurry now, inside with you both. We must prevent further chill. I shall make tea and prepare an ice pack,” he said, flying toward the house

      Win put his arm around me and pointed to the door. “We need to get you both inside, Stephania. If whoever this was comes back, we’d be nothing but moving bloody targets. After you, Hal.”

      We trudged to the mudroom door located directly off the kitchen, and I was never more grateful for the warmth of the heat that enveloped me when we entered.

      Hal took me from Win and set me on a slate blue hall tree with a cushioned bench and hooks to hang jackets, where she promptly helped me peel off my wet coat and boots while Win shed his wet clothing, too.

      I was still so shaken up, I didn’t protest, but my mind was certainly on fire with questions. And of course, the guilt that I hadn’t told Win about seeing someone I thought was Miranda was eating me from the inside out.

      Had it been Miranda in disguise shooting at us? How could that be? She was a spy. Even in a disguise, she knew how to shoot a gun. Whoever had been shooting at us was no expert, that’s for sure—or we’d be dead.

      “Dove?” he said. “Take my hand. Let’s go into the kitchen where it’s warmer and you can have that tea Atticus so generously offered.”

      I let him lead me inside, much, it seemed, like I let him lead me everywhere else tonight, but I was still a little in shock from being used as someone’s target practice. The soft lights of Christmas settled all around me as I plopped down in the plaid chair in front of the fireplace, the one I’d sat in earlier this morning.

      A cup of piping-hot tea appeared before me just as my coffee had at breakfast, but I noted when I reached for it, my hand was trembling.

      Hal conjured me an ice pack for my lip, her blue eyes concerned as she sat on her haunches and brushed my wet hair from my face with a small towel. “Oh, Stevie, are you all right?” she asked softly.

      I flapped a hand at her. “This is nothing,” I said on a chuckle. “I literally broke my rear end once when someone was chasing me.”

      As I watched her eyes widen, I remembered it had been a long while since we’d had this kind of excitement, which could probably explain why Win’s eyes had been twinkling. Once an adrenaline rush, always an adrenaline rush, I suppose.

      Hal sat opposite me, her creamy skin smooth and unlined in the firelight, but her eyes were stormy.

      “Am I hearing right? Did I hear Belfry tell Atticus someone was shooting at you?” Hal asked in disbelief, her voice shaking. “Why didn’t I hear anything? Why didn’t Atticus hear anything?”

      “A silencer,” Win said with a grim expression. “Or a suppressor as we in the business call it. Whoever it was, they used a silencer.”

      Hal’s eyes went wide. “Listen, I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m going to call the sheriff. This is ridiculous! No one should be hunting anywhere near my property, and if I find out who it is, I’m going to hex them with halitosis times infinity or something equally as horrid!”

      I reached out and grabbed her hand. “I think you’re misunderstanding, Hal. I don’t think that was someone hunting. I think that was someone shooting at us.”

      Hal’s eyes narrowed. “At you? As in, aiming the gun with your death on their to-do list?”

      “Yes,” I murmured on a gulp.

      Win hovered over us, his eyes filled with concern. “I’m afraid this is likely about me, Hal. Please accept my deepest apologies to have darkened your doorstep with the ghosts of my past. If you’ll just snap your fingers and send me back to Ebenezer Falls, I’d be most grateful. I won’t have you and yours in harm’s way due to me.”

      Hal hopped up from her chair and eyed Win. “Hold on. Let’s not do anything rash here before we talk this out. What makes you think it was someone trying to kill you, Winterbottom?”

      “That was no hunter,” Arkady insisted, his tone harsh. “I know sniper. I see him stalk you and my malutka, Zero, just like the ones I see in all my career. Do not mistake this for hunter.”

      “A sniper? If that’s true, he was an abysmal one, good man,” Win protested with a sarcastic laugh. “He was all over the place with those shots.”

      “Dah, Zero, he was not good shot, but he was aiming for you, following you like we used to do in old days. I see this very clearly. You cannot tell me otherwise.”

      “Did you see what he looked like, Arkady?” Hal asked, her face now chalk white as she clenched her slender fingers together.

      “Even with all the beautiful lights outside, he stay in shadows. I can only see he has dark clothes on. Maybe he is six feet tall. I do notice one thing, though.”

      I looked up at the ceiling. “And that was?”

      “He does not have on gloves, which is stupid mistake in this weather, but I am close enough to see he is missing right index finger. He use middle finger on right hand to shoot rifle.”

      “So definitely a man?” I asked, my senses on red alert.

      “Dah, malutka. He move like man. I do not doubt I am right.”

      Win ran a hand over his stubbled face and sighed. “Well, he was definitely shooting at us with a rifle. I’d know the sound anywhere, suppressor or not.”

      “So because of your experience, Arkady, I’m going to trust you know what you’re talking about and you obviously have a bird’s-eye view from all the way up there,” Hal commented, her brow furrowed with concern. “But we’re really sure this was an attempt on your life, Win?”

      He explained what happened this morning with the car while Arkady chimed in from time to time, and that was when I decided I had to be honest about what happened earlier today in town.

      “There’s more. I have a confession,” I whispered hoarsely, my lip throbbing, my upper body and thighs aching.

      “Dove?”

      “Malutka…” Arkady warned.

      But I shook my head. “If someone really is trying to kill Win, we need all the information, Arkady. He deserves to know everything.”

      Instantly, Win’s face became fraught with worry. I know that face. I know when he’s concerned something could happen to me.

      Taking my hand, he knelt in front of me and caressed my fingers. “Talk to me, Stephania.”

      I didn’t want to talk. I wanted to vomit, but what choice did I have?

      “I think I saw Miranda today. When Hal and I were in town, I bumped into a woman on the sidewalk, and I’m telling you, she looked just like Miranda.”

      Win sat back on his haunches and eyed me with skepticism. “But you’ve only seen the one picture of her, Stephania, and it certainly wasn’t a very clear nor close-up shot.”

      Oh, misery, here we come. I knew I was going to have to defend myself for this very reason, but my gut was my gut, and my gut said that had been Miranda.

      So I dug in my heels. “But I’d know that red hair anywhere, Win. It was the exact color of her hair in the picture of the two of you by the Eiffel Tower. And she looked right at me. She knew me. I know she did. I swear to you, it was her. She took off much too quickly for it not to have been her.”

      The silence in the room was as thick as the clam chowder Maine is famous for.

      Win rose then, straightening his strong legs and blowing out a pent-up breath, but his eyes went dull as he planted his hands on his hips.

      “As preposterous as her being in Marshmallow Hollow sounds, you planned to share this with me when, Stephania?”

      I blinked, a little astonished at his condescending tone before I found my voice, purposely ignoring his question. “Well, hold on one second there, pardner. I’ve learned a great deal from you. I’ve learned to observe people, I’ve learned to pay attention to even the most minute of details, and I’m telling you, even though I’ve never seen her in person, or terribly clearly, I’d bet a limb it was her.”

      Win lifted his chin and raised a haughty eyebrow. “And you think because I’ve given you a lesson or two in the science of observation that you’re now an expert?”

      “Do not take that tone with my malutka, Zero,” Arkady said quite harshly, if I do say so myself. “We make executive decision together, and we decide not to tell you until Stevie can ask questions of the shop owners who might see Miranda. I will not allow you to be meanie-butt because she is trying to do right thing.”

      But I rose, too, and held up a hand to Arkady. “It’s okay, Arkady. I’ll take responsibility for this.” Then I turned to Win, whose lips had gone thin and disapproving. “I kept this from you because I wasn’t sure my gut was enough proof. But now that someone’s tried to kill you twice, I’m pretty sure it makes sense. Do with that what you will. You can be angry, you can pout, you can accept the fact that I made a choice not to upset you because Miranda’s such a sore spot and you’re finally back on your feet enough that I didn’t want to knock you off them again. I just didn’t want to make a fuss before it was necessary.”

      Win ran his tongue along the inside of his cheek. “With the evidence you present, you don’t suppose someone taking potshots at me is something I might wish to prepare for?”

      I lifted my chin and crossed my arms over my chest. “And do you suppose I knew there was anything to prepare for, after you poo-pooed the notion that someone was trying to hit you with their car? You would have called me crazy for thinking that woman I ran into today was Miranda. Much the way you insinuated moments ago when you mentioned how preposterous it was for her to be here in Marshmallow Hollow,” I shot back, with a roll of my head on my neck while doing my best imitation of Win’s British accent.

      “Forgive me for questioning the validity of Miranda’s appearance here in Marshmallow Hollow. Certainly, you know her better than I,” Win drawled, making Belfry gasp and Hal’s eyes widen.

      “Zero! I will ask you once more to take great care with your words to my malutka or I will dress you up!”

      “Dress you down. It’s dress you down,” I corrected my Russian defender before I narrowed my gaze at Win, fighting the urge to wag a finger under his nose. “And forgive me for trying to make sure I knew what I was talking about before I upset your apple cart. I don’t have to stand here and listen to you go all know-it-all Super Spy. Know what that means, buddy? In essence, it means for the moment, you can suck it, International Man of Mystery.”

      “Stephania,” Win began in that all-too-reasonable voice of his, as though I were the crazy one for taking issue with him telling me it was preposterous of me to have seen Miranda.

      “If you know what’s good for you, and if you know anything about me, Crispin Alistair Winterbottom, you’ll know that today is not the day to talk to me as though I’m some dolt.” I turned to Hal with a small smile and squeezed her hand. “Hal, please accept my apologies for this awkward display. I’m going to bed before I say something I’ll regret—or challenge Mission Impossible Man here to a cage fight. Good night.”

      With that, I turned on my heel and headed down the hallway to my bedroom so I could scream into my pillow rather than throat punch the love of my life.

      I think this could be declared our first official fight.

      Over, of all things, what essentially boiled down to a woman.

      A lying, deceptive, beautiful flame-haired woman the man of my dreams had once been madly in love with.

      What. Ever.
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      “Steeeevie B, it’s time to wake up,” Belfry crooned, rubbing his snout against the shell of my ear.

      But I swatted him away like I’d swat a fly. “Not now, Bel,” I whined. “I’m tired. In case you’ve forgotten, someone tried to kill us last night. Whoever it was may not have been very good at it, but they sure did a fine job of making me feel like a semi dragged me down I-Five.”

      “Yes, now, Boss. Right now. Mom and Dad are fighting, and I hate it when they fight. So get up, it’s time to make nice with the ex-spy so we can figure out who wants to whack him and settle this mess.”

      I groaned and pulled the pillow over my face, my voice muffled when I said, “He seems to have that all sewn up, our resident spy does. He doesn’t need me to help him figure out anything because I don’t have my super-sleuthing certificate. Now go away. I’m not in the mood for a pep talk. I’m sleeping in and letting the real spies handle this.”

      Bel pushed his way under the pillow and snuggled against my ear, blowing a raspberry against it. “No, little lady. No, you’re not. We have no time for pettiness and spite in this relationship. Haven’t I taught you better?”

      I pulled the pillow from my face and cuddled my cheek against my tiny friend. “Wasn’t it you who taught me revenge was a dish best served cold?”

      “Yep. That was me. But that was only when the other person deserved it. Not when it comes to Winterbutt.”

      I clenched my teeth together to avoid screaming. “Don’t you dare stick up for him, Bel. Don’t you dare! He was rude to me last night, diminishing my accomplishments by making them sound meager to make a point, and he was rude in front of the people hosting our stay. I was mortified. It’s not bad enough we brought this mess to Hal and Atticus’s front door, but to have an argument in front of them is just awkward and rude.”

      “Uh-huh. That was rude. So rude. Believe me when I tell you, I’ve already read Winterbutt the riot act for the way he behaved last night in front of Hal, and I had to talk him out of asking Hal to zap him back to Eb Falls so he can go confess to Dana and keep you guys out of danger.”

      Humph. There was no winning my heart this morning with talk of the sacrifices Win was willing to make as though he were foregoing something as vital as a lung.

      He was a jerk to me because obviously his feelings for Miranda are still raw. No matter how he feels about her, he can’t be rude. Unacceptable.

      “Did he tell you his crazy idea to expose you to Dana as proof we’re telling the truth?”

      Bel clipped my ear with his wing. “I’ll have you know, that was my idea, Princess. When he was fretting over you and your safety, when he was worried about you not being able to go home without Dana breathing down your neck, I told him we had proof. I’m your proof.”

      I blinked in shock. “Bel, I can’t let you do that! I won’t. Imagine what people would do if they found out I have a talking bat. No! No stinkin’ way.”

      “Do you think Dana Nelson—Dana “Mr. Integrity” Nelson—is going to sell me to the highest bidder?” He scoffed a snort. “Don’t be ridiculous, Stevie. Jeez Febreze. What’s going on with you? I feel like you’ve lost faith in everyone lately. Dana’s a good guy! Yes, he’s a stickler for the rules, but he’s your friend, Boss. And ’scuse you, I can do as I please. If keeping you and Win out of the hoosegow by telling Dana about me is the only way, I’m doing it. The point is, it wasn’t Win’s idea.”

      I couldn’t even fathom that kind of reveal at this point—no matter whose idea it was.

      “Okay, fine. That’s a discussion for another time. As to Miranda, I know what I saw, Bel,” I insisted, snuggling deeper into the comforter and Whiskey’s warm body, lying beside me.

      Bel brushed the hair from my ear and whispered, “I’m sure you know, and I stan you and your belief you saw Miranda.”

      “Stan me?”

      “It means I ride-or-die you a million percent. I learned it on Twitter. It’s what all the kids are saying.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Stay off Twitter, buddy. You’ll only get yourself in hot water with all the outrage,” I warned jokingly as I tucked my arm back under the blanket and closed my eyes with a happy sigh.

      Despite our predicament, for the moment, I was safe and warm and my room smelled like vanilla and cinnamon eggnog. This was my happy place.

      But Belfry nudged me with an annoying poke. “Nope-nope, girlie. You have to get up, find a cute snow bunny outfit, and go investigate what you saw yesterday. You need to talk to some of the shop owners in town about Miranda.  Can’t do that if you’re lying around here like the Queen of Sheba, can you?”

      I reached for him and scooped him into my palm. “Win really tried to get Hal to zap him back?”

      “He did, but she absolutely refused. Hal said she’s as much a part of this as anyone now—because whoever wants Win dead knows he’s staying here, and that means the bad guy knows your surprise sister knows our Spy Guy. Even if you guys leave, who’s to say the killer won’t show up and try to kill her because they think she knows where Win is? She said she felt safer with you guys here. And to be honest, Boss, she makes a valid point. She’s sort of all the way in, like it or not.”

      I hated to admit it, but it did make perfect sense. There was safety in numbers, and now that we’d exposed her to our life on the lam, we’d pushed her into a corner.

      “Boy, we’ve really overstayed this welcome, huh, Bel?”

      “I think Hal’s just happy to get to know you, Boss. I don’t think she considers someone trying to murder Win an inconvenience just because it happened here. How could you guys have known someone was going to try and whack him? It’s been quiet for months.”

      I sat up and sighed, still a little ticked with Win’s reaction to what I’d said last night, but less so after talking it out with Bel. As I stroked Whiskey’s velvety-soft ears, I said something out loud that I’d been feeling for a long time.

      “You know, Bel, I almost hope it turns out to be her. I’d like to have this over and done with once and for all.”

      “Which part? The part where Win gets whacked or the part where once and for all, you stop reacting emotionally about Miranda where Win’s concerned?”

      “That’s not fair. I can’t help being emotional, Belfry. This is my life we’re talking about, too. She could ruin it.”

      Bel hopped off my shoulder and onto Whiskey’s back to give him his daily morning massage.

      As he kneaded his spine with his tiny feet to rouse him, he asked, “You don’t really think Win would consider taking her back, do you, Stevie? Even if she didn’t murder him, or she really didn’t sell out both him and Von Krause to some lunatic for thirty mill, and she’s as innocent as innocent gets, he loves you now. I don’t doubt that for a second. It wouldn’t matter if she offered him a billion bucks and a floating castle, Win loves Stevie. Remember, hashtag Stewin?”

      I kept forgetting about the fact that Miranda had sold Von Krause’s location to someone for thirty million dollars while Win had been undercover. She knew he was going to be with Von Krause. So maybe her hands weren’t dirty by doing the actual killing, but they still had some grime on them if she told someone where he was.

      And after all that, it still didn’t explain why Miranda was physically there that night with the man with the tattoo on his hand. All she had to do was sell the information. Whoever paid her could have sent someone in to kill Win. Right? Wasn’t that how stoolie’s and hitmen worked?

      Maybe Win’s recollection was all wrong?

      Why didn’t that make me feel better, and why was I so stinkin’ insecure? Ugh. I despised myself today.

      I looked down at my hands in guilt, now folded neatly in my lap. “I guess I don’t think that either, but he has to have some remnant of feeling left for her, Belfry. I mean, he bought the house from her estate after she died because he wanted to be closer to her, for cripes’ sakes. It wasn’t just a passing fancy. So what if he finds out she didn’t rat him out or kill him, and then he has to deal with the fact that he shouldn’t have hated her all these years? Then what?”

      Bel cocked his small head and eyed me with a warm gaze. “Then he doesn’t hate her anymore. But he still loves you. He chose you. You chose him. End of story. It’s you, kiddo. It’ll always be you. That’s what.”

      Somehow, when Bel said it out loud, it made me feel more like a simpering fool than I liked. “I’m being a jealous jerk, aren’t I?”

      He giggled as he kneaded Whiskey’s back. “Well, jerk is a little far. Maybe we’ll just call you a little green-eyed and leave it at that. Either way, my faith in Winterbutt is unshakeable. Win loves Stevie. Stevie loves Win. Now Stevie needs to get her caboose out of bed, grab a shower, make kissy-face with Win, and get into town and start asking some questions. Because the truth is out there.”

      I giggled, too, feeling a bit lighter than I had last night. “You sound like you’ve been watching too much X-Files.”

      “Can you blame me? Have you gotten a load of that Scully? Hello, gorgeous.”

      Rolling my eyes, I pushed the covers off and dropped my feet to the floor. “So where is the International Man of Mystery this morning?”

      “Mr. Fancy Pants is in his room, and he asked not to be disturbed for a couple of hours. I think he’s trying to get in touch with that Mandrake guy. Though, he did go outside and follow the path of whoever tried to take him out last night, but the snow had covered up any footprints, and whoever it was, they didn’t leave behind any evidence but some shell casings. Which you know we can’t bring to the police. Anyway, Arkady’s with him now, but Win did ask me to tell you that he hopes you’ll have lunch with him this afternoon.”

      That was probably just as well. I needed some time to go talk to people in town, and I needed to do it without feeling hindered by Win and his blustering about how preposterous it was that Miranda might actually be here.

      “Is Hal up and about? I’d like to apologize to her and Atticus.”

      “Well, I know for sure Stuffy Pants is up because he was in the kitchen talking to Strike when he thought no one was around.”

      I winced as I slid off the bed. “Oh, dear. Was Strike eating the braided rug? Was he on the couch? Do me a favor, Bel. Keep a checklist of the things he destroys and we’ll of course replace everything.”

      “I don’t think that’s gonna be necessary. He was cooing to Strike like they were best friends while he fed him his favorite treat of all time and sang to him.”

      I looked at Belfry. “Strawberries? Where did Atticus get strawberries that are worth a darn at this time of year?”

      “He conjured them, Stevie, which makes the gesture all the sweeter. And not a cross word from him. I’m here to tell ya, Strike was eating it up and cooing at that dang hummingbird the same way he snarfs it up when you love-talk him. Seems Atticus has a soft spot he doesn’t want anyone to see.”

      My heart clenched. Strike was the sweetest thing ever. I’d have never believed turkeys were as cuddly as they are, but Strike loved nothing more than to sit with us and let us stroke his long neck, with special attention paid to his waddle.

      Sometimes, he’d literally climb up in my lap and do his version of a snuggle. He’d become as much a part of the family as Whiskey, and I was so relieved to hear he wasn’t burdening Hal, and especially Atticus.

      “Is he making the reindeer I have yet to see crazy? Or is he behaving himself when he’s out in the barn?”

      I really needed to get out to see the reindeer. I mean, hello. A reindeer. My Christmas-crazy heart went pitter-patter every time I thought about it.

      “Good as gold, I tell you. Good as gold.”

      I sighed in relief. “Phew. One less thing to worry about, and I’m so glad Atticus has warmed to him. Unfortunately, our poor boy Whiskey isn’t getting the same kind of love.”

      “Hah! If you hadn’t stomped off in a huff last night, you’d have seen Atticus slip Messy Marvin here a leftover porkchop and call him a ‘right fine-looking bloke.’ Atticus isn’t as fussy as he pretends to be. He’s kind of an old fuddy-duddy.”

      I leaned back and gave Whiskey a kiss on his head. “Well, well, I should have known. Who couldn’t love you?”

      Whiskey licked my hand before he sat up, ready to begin the day when Belfry called him. “Okay, beast, time for morning potties and your run. Only this time, no snowdrifts, hear me, pal? I’m gonna be pullin’ snowballs off your hide till kingdom come.”

      I smiled at them as Whiskey hopped off the bed, ready to play with his best friend. “Hey, Bel?” I said as I opened the bedroom door.

      “Yeah, Boss?”

      “Thanks for the advice. I love you.”

      “Likewise,” he chirped before he and Belfry were off.

      Sighing, I gave some deeper thought to what he said as I gathered my clothes for the day and headed toward the bathroom that connected to my bedroom.

      He was right. I was feeling touchy about the subject of Miranda, and if I wasn’t careful, I was going to miss a clue, or worse, get someone hurt because I couldn’t find my objectivity.

      I sure hoped I’d find some. Maybe it was in the shower.

      Does objectivity shower?
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      “Wow,” Hal gushed with a wolf whistle as I entered the kitchen. “How did you manage to make overalls and some ugly yellow galoshes look like they were made for the catwalk?”

      I giggled and curtsied, throwing my scarf over my shoulder in supermodel fashion. “It’s all about the scarf and layering, dahling,” I joked.

      Yesterday in town, I’d grabbed a couple of turtlenecks in various colors, a pair or two of overalls, and some of the cutest scarves I’d ever seen made by a woman ironically named Florida.

      “Well, you sure are good at it. Me? As you can see, not so much.” She spread her arms out to show me yet another flannel shirt worn over her thermal underwear and finished off with a pair of yoga pants. Her hair was piled on top of her head, strands of it falling down around her bare face, and her darkly fringed eyes were bright.

      But what Hal didn’t realize was that she was so adorable, so naturally beautiful, she could wear a sack cloth and still look good.

      And I told her as much. “You could wear a plastic bag with a belt and you’d still be gorgeous. Now, before we say anything else, I have some apologizing to do—”

      “Please don’t, Stevie,” she said in protest, grabbing my hand with a gentle smile. “Something really scary happened last night. It got tense. If you guys hadn’t been at least a little freaked out, I’d have worried. But listen, Atticus and I are used to scary things. No one’s shot at us yet, but I have visions all the time and they’re not always pretty. We’ve had a hairy encounter or two. So please don’t apologize.”

      I’d forgotten all about her visions, and that wasn’t like me. Especially since one had related to Win. “When you have these visions, do they feel real? Do they feel like you’re really there?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, her eyes faraway. “Sometimes, but more often than not it just stops me in my tracks because they pop up in front of me like a movie screen. Other times they’re ugly, and they frustrate me, and I use foul language because they frustrate me.”

      Atticus buzzed into the morning sunlight by the window and hovered in front of me. “She speaks the truth when she tells you she uses foul language, Love Child. A despicable habit I’ve tried desperately to break. Alas, to no avail. She still has the mouth of an unflushed toilet on a hot summer’s day.”

      I snickered, but Hal shook her finger at him. “You pipe down. Buttwipe doesn’t count as a swear word, and you know it. Plus, you have to admit, I’ve grown a lot since those days.” Then she waved him off. “Neither here nor there. The point is, my visions can sometimes be upsetting for me. You’re not alone in the mystery department. Atticus and I have been part of a few in our day, so I understand how things can get tense at a time like that.”

      Atticus flicked his wings harder. “Oh, she most assuredly understands, Stevie. When she refers to the crass use of buttwipe, she’s referring to what she called me, her loyal, loving familiar, when things were tense. Can you even imagine?”

      Hal rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at Atticus before she grinned. “I was fifteen and a snotty, rebellious teenager, Attie. Will you ever let it go?”

      He chuckled, low and deep. “Not for as long as I breathe,” he teased.

      She chucked him under his beak with a gentle finger. “Like I said, we understand when things get tense. We all handle a crisis differently. So don’t sweat it. As to your leaving? I won’t have it. I told Win this morning whoever wants him dead, if that’s what’s happening here, knows I know him now. If he or she tries to shake me down for some info, I’d kind of like someone to be around other than my mean old familiar, but I’m also in this for some answers, and I’d like to help. I promise you, if I find out it was someone local, heads will roll.”

      “I’m so sorry we’ve put you in danger. That’s the worst part of this for me, Hal. You’ve been so kind and such a gracious host and we’ve brought trouble to your doorstep.”

      “I sort of started the trouble, didn’t I? I mean, I’m the one who had the vision of the hand with the snake tattoo, right? How could either of you have possibly known someone was going to try and kill you on the other end of the country?”

      Rubbing my temples, I pictured that tattoo in my mind once more. “Speaking of that vision, when exactly did it happen again?”

      Hal drove her hands into her scalp and pulled the elastic band from her glorious hair. “Right after I met Hugh. He showed me a picture of you and Win and the rest of your gang, and it was like a fist to my face. It happened right then and there, which is how I knew it had to be connected to you guys. It was also a really good excuse to introduce myself. I mean, I sure would have done it anyway, but it might not have been as immediate.”

      “She bluffs, Love Child. My Halliday is as impulsive as the queen is British.”

      But Hal shook her head firmly. “But not this time, Atticus. I had reservations. Serious reservations. I mean, how do you knock on someone’s door and tell them you’re their half-sister?”

      I wandered out into the mudroom in search of my coat. “But have I told you? I’m really glad you did.”

      “Me, too,” she said with a smile as she followed me into the mudroom to get her coat.

      “Hey, do you mind if I borrow your Jeep?”

      She pulled her jacket on and grabbed a knit hat. “To go ask some of the merchants in town if they saw that woman Miranda you were talking about?”

      I gave her a sheepish glance. “Yes.”

      “I don’t mind as long as you take me with.”

      “Oh, Hal. I don’t want you involved any more than you already are. Please. I’d hate for you to get hurt because of me.”

      What if someone was watching us? Whoever shot at us last night surely saw me. I’d really rather Hal weren’t around if he started shooting again.

      “Listen, the people in this town are used to me asking questions. I do a little of my own investigating because of my visions. They know me, and they’ll probably be more receptive if I’m with you. Also, I feel like I’m rubbing salt in your wound but…I’m a witch, Stevie. It’s an added layer of protection, and I’d far prefer to be with you if someone’s shooting at you than here at home doing nothing to protect you. My magic might be able to help.”

      Atticus buzzed in and lingered in front of us, his long, thin beak in the air. “There’s plenty to do here, Halliday Valentine. The toilets need a good scrubbing as a for instance.”

      She grinned at the tiny bird and stuck out her tongue again before she looked at me. “Like I said, let’s go ask some questions.”

      Hal blew a kiss at Atticus before she pointed to the door that led to the garage with a chuckle, and I wondered if the small hitch I heard in her voice was a touch of excitement.

      Because it sounded a lot like the hitch I got in my voice when I knew we were in the thick of a mystery and the games were about to begin.

      If I doubted at all that we were related before, I had no doubt now.

      So, let the games begin…
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      Hal hooked her arm through mine and pointed at one of the shops as we crossed the freshly snowplowed street. “This is Tally Lazinki’s place. It’s a knitting store. The spot where you bumped into Miranda yesterday. If she was in here, Tally’ll remember. Believe me. She’s got an eagle eye and she loves to gossip. She’s harmless enough, but be warned, after I introduce you, every soul in Marshmallow Hollow will know about you within the hour.”

      I barked a laugh, the condensation puffing a cloud of cold air from my lips. “Boy, do I know that small-town mentality. Eb Falls is the very same way.”

      “Still, even with her love of gossip, I love Tally, and she knits a mean scarf. Also, her grandson works in our shipping department, and he’s a really great kid.”

      We were back in the center of Marshmallow Hollow in all its Christmas charm, the sun was shining and it was colder than Siberia, but peeking into Tally’s store, Knitters Delight, I grinned at skein after skein of rainbow-colored yarn tucked away in row after row of cubbyholes. Naturally, lights surrounded the store’s window and door, making the interior feel like a warm, welcoming hug.

      The picture window was decorated with a tree where Tally had hung handmade, knitted ornaments, and a big mechanical Mrs. Claus sat in a rocking chair next to it, knitting a scarf, while a fluffy white kitten sat in her basket of yarn.

      Before we entered the store, I took a look up and down the street, not just to get yet another glimpse of the amazing decorations, but to see if Miranda was anywhere in sight.

      I knew that was probably unlikely. She’d definitely seen me, and if she was in the business of avoiding me, she certainly wouldn’t be wandering around town, right out in the open.

      Speaking of, would an accomplished spy like Miranda skulk so openly? Would she make a mistake so big as to be spotted? Arkady had made a good point about a disguise, and running into her like that felt so off. Maybe she’d wanted to run into me?

      Maybe she didn’t know that I knew who she was?

      Or, a small, nagging voice in my head (Win’s, thank you very much) niggled, maybe it wasn’t her after all.

      I also looked for the car Arkady had seen yesterday, but not one parked anywhere in my line of vision matched the description he’d given or had the stick figure stickers he’d mentioned.

      So we were left with nothing but questioning the shop owners, and it was time I got to it.

      I pulled the door of Tally’s open and motioned for Hal to go ahead of me so she could make introductions.

      A cheerful jingle bell rang, sounding out our entry, and a spry, trim woman wearing a red and white tracksuit with a small knitted Santa brooch on the collar hurried out from the back room.

      Her dark hair was chin length with a flip at the ends and teased high at the back to give it height, her eyes sharp and twinkling brown.  She welcomed us with a smile and a hug for Hal.

      “Hal! Great to see you! How are you, honey?” she asked as she gave her a hard squeeze, her Maine accent light and as adorable as she was.

      Hal hugged her right back then set Tally’s tiny frame from her and grinned. “I’m good, Tally. Really. Thank you for that scarf you dropped by the other day. I love it so much, I’m going to wear it to the Ice Carnival.”

      She winked up at Hal, cupping her cheek. “Got yourself a date? Maybe that cutesy-tootsey who lives in your guest cottage? Boy, is he a looker. Big, tall boy, he is. His mother sure did a fine job of feeding him his vegetables. Shoulda been a football player. Can’t believe he’s just a day trader. All that big man is wasted, sitting in an office chair when he could be sacking a quarterback. ”

      Hal’s cheeks went an adorable shade of red when Tally mentioned this cutesy-tootsey man who, strangely, my surprise sister had never said a word about.

      “Tally’s a big sport’s fan,” Hal explained, driving her hands into the pocket of her down vest.

      Tally raised a fist to the air and shouted, “Goooo, Pats!”

      I grinned at her enthusiasm. “Football is great, but I’m more interested in the man. A cutesy-tootsey man? Why haven’t we met him yet, young lady?” I teased.

      Now Hal’s cheeks went crimson. “He’s away on some kind of day-trading business until next week, and he’s not cutesy-tootsey. He’s Digby Dainty, and he rents the guest cottage from me.”

      Tally waved an admonishing finger. “Oh, but he is cutesy-tootsey, and he thinks you’re cute, too, Halliday Valentine. Don’t tell yourself otherwise. Now, who’s this, and why is she so durn cute, too?”

      I chuckled and held out my hand. “My name is Stevie Cartwright. Pleasure to meet you, Tally.”

      Hal looped her arm through mine again and said, “This is my sister, Tally. My half-sister, for anyone who cares to know the particulars. We just found out about each other, so I brought her to Marshmallow Hollow for a visit and to experience some of our Maine charm.”

      Tally cupped her throat with her hand, her eyes wide. “Your half-sister? Well, I’ll be dunked. But then, your mother always was a free spirit, wasn’t she, God rest her beautiful soul. Guess she finally told you who your dad was when they read that will?”

      Hal’s eyes clouded for a minute, and she nodded on a hard swallow. “She did. His name was in her will. So I looked him up.”

      Tally reached up and hugged her again, patting her back and dropping a kiss on her cheek. “Aw, honey. Sorry ’bout that. Sore spot, I know. Me and my big mouth didn’t mean to ruffle your feathers about Keeva. We loved her, too. She was good to this town. She created the jobs we needed just like your grandmother did. You know we all just want what’s best for you. I’m glad you found yourself a relation. But ya do know you’re never alone, right?”

      Hal nodded and gripped Tally’s hand. “I do. You have no idea how much that means to me—especially now with Mom gone.”

      Tally rocked back on her heels and drove her hands into her tracksuit with a wide smile. “So what can I do ya for today? Have we finally talked you into knittin’, Hal?

      “Actually, we’re here because of me, Tally,” I volunteered. “And as much as I wish I could knit some of the beautiful things you have here in your store, I’m all thumbs. The reason I’m here is, I’m looking for someone. I was wondering if you could tell me if you’ve seen her.”

      “I can sure try,” she offered pleasantly. “Do you mind askin’ while I straighten the counter up? It was a madhouse in here earlier this morning. We had a knitting class today for the folks at the Sunset on the Hollow Senior Center, and you know what that’s like, don’t ya, Hal?”

      Hal chuckled and nodded. “Did Leo Boseman make one of those naughty covers for his male parts and try to pass it off as a finger warmer?”

      Tally sputtered, and I had to cover my mouth with my hand. “Nope. This time it was Garner Jorgenson and his sweater with four arms.”

      I laughed. “I don’t mind at all, Tally. Please, don’t let me interrupt.”

      She pulled on a pair of cat-eye-shaped glasses she had strung around her neck on a beaded chain as I followed her to the counter at the front of the store. “So who ya lookin’ for, Stevie?”

      I pulled my gloves off and rested the heels of my hands on the glass countertop while she began sorting scraps of yarn. “Well, she’s someone I’m sure I know. In fact, I’m almost positive I know her. We bumped into each other outside your store yesterday, but she got away from me before I could ask if she was who I think she is. She has beautiful, long red hair, green eyes, and she was wearing a white trench coat. My hope is, maybe she bought something here or mentioned her name or anything that might help me find her.”

      Tally paused a moment from straightening the counter. “You know, now that you mention it, I think I know who ya mean. Boy, she sure was fancy, huh? Who wears high heels in weather like this?”

      I pointed down to the rolled ends of the pant legs on my overalls and my yellow galoshes. “Definitely not me. So, she was in here?”

      Tally bobbed her head up and down, the tips of her hair shivering with the motion. “She sure was. I mean, if we’re thinkin’ it’s the same lady. Said she was lookin’ for a man drivin’ a black car.”

      My stomach seized up into a knot, but I forced myself to keep cool. “A black car? Did she say what kind or who was driving the car?”

      “Ah-yup,” Tally said with a dip of her head. “The lady with the red hair said he was a good-lookin’ fella, maybe six feet with dark hair. I tell ya, he was some looker, he was. Judging by the picture she showed me, but nobody like that’s ever come ’round here except for our resident cutesy-tutsey.”

      Well, that couldn’t have been any vaguer, could it? A good-looking man with dark hair and maybe six feet. But there was a picture…

      “Did she have a British accent?” I asked.

      Tally paused for a moment, but shook her head. “Nope. She sounded just like you and me.”

      Not that that meant anything. Miranda had played many roles. Maybe she hid her accent. “Did she mention anything else about this man? Or maybe about the details of the car?”

      “Oh!” she shouted in her exuberant way, clapping a hand on the counter. “Hang tight. I photocopied the picture she showed me to keep it near, so’s I could show it around to some of the other store owners on the off chance someone might have seen him.”

      She zipped off to the back room while I turned to find Hal. When I looked closer, I noted she was ghostly pale, alarming me.

      “Hal? Are you feeling all right?”

      She shook her head and held up a finger, but her pallor worried me. I reached out for her hand but she brushed it away. “Don’t,” she said tersely, and it was then I realized, she wasn’t really even seeing me.

      Her blue eyes had clouded over and her gaze was distant, almost blank. In fact, she wasn’t showing any emotion except for the frown lines on her forehead.

      Then two things happened at once.

      Tally rushed out of the back room, a copy of the picture fluttering in hand, and Hal began to walk toward the glass picture window as though in a trance.

      For no apparent reason, my heart began to thrash in my chest and my pulse pounded in my ears.

      A voice in my head screamed danger, but I didn’t understand why or what the danger could possibly be—until I realized Hal wasn’t stopping.

      If someone didn’t grab her, she was going to walk right into the glass window.

      Tally squawked a warning as she made a move toward Hal, but I held up a hand and reached out and touched her shoulder to guide her, rather than yank her away from the impending accident.

      With a light nudge, I steered her away from harm. “Hal, honey. Listen to me. It’s Stevie, and you’re going to walk right through glass if you’re not careful. Let’s go this way.”

      As I directed her away from the window and toward the back of the store, where more cubbyholes filled with colorful skeins of yarn awaited, her eyes suddenly popped wide open, and it was obvious she was back with us again.

      Instantly, she reached for something to hold on to, almost falling forward but for my body blocking her. And then she was clear-eyed once more, looking at me in total surprise before her eyes flashed an apology.

      “Vision,” she whispered raggedly, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

      Tally rushed up to her, the paper flapping in her hand. She put her palm to Hal’s back and began to rub in a circular motion. “One of those migraines comin’ on again, honey?” she asked, her face riddled with sympathy as she turned to me and shook her head. “Poor kid gets real bad headaches. Had ’em all her life and never has figured out what to do to stop ’em. But we know how to look out for our girl, don’t we, Hal? Keeva taught us everything we need to know if we’re ever around her when she has one of her attacks, didn’t she?”

      What a wonderful woman Hal’s mother had been. In order to protect her daughter in a world full of humans, she’d engaged the humans and taught them to help her without anyone ever realizing she was having visions, not migraines.

      “She sounds like a lovely lady,” I commented. “I wish I could have met her.”

      Hal gripped my hand, her skin clammy and cold. “Me, too. She would have loved you, Stevie. Now, just give me a sec and I’ll shake it off.”

      As she spoke the words and began to take steps back toward the front of the store, Tally held up the photocopied picture.

      “Here you go, young lady. That’s the man she’s lookin’ for. Handsome as the devil, ain’t he?”

      I took the paper from her—and my eyes went wide in shock. I tried to hide it, but I’m pretty sure I did a crummy job, considering my hand began to shake and the blood drained from my face.

      Because the picture I was looking at, which was pretty detailed for a photocopy, was a picture of none other than Win.

      How do ya like them apples?
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      “I don’t think that’s me, Stephania.”

      “How do you know? Maybe you were undercover? Maybe you don’t remember having the picture taken? Maybe you weren’t even aware the picture was being taken?” I said in protest.

      Win narrowed his eyes and scanned the picture again. “I suppose that’s possible, but memory hasn’t been my issue thus far. My issues have been mostly motor-skill related.”

      I nodded. That was fair, but—

      Hal held up a finger. “Can I interject here?”

      “Of course, Hal,” Win offered cordially. “We welcome any and all brainstorming when discussing my murder.”

      Hal snickered, but then she straightened her spine. “You know, I heard in the case of someone taking a host body, they lose their memories. Maybe you really don’t remember, and it has nothing to do with you as much as it does taking over Balthazar’s body.”

      I wholeheartedly agreed. “What Hal said, Win. It’s not a crack at your memory at all, but a side-effect of habituating someone else’s host body.”

      Yet, Win blustered and frowned. “But this doesn’t even look like something I’d wear, Stephania. For example, look at his clothes. I would never, not in a hundred lifetimes, wear gold chains in multiples anywhere upon my person.”

      “Then who is it? Let’s theorize. A close family member, like a cousin? I know lots of cousins who look a lot alike, especially if their mothers or father are strikingly similar. So who else would look so much like you? Your biological father, maybe?”

      Win frowned again at the picture of himself, or fake Win, or whoever the heck it was. “He looks much too young to be my father, Stephania. That feels a bit of a stretch.”

      I squinted at the picture and decided he was probably right. The man in the picture was leaning his right shoulder against a brick building, a building cut off in the photo by the photographer.

      His hand was deep in his pocket, which made him almost look like a model posing in GQ. Except for those gold chains. They were excessive to say the least and more Italian mob than high fashion.

      It was a black-and-white photo, so there was no distinguishing much of the detail of his clothing, but he wore a pair of dark dress shoes I’d almost swear were Ferragamos, due to the buckles on the front.

      I don’t know much, but I do know a pair of designer shoes, and those buckles on them looked so familiar—but above all, they looked current. Like a pair I might have seen recently, skimming the Internet for shoes. If they were a pair of current shoes then Win was right. The man in the picture didn’t look at all old enough to be his father.

      That thought made me look again for any signs he might be an older man. His hair was a little on the longish side, brushed back and parted at the side, but as thick as Win’s, the light blazer over his dark shirt draping open, revealed a slender waist.

      His trousers were sharply pleated down the front just the way Win would have had them pressed. Yet, there was really no way to tell how recent the picture was. The hairstyle and clothing weren’t distinguishable enough to be outdated, but just indistinguishable enough to have come from another time.

      Except for those dang shoes. I’d bet those shoes were from this year. But after a quick skim online, I couldn’t seem to find them.

      The harder I looked at the picture with Hal’s magnifying glass, the more convinced I became Win wasn’t a twin, but quite possibly a triplet. The man in the picture, if not Win, sure looked about the same age as him.

      I held up the picture Tally had given me as we all sat around Hal’s dining room table, sipping wine before dinner. We’d gone to several more stores before everyone closed up early for the Ice Carnival, but no luck. There was only Tally who’d seen Miranda.

      “You know, that you haven’t had any memory loss is a miracle, Win.” Hal said, thwarting my thoughts. “I’ve never witnessed a real reincarnation, but I have heard the rumors, and the reincarnated almost always say they suffer memory loss if not completely forget who they were altogether.”

      He shook his head. “Well, of course, there’s no one to attest to that, but I can recollect as far back as my elementary years. Thus, if I had to place money on it, I’d say no. No memory loss.”

      “You truly are an unbelievable testament to the power of love and sheer determination, Win,” Hal complimented. “It’s incredible.”

      I tapped the picture with my fingernail. “Okay, so if we go with the fact that this isn’t you, maybe you’re not really a twin. Maybe you’re a triplet. Like, part of a set of triplets who were cryogenically frozen, and this one was hatched apart from you and Balthazar? Is that more in line with what you’re thinking? Because that sure as heck looks like you and good ol’ Balthazar.”

      He ran a tired hand over his hair. In fact, he looked very tired. There were lines of strain around his eyes and his mouth, but he was probably right. He’d likely rather wear a cocktail dress and hose than wear so many gold chains around his neck.

      “She is right, Zero. This look exactly like you.”

      My finger shot up in the air. “Yeah, it does. And yes, he’s wearing a bunch of chains around his neck, which isn’t like you, but look at his face. It might not be the clearest picture, but he looks identical. Maybe this was taken back in your spy days? When you were pretending to be some sleezy car salesman kind of guy and you just forgot?”

      Win chuckled. “I’ve portrayed many different types of people, Dove, but not a sleezy car salesman.”

      I sighed in frustration. “If it was taken recently, which those shoes suggest, it can’t be Balthazar because you’re Balthazar, Win. And if it wasn’t taken recently, how often do you suppose Balthazar ran around in a pair of Ferragamos?”

      “Is that what they are?” Win asked, eyebrow raised. “That cinches the deal. I’d never wear Ferragamo. They’re woefully uncomfortable. I’m a Berluti man, myself.”

      “Stop fooling around. Listen, a two-thousand-dollar pair of shoes is a two-thousand-dollar pair of shoes, Spy Guy. Either way, they’re expensive, and if this is a fake Win, he has the same expensive tastes as you. If you have another one of you running around out there, the shoe choice alone would certainly add a nail to the coffin’s theory that you’re somehow related.”

      But Win scoffed, which seemed to be the norm when it came to my theories these days. “Balthazar was known to pilfer, Stephania. It’s not as though he’d led a puritan’s lifestyle. Maybe he stole them?”

      I rolled my eyes and sniffed a dismissal of the notion. “Oh, sure. Not. Balthazar was a petty-crime, assault-and-battery kind of guy. But I feel like a heist somewhere in an Italian shoe store is a real reach. He was a grifter, a liar, and sometimes violent, but he didn’t have any finesse at all. Not enough to grift someone right out of their shoes.”

      Win shrugged his shoulders with a nonchalance I couldn’t figure. “Maybe MI6 botched a batch of cyborg batter and Balthazar was the result. It took making me to perfect things.”

      “Aren’t you a real laugh riot today?” I asked, worried about the subject of Miranda, which was surely right around the corner.

      “He definitely does look like you,” Hal murmured. “I sure wish Tally had thought to ask more questions. That might have helped, but if I know Tally, she was too busy trying to figure out why someone ‘so fancy,’ as she puts it, was here in Marshmallow Hollow. The way she described this Miranda, you’d think she was a movie star. I mean, I saw her when she bumped into Stevie, too, and she wasn’t that pretty.”

      I reached over and patted her hand, silently thanking her for her girlfriend power solidarity. “How are you feeling, Hal? Are you all right now?”

      She patted my hand in return and smiled warmly. “Oh, I’m fine. It’s like I said, sometimes a vision just happens, and it’s intense, but it doesn’t debilitate me for long.”

      “How wonderful to have a cover story like migraines. Your mother was a smart woman,” I complimented, wishing I could have met her.

      Hal’s smile was small, but warm. “She always protected me no matter what. I can’t believe anyone actually believes I have migraines, but they do, and they’ve always been really careful about how they handle them, and me.”

      “What sheer genius on your mother’s behalf to concoct such an explanation,” Win said with a smile as he swirled his wine around in his glass.

      I peered over the rim of the laptop at her, my gaze hesitant. “So about the vision. Tell me again what you saw. If you don’t mind, I mean. I know I’m getting annoying and repetitive, but I want to be sure I ask all the right questions and that I don’t miss anything. ”

      She tucked her hair behind her ear and shook her head. “I don’t mind at all. It’s a relief to talk to someone about them when I’ve had to keep them a secret for so long.” Hal paused a moment and sipped her glass of wine before she said, “Same vision, only this time there was a woman in this one. A beautiful chestnut-haired woman. She had her hand on the shoulder of the man with the snake tattoo, and she was behind him. I still can’t see much more about him other than his arm and the tattoo. Her mouth was moving, but there was no sound. Still, I sensed distress in her facial expressions. But there’s one thing I’m sure of, when she was yelling, she was yelling the name Winterbottom. I saw her lips move clear as day, Stevie.”

      I swallowed hard, but I tried not to let my fear and confusion show. Keep a steady grip on the wheel, Stevie Cartwright.

      “So first, do you think the woman you saw was Miranda with her hair dyed, maybe?” I asked.

      And I didn’t care what Win said. He could poo-poo all he liked, but nothing was impossible at this point. I wasn’t sure how Miranda would fit into that scenario if the woman was behind the person with the tattoo—because last I knew, Miranda had been on top of Win, and she had a gun they were fighting over, not to mention her hair was red.

      Maybe he’d simply remembered the night of his death wrong (though try telling Mr. Memory that), but I wanted all the facts, whether Win liked it or not.

      Yet, Hal shook her head as she ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “Not unless Miranda is older. Maybe in her sixties? Despite her age, she was gorgeous. Like, probably in her youth, she was drop-dead gorgeous. She had blue eyes and really red lipstick on. Made even redder by how pale her skin was.”

      “Does she sound familiar, Win?”

      “Not to be glib, Dove, but her description could fit any number of women whose paths I’ve crossed. My job brought me into close contact with a variety of women.”

      So now there was possibly another woman in the mix? Maybe a female spy who wanted revenge? Maybe the person who paid the thirty million dollars to Miranda to rat out Von Krause?

      “And you’re sure you didn’t see Win in this vision, Hal?”

      “Absolutely not,” Hal confirmed, her lips a thin line of conviction. “The hand with the snake tattoo definitely belonged to a man. We’ve already discussed that, and I guess he was bending over and maybe that’s why I can’t see his face? And then there was the stunning woman with the red lipstick behind him. I swear. I never would have known it had anything to do with Win if not for that feeling I got when I was with Hugh and had the first vision. That she was saying Win’s name, and she looked distressed, only makes the vision that much more mystifying.”

      I decided to confide my worst fear. “Maybe it was another spy, Win? Maybe it was the person who paid to have you killed? Maybe she was in cahoots with Miranda and the tattoo guy?”

      Win let out a long, raspy sigh, rubbing his fingers over his temple. “I suppose that’s likely, too. But again, I know of no one with that tattoo, and the woman fits a hundred descriptions of women I’d met along the path of my career as a spy.”

      I turned back to Hal. “When the woman was yelling his name, you said she looked distressed. Can you hear in your visions, Hal?”

      Hal’s head bounced vigorously. “Oh, she was definitely upset. As a matter of fact, her distress still lingers with me now. She was upset—she was horrifyingly upset.” And then she paused before she said, “Something else just occurred to me. Yes, I can sometimes hear things in my visions, and I definitely heard a British accent. She had a British accent!”

      Whoa…

      I glanced at Win, who looked incredibly confused as he ran a hand over his chin.

      I reached past the wooden bowl of pinecones and evergreen and grabbed his hand, giving it a supportive squeeze. “Does another person in the mix that night sound even a little familiar, Win? I mean, if you’ll recall, it took a couple of years for you to remember the hand with the tattoo.”

      His sigh rasped from his lungs as he leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “No. I can assure you, I only remember Miranda being there that night, Stephania. I do recall how long it took me to remember that night, and while we mustn’t rule out the possibility, I’d prefer to believe that’s the only memory I’d forgotten. I reiterate, I absolutely do not remember another woman in attendance, other than Miranda, on the night I was murdered.”

      I’d prefer that, too, but it still led me to believe, maybe he’d forgotten some of what happened the night he was killed.

      Yikes. It seemed like an awfully important thing to forget, but who am I to judge? I didn’t know what it was like to die in the way Win had—with so much trauma.

      “And we’re sure the two visions are connected, Hal? The man with the tattoo and the woman mouthing Winterbottom’s name?”

      Hal tapped the table with her index finger, her lips pressed together. “I’m positive.”

      “Maybe it is another Winterbottom in vision?” Arkady joked, trying in his own way to lighten the mood. “How many Wins can a Win-chuck Win, if a Win-chuck could chuck Win?”

      I snickered a little, resting my chin on the palm of my hand. “I’m starting to wonder how many Winterbottoms exist in this world. Can you imagine another one?” I teased, joining his efforts to ease the atmosphere.

      Win popped his lips and grinned, falling right in line with our good-natured teasing. “Maybe you’re not so far off the mark, Stephania. Maybe I’m a cyborg of some kind, replicated over and over by MI6 for my superior skill and sharp brain,” he joked.

      “Hardy-har-har. You joke, but you did die, didn’t you? You did escape the afterlife and find your way to a host body and come back to life, didn’t you? There are forces out there, not to mention technology, that I’m sure we know nothing about.”

      Win barked a laugh and leaned back in his chair, driving his hands into the bib of his overalls. (Yes, he had on a pair of overalls, and somehow, he managed to make them look elegant and classy.)

      “Well, ’tis my hope they’d give me better clothing than what I’m wearing in that picture if that photo truly is of me.”

      I tapped the screen of the laptop with my index finger and fought a shiver. “Listen, Spy Guy, this is a carbon copy of you, and the person asking about this carbon copy of you matched the description Tally gave me of the woman who left this pic with her. So what does this mean? Are you willing to accept that it might be Miranda now?”

      His tone softened almost immediately, as did his eyes when he looked at me. “About that, Dove—”

      “Nope-nope-nope!” I protested with a vehement shake of my head. “No more airing our dirty laundry for all the world to see. Right now, we have one definite attempt at murder and one alleged attempt, and a possible Miranda sighting with a side of a new mystery woman. Let’s stay focused and worry about you doubting my theories later, yes?”

      He brought the back of my hand to his lips and kissed it. “Agreed.”

      I smiled at him to let him know things were okay for the moment, but we’d definitely have to talk about what he’d said later.

      “So what does this all mean, Win? That’s what we need to figure out. Why now? Why is someone trying to kill you…or is it Balthazar they’re really looking for? And why would Miranda, of all people, be looking for Balthazar? Do you think she knows he existed? Or could it be someone from your spy past?”

      “Anything is possible, Stephania. I feel as though I’ve said that quite often since meeting you. Surely, it could be someone’s gotten wind of a Winterbottom sighting. Old grudges certainly exist in the spy world. I imagine if someone found me alive, they’d want to capture me and bring me to their own brand of justice—or simply prove I’m not truly dead. If we’re bringing people I’ve tangled with as a spy into the mix, we could be in for a laundry list of suspects, but whomever shot that rifle was no spy. Their skill level was novice at best.”

      Hal reached her arms over her head and was in mid-stretch—when she quite suddenly stopped and gazed off into the distance again, leading me to believe maybe she was having another vision.

      I pushed my chair back to offer my help, but Atticus buzzed toward her, hovering by her face. “Halliday, what are you seeing, child? Tell me, and we shall talk this through.”

      Her eyes didn’t cloud over the way they had earlier today, but she had a glazed look that was certainly close enough. “Two emeralds,” she muttered.

      “Halliday, answer me, please,” Atticus said with impressive calm. “Tell me about the two emeralds.”

      Hal blinked and gave her head a shake as though to rid her brain of cobwebs. “Sorry, Atticus. That wasn’t a vision. Just a memory from the vision I had. The beautiful woman I saw wore two emeralds on a gold chain around her neck, and they were in the shape of hearts.”

      Win shifted in his chair, almost as if he were uncomfortable. “Emeralds, did you say?”

      Hal squeezed her eyes shut and popped them back open. “Yes. They were definitely emeralds. I don’t know if they were real, but that’s what they looked like.”

      Win sat silent, which suggested this information meant something to him. “Win? Does this have some kind of meaning for you?”

      Now his stare was distant, and his lips thinned. “It could be nothing, I suppose.”

      Goose bumps skittered along my arms and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. “But?”

      “But…I was born in May. And emeralds are my birthstone, Stephania.”

      We all went silent then until I finally asked, “And you say she had two shaped like hearts around her neck, Hal?”

      Hal gulped and softly said, “Yes. On a gold chain.”

      I nibbled on the tip of my nail. “How accurate are your visions, Hal? I don’t want for you to think I doubt, because believe me when I tell you, I see ghosts, and I used to be able to hear them, but that doesn’t mean everyone has a glitch-free experience the way they show them on TV. They’re not always crystal clear and sometimes they’re incredibly misleading. And by accurate, I mean, is what you’re seeing typically exactly as it happened, or when you discover what the vision is about, does the meaning have something very different?”

      Atticus buzzed toward me, his tiny eyes flashing, his wings flapping frantically, the tiny Santa’s hat he wore tonight cocking to the side of his head.

      “I’ll have you know, Halliday is almost one hundred percent accurate,” he said with clear disdain.

      Hal scooped him up right out of the air. “Atticus, she’s only asking so she can understand. Don’t behave like one of those momagers who thinks her kid can do no wrong. Sheesh, little old man. Relax.” Then she turned to me and said, “Usually, they’re pretty accurate, Stevie. They’re only a small piece of a puzzle, that’s true, but there’s typically no misinterpreting them. When I find out what the full story is behind the vision, it’s a lot like having seen a chunk of the story in Technicolor.”

      That made me pause while I tried to formulate a theory that was just on the tip of my tongue.

      Emeralds…Win’s birthstone…a British accent. Hmmm.

      That was when it hit me all at once. If this woman in the vision had two emeralds, and emeralds were Win’s birthstone, which would also make them Balthazar’s, maybe…

      “Stephania?” Win asked, his voice alarmed.

      Now I stared off into the distance, seeing nothing when I distractedly asked, “Win, are you sure you don’t know who your biological mother is? What she looks like, where she came from? No clue at all?”

      He didn’t look offended, but he did look perplexed. “I’m quite positive.”

      “Okay, hear me out. I know this is going to sound crazy, but it’s not like you haven’t called me crazy before. So here goes… What if…what if it was your biological mother Hal saw in her vision?”
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      Win’s eyes widened, and I could tell he definitely hoped I was reaching, but he kept a tight leash on his doubts, at least verbally.

      Also, I imagine, processing something like his biological mother being at the scene of his murder had to be a lot to swallow.

      “Repeat that, please?” he said without blinking.

      I saw the reservation in his eyes and watched the wheels turn in his head, so I held up a hand.

      “Hear me out. Hal said there were two emeralds around the neck of the woman in the vision, both in the shape of hearts, right? You and Balthazar were born in May. She also said the woman had a British accent. What if your biological mother was at the scene of your death?”

      Win blinked. I even heard Arkady clear his throat, but no one spoke.

      So I decided to hammer my point home while the hammering was good. “The woman in Hal’s vision was possibly in her sixties, right? That’s certainly the right age to have had a child your age. Maybe even just young enough not to have had her feet under her yet, right? Maybe the right age not to be financially or emotionally prepared to have a child, let alone two or three if we’re still thinking the photo we have isn’t you but maybe a triplet. So, maybe she found you. Maybe she followed you to the house that night.”

      Still, no one said anything, and the silence was beginning to make me uncomfortable.

      Until Belfry, who’d been dozing tucked into a plaid napkin, unrolled himself and spoiled the silence with common sense. “I love ya, Boss. But that’s kinda far-fetched. What you’re saying is, the lady who gave Win and Balthazar and maybe a third kid up for adoption found Win, followed him to what is now our house, and watched or maybe even helped kill him? Like, on the exact day everything goes kaplooey for him, when she’s never reached out to him in his entire life? Does that feel a little convenient? Not to mention, if Win were a part of triplets, why wouldn’t she have three heart-shaped emeralds around her neck? Next theory, please. Because that’s coconuts, lady.”

      I clucked my tongue. When he said it out loud, I suddenly felt really dumb. But I wasn’t willing to let it go yet.

      “I’m not suggesting she helped kill Win, Bel. Hal said she was distressed. Maybe she was distressed at seeing him killed. But my real point is, she had two emeralds around her neck, in the shape of hearts. I can’t account for why she wouldn’t have three if Win and Balthazar were triplets, but I still think it maybe means something. Like, maybe they represent one for Balthazar and one for Win?”

      Bel snorted, his response dry. “It maybe means she likes emeralds in the shape of hearts, Boss.”

      I sucked in my cheeks, still not quite ready to let it go. “Then what was she doing there? What’s the explanation?”

      Bel flew to my shoulder and nuzzled my ear. “I don’t know, Banan-o-rama. I just know I hope it’s not that one, because I’d hate that for you, Winterbutt. I’d downright hate it.”

      Win blinked again but he finally spoke, and I prepared myself to be shot down. However, he surprised me by siding with me.

      “It’s not so outlandish, good man. Again I say, anything is possible.”

      “Exactly!” I shouted, partially rising from my chair in my excitement. “So you know what you need to do, International Man of Mystery? You need to hit up your contacts and start asking questions about your birth origin. Whether it was your biological mother in that vision or not, it’s a lead. Are you comfortable with possibly finding out some information about yourself? I know you adored your adoptive mother, but we can’t ask her what she knows because she’s passed.”

      Win toyed with the edge of his napkin and lifted his chin. “I suppose I’ve never given it the thought it deserves since we found out I was adopted. Though, MI6 certainly would have known when they first recruited me. Surely, if anyone could have found anything out, it would be them. They vetted us to within an inch of our lives. If she exists, I wonder why they didn’t tell me about her then—when they hired me?”

      Yeah, I wondered, too. Maybe she wasn’t worth mentioning, or maybe she was someone they considered suspicious and getting to her through Win was the end game?

      So I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know. Maybe because it wasn’t necessary or vital to working for them? I don’t get the impression MI6 is squishy with feelings. So if it didn’t hinder you in any way, if your biological parents weren’t mastermind criminals, and they couldn’t use you as a carrot to dangle in their faces, maybe they didn’t think it was important.”

      Win rolled his tongue on the inside of his cheek. “Certainly, if it didn’t interfere with my training, they must not have felt it necessary. Still, since we found out about my adoption, I haven’t given it much thought, if any.”

      Win often talked about his adoptive mother with warmth and deep love. I could understand him being totally fulfilled with the parent he grew up with. I once had a friend in high school who was adopted, and she wasn’t interested in finding her biological parents either.

      But if my theory panned out…

      “Either way, it’s a place to start in identifying this woman, right? I mean, if you’re comfortable learning potentially sensitive information about yourself…your biological mother might be able to tell us what happened.”

      Win popped his lips, his eyes blazing hot. “I’m comfortable with trying to find out who shot at us last night. You were with me. Whoever it is can surely be labeled a poor shot, but when he takes aim at me and almost hits you, that won’t do. However, I can hardly contact MI6 for help, Stephania. They think me quite dead, Dove. I can assure you, if they realize I’m alive, that’s a Pandora’s box I don’t wish to open—even in Balthazar’s body—which would be a difficult, if not outlandish tale to relay, don’t you agree?”

      I hated to push, but… “But don’t you have other connections to help you? Someone who’d keep your snooping on the down low?”

      His jaw tightened and he shifted positions in his chair. “It’s not as easy as you’d think, Stephania.”

      “Can’t you call them on your secret decoder ring or shine your bat light to the west and call for help?”

      Win chuckled and shook a finger. “Funny Mini-Spy is funny.”

      “Well, you know what I mean. Like this Mandrake guy, for instance? He believes you’re you, even in Balthazar’s body, right?”

      “He doesn’t know I’m in Balthazar’s body, Stephania,” Win said, and I sensed he said it with great reluctance. “Due to his incarceration, any information Mandrake receives is slow for the receiving—even with his connections. He simply thinks I’m looking to leave MI6—run away, if you will. He doesn’t know all that’s happened, nor, I suspect, does he care. What he cares about is commissary money for cigarettes and Ramen Noodles, which I shall provide in the way of great sums of untraceable cash.”

      Oh.

      I puffed my chest out and tapped the table with an authoritative finger. “In other words, shut up, Stephania, and stop asking so many intrusive questions, right?” I asked in his uppity British accent, but I did it with a smile on my face.

      “In this case, yes, Dove. The less you know about him, the better, and there are some things in my past that should remain as such. I do hope this is something you can come to terms with. It’s for your own protection, of course.”

      Such is the life of a woman who falls in love with a former MI6 spy, I suppose. “Yeah, yeah. I get it. You don’t have to say it twice.”

      He grinned, kissing the back of my hand again. “Then I shall pursue this line of thinking and get back to you.”

      “You do that. I know you think it’s nuts, but I’d bet if someone had told you before all this happened that you’d die, end up in the afterlife as a ghost, find me, make contact with me, plane jump and hop into the body of your brother, you would have said they were bloomin’ bonkers.”

      “I would have said it was bonkers, and I know magic exists,” Hal joked as she rose from the table, running her hands down the front of her thighs. “Listen, why don’t we all take a break here? We’ve been at this for hours, and you all look exhausted. Let’s have some dinner, and then head to the Ice Carnival for a little downtime and perspective, yeah? They have an ice carving competition and games and all sorts of goodies and delicious baked goods, and, of course, cocoa with homemade marshmallows. Maybe the cold air and a big, fat, gooey cinnamon bun will help clear our heads?”

      I rose from my chair, too, and smiled in agreement. “You say cinnamon bun, I say, yes, please. I think that sounds amazing, Hal.

      “Stephania, as tempting as cinnamon rolls are, surely we’re sitting ducks out in the open,” Win warned.

      But Hal held up a hand, her eyes glowing. “I can take care of that. There’s nothing like a little cloaking spell to disguise you when you’re being chased by a killer who couldn’t shoot the side of a barn.”

      I giggled. “Sometimes I forget you’re a witch. I also forget how nice it is to be a witch in times like these. So, whaddya say, Win? You ready for me to kick your butt in a little whack-a-mole?”

      Win frowned. “Whack a what?”

      “You’ll see, buddy.” I held out my hand and pulled him from his chair with a mischievous grin. “C’mon. Let’s go decompress. I could use a break, and so could you.”

      I knew his reluctance likely stemmed from leaving some stones unturned, but sometimes, stepping back was the best thing you could do in any investigation. Especially as close as we were to this one.

      He pulled me to him and dropped a kiss on my cheek. “And will you share with me what exactly a whack-a-mole is?”

      I smiled up at him, brushing his dark hair from the stitches on his forehead, which didn’t look as angry and red today. “I think I’d rather surprise you. But just wait until you see how good I am at the ring toss. We’re gonna have goldfish for days.”

      “Goldfish?” he asked, his expression bewildered. “What hedonistic lot would whack a goldfish with a ring?”

      Both Hal and I laughed then, and it felt really good after so much tension between Win and I.

      Still, as we piled into the kitchen to see what Atticus was conjuring up for dinner, I couldn’t help but wonder if Win’s memory really had failed him. It was certainly a typical side effect of dying. In fact, he’d been incredibly clear on most of his life before he’d kicked the bucket. I’d always found that remarkable, but I’d often explained it away because, well…he was Win.

      In life and even later in death, he’d remembered the most minute of details as part of his job as a spy. Arkady did, too. But maybe this once, much like the hand with the tattoo, he’d forgotten about this other woman and being photographed in that picture. Maybe the trauma of his death, of betrayal, had jumbled things up.

      Thinking about someone else in the mix made me shiver.

      Call me petty, but I was fine with continuing to blame Miranda for Win’s death—it’s what made the most sense.

      But I felt less and less like she was the one responsible, and I’m going to tell you, in all honesty, I don’t like admitting that.

      Like I said. Just call me petty.
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      Win swiped at the corner of my mouth with a napkin and laughed. “How did you manage to eat not one, but two of those cinnamon buns, Dove? Surely, they’re the size of your head?”

      I licked my fingers before putting my gloves back on, because it was freezing, even with heat lamps and freestanding kerosene structures lining the paths of the Ice Carnival.

      “The real question is, how did you pass one up? Somebody had to take one for the team. That somebody was me. Now, where shall we go next, double-o-seven? I’ve lost track of Hal. The last I saw her, she was talking with a group of people from her factory. So, I guess we’re on our own.”

      Everything Hal told us about the Ice Carnival was true. It was simply stunning. There were vendors galore with all manner of carney games to play and delicious treats to eat, but the most exquisite part of this particular gathering was almost everything was made out of ice.

      Upon entry to the park they’d converted for the carnival, you walked through a tunnel made of ice, and at the end of that tunnel you spilled out into a winter wonderland of ice sculptures.

      Bridges you could actually walk on made getting from vendor to vendor fun, archways decorated with Christmas lights and ornaments dotted the aisles. Along the way, there were pine trees sculpted out of ice and Santas and elves and reindeer and snow people. If I thought I might die of sheer joy when I first saw Marshmallow Hollow in all its Christmas glory, this cinched the deal.

      But the best part of this was the cloaking spell. I don’t know what we looked like to everyone else because when you’re the cloaked, the cloak-ee can’t see it, but whatever form Hal had concocted for us, I hope it showed how happy I was at this very moment.

      Win grabbed my hand and pulled me toward one of the ice sculptures made in the contest they’d had earlier while we’d stood in awe, watching the contestant cut a huge block of ice with nothing more than a chainsaw.

      “That was quite something, eh?” he asked as he admired the icy sailboat, complete with a waving Santa on the bow.

      “Oh, I know where this is headed. You absolutely will not have this man flown to Eb Falls so he can recreate this in our backyard. I haven’t forgotten your fascination with Pudge and his kooky steel sculptures,” I joked.

      “Nay, Dove. No ice sculptures in the backyard, I promise. However, what I do want is to apologize for my behavior last night. I was exceptionally rude in front of your newfound sister, and I regret my harsh words.”

      His words gave me thoughtful pause as I looked up at him in his down jacket and knit hat, so rakishly handsome.

      “Do you regret them because you said them in front of our host, or do you regret them because Miranda’s still a touchy subject for you?”

      I held my breath while I watched Win formulate his next words. I’d never had the chance to see him prepare what he was going to say when he was on Plane Limbo. We’d always just talked, and I tried to pay attention to the tone and inflection in his voice.

      Now that I could see his expressions, watch the wheels of his mind turn, I wondered how candid he was being or if he was holding back in order to spare my feelings.

      So I held my breath and waited for his answer, tucking my icy hands into my jacket pockets.

      As the snow fell in light flakes around us, sticking to Win’s eyelashes, he said, “I regret them…and yes. I regret that I reacted so poorly because I do still have feelings for Miranda. Not the feelings you think, though, Stephania. I never loved her the way I love you. The two can’t and never will compare. The feelings I have for her are those of deep betrayal and tinged with my foolishness. Whether she killed me or not, she sold me out. I’ll never forgive that.”

      I let out a puff of air from my lungs, the cloud of condensation filled with relief. “I know she really did you wrong, Win, but you can’t let it cloud your judgment. If you’ve taught me nothing else, you taught me that. I realize there’s a past between the two of you, fraught with many different heightened emotions, but you have to accept she could be at the bottom of what’s going on now instead of hiding under the covers and acting like she never existed.”

      Tucking me to his chest, he rested his chin on top of my head. “You won’t hear me deny that sentiment, Dove. You’re right. I lost my objectivity due to my anger. Quite frankly, the truth is, I don’t want to have to face this after all this time, I suppose. I made an egregious error trusting Miranda. When the dust settled, I felt like an utter fool and a disgrace to all the training I’ve had as a spy. How could I not know Miranda had essentially sold me out? She took sensitive information shared between us as a couple and handed over Von Krause—knowing full well I would go down with him simply because I happened to be with him—without a single care for anything but her greed.”

      “You didn’t know because you lost your objectivity, and she was a really good spy. She played her part,” I murmured, pressing my cheek to his chest, relishing the warmth he gave.

      “Exactly. Had I stayed objective, I might have seen the signs. No, the feelings I have for Miranda have nothing to do with love, whether she’s responsible for my death or not, Stephania. All that aside, I see now, after mistakenly thinking I understood love, I didn’t know what deep, true, abiding love was until I met you. Nothing I shared with Miranda could ever compare.” He gripped my shoulders, setting me away from him in order to look down at me. “So it is with deep regret that I apologize for becoming so grumpy with you last eve. I was wrong to dismiss what you saw and not acknowledge your very valid thoughts. Can you ever forgive me?”

      My heart clenched in my chest, warming by the second. “As long as you promise to always tell me the truth, even if you think it will hurt my feelings. I don’t want to wonder why you’ve taken exception to something I say. I just want you to say it and we’ll work through it. We’ve had nothing if we haven’t had pretty good communication skills, don’t goof that up by being such a man.”

      His grin was as facetious as his nose was red from the cold. “But I am a man, Stephania.”

      I drove a gentle knuckle into his chest. “Right. And look where that got you. Me ready to punch your lights out because you refused to listen to reason. You might not want who I saw yesterday to be Miranda, but I think you’re wrong, and even if the subject is touchy, you’re going to have to suck it up and listen so you don’t end up dead.

      “Now, let’s move on to a rational conversation about Miranda. One with only objectivity…and objectively speaking, is it possible that Miranda isn’t dead as rumored and that she thinks you didn’t die that night? So now, she’s chasing after you to cover up her dirty deeds? Because, hello, Horatio, she was paid a lot of money to give up Von Krause’s location to some crazy arms dealer, knowing you were with him undercover and would be killed, too.”

      His sigh was ragged. “It certainly is possible Miranda thinks I miraculously lived after being on the receiving end of a bullet hole to the chest. If we rule out the idea she doesn’t know about Balthazar’s existence, that could absolutely be her truth. Unless she’s in on some mess with MI6, who might have known my biological mother’s identity and about Balthazar. I suppose even more likely, she could have found a way into my files at MI6. That brings an entirely different element to this mess.”

      That made me pause and ponder something we’d never discussed. I leaned in to whisper to him as a crowd of children and their parents strolled past us, laughing and talking, bundled in their winter coats.

      “You know…what happened to your body after you died, Win? No one in Eb Falls ever gossiped about anything beyond who they all thought Miranda was. I never heard a thing about you once people realized I was buying the house. The speculation was only about Miranda. And for sure, no one ever mentioned a dead body left in our house on the night you were killed. So where did your physical form go?”

      “MI6 would have discreetly sent someone to clean up and collect my body. That’s how it’s always done. That aside, Davis Monroe would have seen to the disposal of my body, which I’d ordered cremated upon notification. In fact, MI6 would have contacted him for verification the body was truly mine. He would have seen it, or at the very least, photographic evidence of its existence.”

      He said those words with such complete faith, I wondered if I should bring up the fact that he’d never seen his body while in his spirit form. All sorts of crazy theories were running around in my brain. For instance, maybe MI6 had frozen Win somewhere and reanimated him. As in, his soul was gone, but his body was in storage.

      I know, I know. That sounded crazy. But every time I think something’s too crazy, I remember, I currently have a reincarnated boyfriend.

      That’s what made me ask, “Okay, but where did they clean you up to? Where are your ashes? In a mausoleum? Do you have a headstone in a graveyard somewhere?”

      He shrugged his wide shoulders. “My ashes should be buried near my mother. I suppose you could always call Davis and ask to be sure, or check with the cemetery, but those are the instructions I left for him. Where are you going with this, Stephania?”

      Nowhere. That’s where.

      “Forget your physical form for now. What really bugs me about Miranda in all of this is, if she’s here in Marshmallow Hollow because of you, shouldn’t she be all sorts of flipped out? You died that night. There’s no two ways about that. She was there. She could verify that much, right? Does she think you’ve risen from the dead? Does she think MI6 played some kind of joke on her like making it only appear as though you were dead? Can that even be done with the help of some MI6 spy magic? Is that like a thing?”

      His laughter was deep, resonating in my ears. “MI6 can do many things, Dove. Certainly, they could make it appear as though I died by slowing my heart rate with some sort of drug, but it isn’t like the movies make it appear. Besides, I did die that night. That’s the only part of this that is fact. So if Miranda’s chasing after me, you’re correct. She should be very freaked out. But would that stop her from trying to ensure I was dead so I wouldn’t pass the information on to the proper superiors that she committed treason? Unlikely.”

      Phew. Hardcore. Because I can tell you, if I didn’t know the afterlife was a real thing, I’d be hiding under my covers for the rest of my life if I thought some guy I watched die wasn’t really dead.

      Yet, that set of questions I’d just asked sparked a whole new line of questions. “Do you think they had a funeral for you?”

      He balked at the notion. Judging by his expression, they weren’t into the fanfare of a funeral. “MI6 doesn’t have funerals, Stephania. They have minute-long memorials before briefings. We are British, after all, and even then, it’s typically a quick word with fellow spies gathered round a table, then we’re on to business as usual. Spies rarely become friendly enough to mourn your passing. Thus, I’m unclear as to what you’re getting at.”

      Wrinkling my nose, I wondered what I was getting at, too. “I guess I’m just wondering if anyone actually saw your physical form before cremation. So even if someone thinks they saw you, and it was actually Balthazar they saw, she wouldn’t know that because no one even knew about Balthazar. Also, why would she be casually passing around a picture of some guy she says she’s looking for who looks like you, but isn’t you? Who else would she think that was a picture of if not you?” I shook my head. I was so confused by this. “I still say you’re wrong about that being your pic, fake James Bond. I think you forgot it was taken or it was taken on the sly.”

      Win popped his lips. “I won’t refute your claim until I have undeniable proof.”

      “If all that’s true, she’s gunning for you because of the payoff she took for ratting out your location with Von Krause. She’s finishing what she started because like you said, treason. I don’t know if MI6 is into capital punishment, but she’d be first on the list to go if they knew what she did. There’s your motive.”

      Win gazed into my eyes for a moment while the world went on without us, a long moment I couldn’t read before he finally said, “You truly astound me, Dove. That’s all a very brilliant theory, indeed.”

      I flicked my fingers under his nose. “That’s not what you were calling me last night. Last night I was amateur hour, according to you, Mr. Expert Spy.”

      He chuckled, latching onto my hand again and pulling me toward a hot cocoa stand. “Shall I purchase you a pair of non-slip gloves so that you might hold tighter to your grudge? Or are we moving on after I’ve begged forgiveness and humbled myself before you?”

      I giggled and tucked myself closer to him as we strolled. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. Letting go. Now, let’s go see the life-size Santa’s village in ice while we figure this thing out. I hear they have to truck in thousands of pounds of—”

      Win suddenly stopped walking, which made me stop talking. He reared up short at a food truck cart that advertised the best lobster rolls in all of Maine, but it appeared to be closed for the night.

      I looked around, but the area was quiet. “Win? You okay?”

      He held up a gloved finger and cocked his ear as though he were listening. “Do you hear that, Stephania?”

      I looked around again. Most everyone had moved off to the center of the carnival, where I heard they were going to have a Best Ugly Christmas Sweater contest. The only thing I could hear was the muffled sound of the people across the way in the center of the park.

      So I cocked my ear toward the food truck. “Hear what, specifically?”

      “Someone calling my name.”

      Chills skittered up my spine, and it wasn’t only because it was twelve degrees out. Lately, when a ghost appeared, I got a chill just like the one I was getting now. So I did what I always did when an entity entered my space—I squinted my eyes and looked around some more.

      But I didn’t see anything.

      Then Win was pulling me behind the food truck, almost dragging me as I tried to keep up, kicking up snow and stumbling behind him. Man, I really needed to up my Stairmaster game.

      And then he stopped again, making me ask as I gasped for breath and my panic began to rise, “Win? What’s happening? What are you hearing?”

      But he didn’t have to answer.

      In the swirl of snow, a shadowy figure lurked, hunched over, its back to us, shrouded in a dark cloud. It shivered and shook, quaking as it moved.

      Now I stopped, too, jerking Win back to my side.

      Win gripped my hand tighter, ceasing all motion. “Stephania, do you see something?”

      But then I began to pull him, trudging across the park after the figure as it moved faster and faster toward some picnic tables and a swing set, both covered in snow. “I do!” I hissed, trying to keep up with the figure. “Is it still talking? What is it saying, Win?”

      “It’s a woman!” he declared. “She’s calling me by name. Not Winterbottom, but Crispin.”

      I halted all movement the moment the shadow of the figure stopped, and I pointed at what I was seeing. “She’s there, by the oak tree. Just wait and let me see if I can get her to turn around.”

      I crept closer, trudging through the snow, deeper here where it hadn’t been shoveled, hoping not to frighten her. “It’s all right,” I whispered into the dark night. “I won’t hurt you. My name is Stevie, and I only want to help you. Can you tell me what you want?”

      It was then she turned around.

      She was little more than an outline, I couldn’t see her clearly—and I’m not sure I wanted to, because what I could see? Holy spook show, she was creepy as she opened her mouth wide (at least I think it was her mouth) and appeared to silently scream something over and over.

      But when I took a step closer, when the snow beneath my feet crunched, she vanished—dissipated in a puff of vapor.

      Returning to Win, I gripped his hand, my feet numb, my heart thrashing in my chest. “Did you hear what she said?”

      “I did,” he said quietly. Too quietly. Maybe even eerily quiet.

      I was still catching my breath, so I leaned forward at the waist, hands on my knees. “And?”

      Win’s expression was grim under the midnight blue sky. “And she said, Crispin is going to die.”
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      We’d decided to take an Uber back to Hal’s and let everyone else enjoy the festivities instead of ruining their fun. After our encounter with the ghost, we were both depleted…or maybe deflated was a better word.

      Her ominous words were on repeat in my brain. Crispin is going to die.

      As we settled on the chairs in front of the kitchen fireplace, mugs of coffee courtesy of Atticus, Whiskey and Strike at my feet, I looked at Win—who was positively green—determined to turn this train wreck around.

      “Are you sure that’s what the ghost said, Win? Maybe you heard her wrong?”

      “Nay, Dove. She called me by name. By my given name. I heard correctly.”

      I fought to control the tone of my voice. I didn’t want to sound as spooked as I was. But let me tell you, I was spooked.

      “Did you recognize the voice?”

      “I didn’t. Did you recognize the ghost?”

      “I didn’t. Her image wasn’t distinct at all. Not the way they usually present themselves to me, anyway. Lately, I almost always see them in vivid color. Sometimes they shimmer before they fade out, but I can mostly make them out pretty clearly. Not this one. She was a blur, maybe staticky is a better word, but for some reason, I could tell it was a woman before you told me it was. Don’t ask why, because I don’t know. With the way she was darting from place to place, you’d think it would be hard to tell, but I knew. Or maybe I sensed she was female, is more accurate.”

      Win paused in thought, bringing the mug to his lips to take a sip before asking, “I wonder if that means something, the fact that this ghost didn’t appear whole to you.”

      I knew it meant something. I just wasn’t sure I should tell Win what it meant. Or what it used to mean when I was a witch.

      If a ghost began to fade when they appeared, in some cases it meant their time here on this plane was short and they had to make a choice soon—to cross over or remain on whatever plane they’d landed. If the ghost I saw tonight was any indication of that theory, we needed to find out what she meant.

      Instead, I leaned forward and put my hand on his. “I’m going to call Davis in the morning, Win. We need his help more than ever. He has to be able to get something out of MI6 to help us figure out if Miranda is still alive. I’m also going to call Hopeful Horizons Adoption Agency and see if I can wheedle something out of them, like your biological mother’s name.”

      But Win shook his head, his face almost hard in the firelight. “Davis was my lawyer, Stephania. That doesn’t make him privy to any and all information MI6 has about me. It simply makes him the person I designated as my trusted and secure contact. I highly doubt he’ll be able to squeeze anything out of them. However, Hopeful Horizons is certainly a smart next move to make.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “What about some of your associates? Would they be willing to help? The people you worked with? Maybe they could sneak a peek at your files? They are spies. It’s what they do, right?”

      His lips thinned, and his free hand clenched into a fist. “I think you’ve seen what happens when an associate of mine becomes involved in my life, Dove. I end up quite dead.”

      I winced and sat back in my chair, watching the flames dance in the fireplace. “Fair point. Man, spying is a lonely gig, huh?”

      “It doesn’t inspire friendships. A spy is usually loyal only to himself and his or her syndicate. I think Miranda’s proven at least part of that statement is correct, hasn’t she?”

      “Then aren’t you glad you have us now, Winterbutt?” Bel chirped, flying into the room from his eleventy-billionth nap of the day to land on Win’s shoulder. “No more lonely nights!”

      I chuckled as he sang the Paul McCartney tune.

      Win turned his head to look at Belfry with a smile. “I’m ever so glad, my man. Ever so glad. I don’t know how I did it all those years without you.”

      Belfry scoffed with a tiny huff. “I know how you did it. The money, double-o-seven. The boatloads of money. You have an Aston Martin, for cripes’ sake, and more cash than Bill Gates.”

      “Au contraire, Belfry. I think Mr. Gates wins that round. Still, I’d trade all that money for everyone to be safe. I feel as if my past is bound to haunt me, but it surely shouldn’t haunt my loved ones.”

      Bel snuggled up against a tuft of Win’s hair. “We’ll figure it out. You want me to go over what we have so far?”

      “You mean a big, fat nothing?” I joked with a derisive snort.

      “Hush, Stevie,” Bel said, waving me off with an impatient wing. “Sometimes, talking it out helps. You always say that. So let’s do this, Gloomy Gloria. Let’s go all the way back to the beginning. Maybe it’ll jar Win’s memory.”

      Neither of us spoke, but we both nodded our agreement. I was willing to do whatever we had to in order to catch whoever wanted Win dead.

      “First up, before we revisit the past, there have been two attempts on your life. Or one we can verify, and one Arkady swears was an attempt. Correct?”

      “Correct,” I repeated.

      Bel looked up at the ceiling. “Arkady? Agreed?”

      “Agreed, tiny wing-ed one. That was no accident when Zero is jogging.”

      “The second attempt in Hal’s front yard was a shoddy one, so I’m guessing we don’t think it was someone with the skill level of a spy shooting at you guys. I guess we can rule out Miranda on that—and I’ll admit, it confuzzles me. Maybe we have two killers?” Then Bel groused, shaking his small head. “Forget I said that for now because that doesn’t connect to Miranda at all, and she’s really our only viable suspect, unless it’s the unidentified guy with the tattoo on his hand.”

      I sighed in frustration. “Right. Stick with what we know for sure.”

      “Right,” he agreed. “Now, as to Miranda, MI6 told Win she died in the Alps, and to back that up, Win had an encrypted message from her from…where? The Alps.”

      Win slid forward on his chair. “That’s absolutely correct. I’d forgotten all about that with the recent events. Shortly after that, I was relieved of my duties on the Von Krause case. I was so lost in my grief, I went back to the house she’d bought, thinking it might be time for me to retire, as I’d originally planned to do in Eb Falls with Miranda. With her gone, I still owned real estate. I thought to inspect the house and see what I was up against.”

      “But then when you got to the house, you found Miranda’s passports and paperwork and a bunch of money, right? So you notified MI6 something wasn’t right, and right after that, you heard her in the garden, where our back patio is, on the phone, talking to whoever she’d ratted Von Krause out to about the money and so on, yes?”

      Win’s jaw flexed and tightened, but he nodded. “She told whoever was on the other end of that call that she’d given over highly classified information about Von Krause’s location to another arms dealer, knowing full well I was undercover with Von Krause. She betrayed not only me, but our country. That is precisely as it happened.”

      “Then you confronted her and asked why she gave you up, but she didn’t say a word. Then big fight, big gun, and pain in your chest—and then you don’t remember anything after that.”

      Win’s chest expanded as he inhaled, making me reach out and grab his hand in an attempt to console him. “Also correct, Belfry, minus one small detail. The shadowy figure I saw from the corner of my eye. A figure I’m currently considering belonged to the hand with the tattoo.”

      Oh, yeah. There was that, too. Gosh, that felt like such a long time ago. I remember how hurt I was that getting Win to tell me about that night was like pulling teeth, and then I’d walked into the middle of a conversation between him and Arkady, where he was confessing everything. I’d felt so left out.

      Still, that was all in the past. In the present, we had someone who wanted Win dead.

      “Win?” I whispered his name. “Do you want to stop?”

      His jaw tightened. “Nay, Stephania. I want to remember all of it so that if this is truly Miranda, hunting me, I’ll be more than prepared.”

      I’m not sure what that meant, but I thought it might mean he wanted to let her have it for creating so much grief in his life—not to mention, killing him.

      Bel clucked his tongue to get our attention. “Back to business, lovebirds. So, we have a Miranda sighting, which makes complete sense if she doesn’t want blowback from Win, who could blast this wide open simply by telling MI6 she committed treason. I’m sure she’d also like to keep her freedom, which could be in serious jeopardy if she’s found by MI6 . Right again?”

      I nodded, blowing out a breath of tense air. All this talk of killing Win was starting to chip away at the objectivity I’d just preached.

      “Next, we don’t know if Miranda even knows about Balthazar, so probably, she thinks this is really Win here in Marshmallow Hollow, and that means she has loose ends she can’t afford to leave dangling. Why else would she be here of all places?”

      “Also correct,” Win agreed.

      I was in total agreement, and I said as much. “I’m in total agreement. But how does this tie into the shooter from last night? If Miranda’s here to be sure Win doesn’t tell anyone what she did—which makes total sense—then who the heck’s shooting at him? I think we all agree it wasn’t Miranda. Does that mean we have two people looking for your head on a platter?”

      Win grimaced. “It’s very likely. I know Miranda’s level of skill, and what happened last night wasn’t a hit from a skilled spy. Yet, I don’t know that I can bring myself to consider there’s someone else involved with this.”

      “Ghost intrusion. You know what Arkady Bagrov cannot stop chuckling about?”

      “What’s that, good man?”

      “How afraid Miranda must be to think you rise from dead.” He followed that up with a hearty chuckle, which made me laugh, too.

      “I thought just that earlier myself. Her head must be spinning right ’round on her neck at this point. Because she was there when Win died, and now he’s wandering around still breathing,” I commented. “If I didn’t know what I know about the afterlife, I’d be pretty freaked out. I don’t care how tough a spy you are, a zombie’s a zombie.”

      Win burst out laughing, scaring poor Whiskey. “I’m sorry, chap,” he said, reaching down to stroke Whiskey’s fur. “But that’s bloody brilliant. All I can imagine is the conversation carrying on in her head about how Crispin Alistair Winterbottom has risen from his grave and simply refuses to stay dead.”

      Belfry stuck his tiny hands out in front of him and walked across Win’s shoulder, mimicking a zombie, giving us all a much needed laugh.

      “Okay, okay,” he chirped, stifling a snort. “We need to quit fooling around.” Straightening his tiny body, he sat back on Win’s shoulder. “So, all we have left is the woman in the vision our girl Hal had, this new ghost Stevie saw at the ice carnival, and the picture of the Win-a-like. Stevie’s theory is she’s your biological mother because of some jewelry she was wearing with your birthstone and her accent. I don’t know if I’m buying it because it’s too horrible to think about, but I’ll address it because apparently, she’s in this mess, like it or not. You have no memory of her, or even the face attached to the tattooed hand. But it doesn’t mean she wasn’t there ’cause, again, you didn’t remember the guy with the tattoo.”

      I stuck my tongue out at Bel even as my blood ran cold at the mere thought. “I don’t care what you say, Belfry, my theory is valid. I’d hate it if it were true, too, but it’s totally possible Win’s mother was at the scene of his death.”

      Bel rolled his tiny eyes. “Moving on. Lastly, we have the picture of Win—or someone that looks exactly like him that Miranda’s been passing around. Super Spy says it’s not him because he’d never wear those shoes or gold chains, and Stevie, you think that could be because there’s a third brother, making Win and Balthazar part of a set of triplets.”

      I bounced my head. “Yep. I sure do. The man in the picture doesn’t look old enough to be Win’s biological father. Also, those shoes he’s wearing? They’re current—as in on sale within the last year. I know they are. If the guy in the picture is Win’s birth father, he’d look much older, wouldn’t he?”

      Now Win agreed with me. “Most likely, but let me remind you, the picture isn’t the clearest.”

      “So then we have the cousin or close relative theory,” Bel reminded. “I mean, maybe your birth mother had a much younger brother? Or even your birth father, and that’s who’s in the picture? But one thing’s for sure, I bet Miranda thinks that’s you. Which made me wonder, where did Miranda get that pic, anyway? Thoughts, Win?”

      Win steepled his hands over his mouth for a moment before he said, “Naturally, as spies, we’d prefer not to have our pictures taken. Yet, in the age of technology, that’s virtually impossible to avoid. It’s possible she got it from a hundred different places. But I tell you, Belfry, as much as that photo looks like me, and I admit it does, I don’t remember it being taken at all.”

      Well, wasn’t that a lovely circle from Hell?

      “And all that leaves us where?” I asked with a heavy sigh.

      “I don’t know,” Bel chirped. “I’m exhausted just thinking about it. What I do know is this—we need to find out if Miranda’s skulking around here in Marshmallow Hollow, and what she knows about Win before they try to kill him again.”

      I sat forward and reached for Bel, scooping him up in my hand to drop a kiss on his head. “This isn’t anything we didn’t already know, buddy, and while I appreciate you trying to help, we’re still right where we were ten minutes ago.”

      Win slid forward, his eyes thoughtful. “But are we, Stephania? Maybe not. All this talk of Miranda has me thinking. She’s quite fond of expensive things. There was nothing she despised more than a mission involving crude accommodations—she avoided them at all costs. Naturally, she did as a mission required, but she’d far prefer to stay in a five-star hotel.”

      I frowned at him. “Okay, and? She has thirty million dollars. I’m sure she’s staying in lots of five-star hotels. What’s your point?”

      “My point is, maybe we should find out where the nearest five-star hotel is, and see if she’s checked in?”

      Ahhh. Point for the spy.

      “Do you think there is such a thing in Marshmallow Hollow? And wouldn’t that be pretty bold? If she’s on the run from MI6, and hunting you, wouldn’t she be worried about getting caught? I mean, if she’s who I bumped into, she didn’t even bother to disguise herself at all, Win.”

      He shook his index finger in the air. “One of the very first things we learn as spies is hiding in plain sight. I’m betting two things. One, she’s contacted someone dirty in MI6 to feel out whether I’ve risen from the dead. What I think she’ll find is, they still think I’m dead, or there’d have been someone inquiring about me much sooner than now.  She’ll then think I’m in hiding and fearing discovery.

      “Two, if she’s looked into you, and I’m sure she has, I’d also bet she doesn’t realize you know about my past. She’ll likely think I’ve made up some cockamamie story about my life when I met you. That is, after all, what we do. So she has absolutely no reason to hide. She’d have no way of knowing you know all about her. I’m also quite sure she made certain there was no evidence of her existence left at the house after she killed me. Why should she worry about being identified?”

      “But she did leave behind a picture, Winterbutt…” Bel reminded him with a boop of his wing to Win’s nose. “That’s how Stevie found out about her to begin with.”

      “Ah, but my good man,” Win said with a twinkle in his eye. “She had no idea about that picture. ’Twas I who hid that picture of the two of us in the jewelry box. Though, I do wonder how she missed that. No spy worth their salt wouldn’t scavenge the entire premises inch by inch so as not to leave behind any evidence they’d been there.”

      I yawned, exhaustion from all the excitement of the day seeping into my very bones. I needed sleep and some downtime from this chaos. “So the plan for tomorrow is to look for expensive hotels, find out who your biological mother is, and hunt down Miranda. Should we add stealing a Monet to our list of impossible quests?”

      Win laughed and rose, too, smiling his warm smile at me. “Ah, Dove. Where would we be without your sense of humor to lighten our load in troubled times?”

      I rose and stretched, enjoying the warmth of the crackling fire in all its orange and blue splendor.

      “A Monet?” Bel squawked, flying around the room. “If I’m goin’ to jail, it sure ain’t gonna be for some weak pastel watercolors. We go Rembrandt or we go home!”

      Win threw his head back and laughed, and that was a nice reprieve from so much angst.

      Because it wouldn’t last. I had a sick gut feeling, it wouldn’t last.
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      The next day, as the snow fell in thick clusters outside and the temperatures continued to hold steady at ten degrees, I sat in Hal’s kitchen, warm and toasty at her dining table, deeply entrenched in my research.

      Hal had been gone all day long, taking care of some last-minute things at Just Claus, which I had yet to see, and a meeting with her right-hand man, Rupert, whom I had yet to meet.

      So we’d spent the morning in Bar Harbor, talking to some of the area’s finest hotel managers, only to come up dry. If we didn’t find out anything before tomorrow, we were going to head in the other direction to Portland.

      We’d also done a crude search for the black Lincoln with the stick figures sticker on a quick skim through town, in the hopes of finding the driver, but no luck there, either.

      Rubbing my eyes, I rested my head in my hands.

      “My malutka, how are you doing? Maybe you take break for little while. Have late-afternoon snack to replenish?”

      “I’m fine, Arkady. Also, I think I’ve reached my caloric intake for the next ten years, what with all the marshmallows and cocoa I’ve been guzzling. I definitely don’t need a late-afternoon snack.”

      Strike, who during the day, had been quite content spending time in the barn with Hal’s reindeer—the reindeer I still hadn’t gone to take a peek at—pecked at my feet while Belfry clung to his neck and Whiskey lounged by the fire.

      “Arkady’s right, Stephania. You need to take a break,” Win said. “You’ve been going since your feet hit the ground today.”

      I made a face at him. “Is your killer taking a break from trying to kill you, fake James Bond?”

      He ran his finger down along the length of my nose and smiled. “For the moment…”

      “You’re so funny,” I mumbled. Squinting at the laptop screen after checking my phone for the billionth time today, I sighed in frustration.

      Hopeful Horizons Adoption Agency had been a bust so far today, as well. I’d called and left several messages, to no avail—all the while, someone, probably Miranda, was out there watching us, waiting to undo all that we’d accomplished by getting Win back here.

      Win rubbed circles along the middle of my back. “Stephania, please take a breath. I want to find Miranda or whoever’s trying to kill me, too, but I don’t wish to do it at the expense of your well-being. You’re quite obviously exhausted. You’ve been at this for hours.”

      “I can sleep anytime. How often do I get to hunt down a female ex-spy? Never. That’s when. Now let’s go over this one more time. This picture,” I said, pointing to the photocopy we’d gotten from Tally. “This isn’t you, and I’d bet my eyeteeth it isn’t Balthazar. Who the heck is it?”

      “I have no absolutely no idea,” Win said, stifling a yawn.

      I gripped the magnifying glass in my hand and looked at the picture for the umpteenth time, scouring every inch of the photo.

      And then I stopped cold, ice running through my veins.

      When I found my voice, I nudged Win. “Win, look at the hand in his pocket…or more specifically, his wrist.” I handed him the magnifying glass and waited.

      When he hissed, I knew he saw what I saw.

      “The hand with the tattoo,” he muttered.

      I slapped my hand on the table in excitement—finally a decent break. “Yes! You can only see a very tiny bit of the tail end of it, and it’s dark, and even though the picture is black and white, I’d bet it’s a blue snake. I bet all my organs that’s the hand you saw the night you were killed! I can’t believe I didn’t see it before!”

      As I was busy congratulating myself, Arkady broke into my thoughts and put a pin in my euphoric bubble. “Malutka?”

      “Uh-huh?”

      “How can that be picture of who Zero see the night he is murdered if we think is picture of Win he does not remember taking?”

      Oh, yeah. There was that. “Shoot.”

      But Win shook his head. “Because it can’t be a picture of me, old man, and this proves it. I have no tattoo on my hand. You saw me before I entered Balthazar’s body. Did I have a tattoo?”

      “You speak the truth, but how can this not be you? It is exact duplicate.”

      Bel flew into the room, dropping down to the table. “I’m still going with cyborg. The triplet angle’s too easy.”

      “Argh!” I growled through clenched teeth. “Who in all of who is this? The only explanation is that you were a triplet, not a twin. There were three of you running around before you died, and the only way to find out for sure is to find your biological mother and father, or even one of her family members, and we can’t do that if Hopeful Horizons doesn’t get back to us.”

      “How does Miranda not know this is not picture of Zero?” Arkady asked. “She was girlfriend, for petunia’s sake.”

      I’m telling you, I was so confused at this point, I was starting to question everything about Win’s existence. I inhaled deeply, my eyes widening. “Maybe she’s looking for this guy, who I’m going to assume is your triplet, and she’s not looking for you at all, Win?”

      Did that make any sense? No. Nothing made sense anymore. Who was this man who looked exactly like Win, and where was Miranda?

      Out of thin air, Hal appeared, looking harried, her hair tousled, her cheeks red, distracting me from my newest theory. She jolted forward, reaching for the table to steady herself.

      I thought it odd she’d chosen to enter the room this way, but if this was the way she used her witch magic, good for her. “Hey, how was the trip to the factory?” I asked, grateful to look away from the computer.

      Hal gave me a sheepish glance, her fingers twisting together. “So, I did a thing. And I want you to hear me out before you get mad about the thing I did, okay?”

      Out of nowhere, Atticus buzzed into the room, his wings whirring a mile a minute. “Halliday Valentine, where have you been?”

      We all looked at each other in surprise at the tone Atticus had taken with Hal. His normally deep voice took on an almost high-pitched squeal.

      I rose slowly from my chair, my legs stiff from sitting so long. “Hal? What happened? What thing did you do?”

      She looked down at the floor before she gazed at us, her eyes riddled with clear guilt, her cheeks turning redder. “I went to Hopeful Horizons Adoption Agency…”

      “In England?” I squealed.

      Hal nodded, the silky cascade of her hair falling over her face. “Pip-pip-cheerio!”
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      “Halliday, whatever shall I do with you, young lady? How could you use your magic for such a thing?”

      But Hal rolled her eyes. “Oh, hush. I didn’t do it so I could drink a pint and see the queen. I did it because it needed to be done. Someone wants Win dead. I don’t want Win dead. Do you want Win dead?”

      “Oh, bollocks, no,” he buzzed, his voice booming into the room. “Don’t you dare turn this around on me. You know better than to use your magic this way.”

      Hal frowned at the angry little hummingbird. “Oh, baloney, Atticus! I didn’t use it to gain anything for myself. I used it to help someone. You use your magic to help me all the time, or are the meals you conjure up every day gaining me something other than good nutrition?”

      “Don’t you sass me, miss. Do you have any idea what could have happened to you had you been caught—in my motherland? Conjuring food is in no way dangerous, young lady!”

      She gave him a facetious grin. “Your queen would have had me locked up and I would have zapped my way out of there. That’s what would have happened. Now, do you want to hear what I found or don’t you?”

      “Bah, Halliday. You’re incorrigible! You never listen!” Atticus groused on a huff, buzzing back toward the kitchen. “Now, if you’ll all be so kind as to excuse me, I’m going to go conjure that food for you to support your good nutrition.”

      She burst out laughing and slapped her thighs. “He’s such a stick in the mud.” Then she pulled out a chair and sat down. “Okay, so I went to Hopeful Horizons because I knew you wouldn’t dream of asking me to, but I’m so sick with worry about you and Win, I couldn’t help myself.”

      Win cleared his throat. “First, Hal, before you say anything else, thank you. I didn’t even dream it possible you could go do something like that. I guess I forget sometimes what you’re capable of as a witch, but I thank you just the same.”

      But she poo-pooed him. “It was nothing, really. I’m not going to let someone kill you and sit on my hands. That’s just not going to happen. I did what I had to do, and I’d do it again no matter what Atticus says. So, are you ready to hear what I have to say, Win?”

      He nodded, but it was somber and stoic. “I am.”

      “Now, I swear, all I did was pop into their computers and pop back out. I was there maybe five minutes tops. No fuss, no muss. So let me start by saying, I don’t know how to hack things or do anything fancy tech-wise, but I do know how to make myself look like I belong just long enough for someone to leave their desk and their computer. So I pretended to be a temp.”

      I held my breath as my heart pumped in my chest and my throat felt like it might close up. I reached over and grabbed Win’s hand, but I wasn’t sure if it was for his benefit or mine.

      “And?”

      “And I typed in his date of birth and the name of his adoptive parent, which Belfry ever so kindly gave me this morning, and there were only five babies Hopeful Horizons placed for adoption born on that day. Three girls and two boys.”

      Bel coughed—loudly. “Well, there goes the triplet theory, huh, coconuts?”

      But I was too distracted to fire back a retort. “And I’m assuming the two boys were twins, right?”

      “Yep, both born to the same woman,” Hal confirmed. “The three girls were each born to three different women.”

      Win sat silently, and honestly, I couldn’t blame him. He’d been through so much, but now to have to find his birth mother, almost against his will, made my heart ache for him.

      “Win? Would you rather I hear what’s next and handle this part of it on my own?”

      “Nay, Dove,” he said in his husky-deep tone. “I’m quite prepared to hear whatever it is I’m about to hear.”

      Hal looked to him, sympathy clearly in her eyes, when she said, “I only have her name, her date of birth, and the name of the woman you were placed with, Win. There wasn’t much to be had anyway, but I didn’t snoop any further. I didn’t want to intrude or invade your privacy for something so personal, but I don’t want you dead, either. If we know the name of your biological mother, maybe we can at least find her on social media, and I can see her picture to tell you if she’s who I saw in my vision. It’s only to rule her out as a suspect.”

      “Of course, Hal. I realize this is a measure we have no choice but to take.”

      She patted Win’s hand. “Good. So all I have is her name. And besides, that maneater Nancy was coming back from break—that’s what she is, according to the woman in the cubicle behind hers—and I didn’t want to get caught sneaking into her computer. So I didn’t linger.”

      Win laughed, but it wasn’t genuine. I knew his laugh and this was what he called giving good face. “Please, Hal, tell me her name. Then we can begin searching for her to see if she’s who was present the night I was murdered.”

      Hal inhaled deeply and pulled out her phone, scrolling to wherever she’d stored the name of Win’s biological mother. “Her name is Anwen Thistle, and she was from Wales. She was twenty-two when she had you and Balthazar.”

      We all sat quietly then, until Win said, “Anwen… Do you know what that means, Dove? It’s Welsh, and it means beautiful…”

      “It’s a very pretty name, Win. I bet she was lovely,” I whispered, my gut still stinging for him.

      I didn’t understand how, if the woman Hal saw in her vision was, in fact, Win’s mother, Anwen fit into this. Why would she choose that particular night to show up—the night of her son’s murder?

      What was I missing? I was missing something very important. I had to be. Oh, universe, please let me be missing something that links Win’s mother in any other way than his murder.

      Win looked to Hal, his eyes inquisitive and maybe even a little sad. “Tell me, Hal, was the name of my biological father listed?”

      She shook her head, her eyes soft and warm. “No, because he was listed as deceased, which definitely could explain why your mother might put twins up for adoption. One baby is a lot. Two is a lot more.”

      “Alone and raising two babies would definitely be overwhelming,” he muttered, his words hushed.

      I swallowed hard, fighting tears. I’d never really considered his biological father a suspect, simply because the man in the picture looked too young, but I was almost grateful he was gone, too.

      It was one thing to know you were adopted, but I imagine it was quite another to be forced to find out the name of your biological mother—and have to do so in order to rule her out as a suspect in your murder. But to add in your biological father to the mix, too? Yikes.

      “This is all very bittersweet, is it not, Dove?”

      I slid from my chair and wrapped my arms around him from behind, giving him a squeeze as I rested my cheek on top of his head. “It is, and I’m sorry we had to go about it this way.”

      He gripped my fingers before he took my hand and brought me back around to face him. “It’s fine, Dove. Now, let’s look up Anwen Thistle and see what we can see, eh? We need a win.”

      I tried not to let him see my fear, but we did need a win.

      Boy did we ever.
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      “Atticus, that was delicious!” I complimented him as I sat back in my chair and wiped my mouth.

      We’d just finished up an amazing meal of the creamiest lobster bisque I’d ever had, with grilled brie and gouda cheese sandwiches on sourdough.

      “It was just a little something I conjured up, Love Child,” he said sarcastically as he buzzed past Hal’s ear.

      She stuck her tongue out at him and grinned. “Knock it off, Stuffy Stan. And thank you, it was delicious. I’ll help clean up.”

      We’d spent some time looking up the name Anwen Thistle, but we didn’t find anyone who matched her age—not even close. There were three on Facebook, all too old or too young, and very few came up with a Google search, but with much the same results.

      So we’d broke for dinner and decided we’d try another method of searching after we ate.

      I went to help clear the table and bring some dishes into the kitchen. I had to do something to take my mind off the missing pieces of this puzzle.

      Who was the man with the tattoo, and why did he look so much like Win they could be twins—except they weren’t. I couldn’t believe my theory about him being a triplet was wrong, but Hal had seen for herself he was one of only two babies born that day to Anwen.

      The man in the photo could certainly be a relative who was close in age, though. The only idea I had left was that he was a cousin, but then why would Miranda be looking for Win’s cousin? Unless, of course, she thought the picture was of Win, and that brought me back to the idea, she should be pretty freaked out by the idea he was alive after she’d been the one to kill him.

      Ugh. I just kept going around in circles and it was beginning to make me feel a little batty.

      “Halliday,” Atticus buzzed in his deep voice. “Please take the recyclables out to the bin. It’s the least you can do after being such a cocky nonce.”

      “I’ll get them, Atticus,” I offered. I could use some fresh air to clear my head and rid me of some of my frustration. “Where’s the bin?”

      “Ah, thank you ever so, Love Child. It’s right outside the mudroom door. Not far to go at all. But before you go, might I speak freely?”

      Tilting my head, I smiled at him. “Of course.”

      He fluttered his wings before landing on the edge of a bowl from dinner, his ruby throat especially colorful under the soft Christmas lights.

      “I realize I was quite rude to you and yours when you first arrived, but it isn’t without good reason. My job as Halliday’s familiar is to protect her. Often, that beautiful, brainy, sometimes impulsive child leads with her heart instead of her head. Ironically, much like you, if the stories I’ve heard are true. I didn’t want her to get hurt with yet another one of her impulsive actions. I was afraid you’d reject her, and I couldn’t bear that.”

      “I understand completely. No need to apologize, Atticus,” I said softly.

      “She isn’t only my job. She’s my life. However, seeing how happy she is when she’s with you, seeing her smile unfettered by her recent grief has been a joy for me, and that’s all because of you. I rather like knowing Halliday isn’t alone in this world with only me to lean on, and I like that it’s you she can lean on if I’m not about.”

      I grinned at him, my heart clenching. “You should give us love children more credit, and as a by the by, I really like Hal, too. I hope we can spend more time together very soon. Oh, and you’re not nearly as awful as I first thought, either.”

      Atticus’s laughter rumbled deep. “I deserved that.”

      “Yep,” I agreed. “You sure did.” Then I clapped my hands. “Okay, good talk, Atticus. Now on to recyclables.”

      I grabbed the bag by the kitchen island while everyone else chatted and headed to the mudroom, grateful for the conversation with Atticus and now, some silence.

      I was feeling overwhelmed with the discovery of Win’s mother’s name. She’d always been this unknown, shadowy figure in his life we didn’t discuss. Now, she was a beautiful name who may have been present at his murder.

      His murder.

      If that were true, how did you live with that? How did you wake up every day knowing your mother wanted you dead?

      And who in the blinkety-blink was the man with the tattoo in the picture?

      And why couldn’t I figure this out?

      I trudged my way to the mudroom, closing the door that led to the kitchen to silence everyone’s chatter, and grabbed my jacket from the hall tree’s bench, pulling it on.

      I popped the back door open to spy the recycling bin but a few feet away from the side of the house. Thankfully, the snow appeared to have stopped, and someone had shoveled the area in the driveway and the path leading to the barn.

      Speaking of barns, I desperately wanted to see the reindeer Hal had. Maybe I could do that now, when I most needed time to think.

      As I threw the bag into the bin, I shook my head. No. I absolutely shouldn’t go see the reindeer, because I’d be alone and there was someone out there taking potshots at us.

      Where better to take me out than as I walked to the barn? It wasn’t that far, but anything could happen in a few hundred feet. I wasn’t going to be the fool in the horror movie who went into the basement alone.

      Feeling quite proud of myself for resisting temptation, I turned around to head back into the house.

      Now, look. In my defense, I was lost in my head and patting myself on the back about how smart I was not to go to the barn alone, allowing temptation to be my guide. Add in the mystery of Win’s mother and the man with the tattoo, and I was a little distracted.

      That said, this was, after all, a spy, and I am, after all, a mere former witch with very limited skills and certainly not years of spy training.

      Anyway, when I turned around, I came face to face with that highly trained spy—holding a gun aimed at my head.

      What do you think was my first inclination?

      To mentally stick my tongue out at Belfry.

      Not panic. Not terror. Not holy baloney, she has a big, shiny gun.

      No. I’d been right and Bel had been wrong.

      Neener, neener, neener.

      She didn’t say a word. Rather, she held her long, graceful finger up to her mouth to indicate I should be quiet, and then she smiled, and even with a gun pointed at me, I couldn’t help but think how beautiful she was, standing here in the snow, a backdrop to her beautiful red hair and classically pear-shaped body.

      Instantly, I raised my arms in the air and she motioned me forward, toward the barn.

      We trudged along the cleared path, passing a split-rail fence draped with lights, and I noted, ironically, I wasn’t feeling nearly as panicked as you’d think.

      When we reached the double doors, she said, “In you go, darling,” in a cultured British accent.

      She gave me a little nudge between my shoulder blades to push me between the two doors. As I stumbled into the barn, the scent of hay and other unmentionables reached my nose, but I made sure to be aware of my surroundings. There was only the one stall, and some bales of hay piled to the left. I also made note of a hoe and a steel rake, but that was pretty much that.

      Certainly nothing that would hold up against a gun.

      It was mostly dark but for the light from the Christmas decorations that gleamed outside from two windows on the right. There was a heat lamp parked next to none other than the reindeer that earlier I’d so wanted to see.

      The reindeer—Karen was her name, if I remembered what Hal told me correctly—stirred a bit from her nap, rearing her head up, her eyes startled and wide.

      “Shh-shh. It’s okay,” I whispered to her, hoping to soothe her back to sleep. “Settle down. It’s fine.”

      I didn’t know if my captor was much of an animal lover, but I wasn’t going to take a chance she’d shoot Hal’s reindeer to keep her quiet. It was enough she’d probably find me dead in her barn; over my dead body was I going to let her find her pet dead, too.

      Oh, wait. Poor choice of words…

      Karen settled back down and appeared to doze off just as my captor sounded out her first order.

      “Turn around, please,” the woman cooed, her voice gentle and seductive.

      I did as I was told, and still, I wasn’t all that afraid. I’m not sure why. Maybe because I knew this day would come. It definitely wasn’t because I thought I could in any way take her down. It was merely a relief to have some answers. To know I was right and I wasn’t crazy at all.

      “Shall I begin, or will you?” she drawled, her skin soft and creamy in the dim light.

      Okay, maybe I was a little nervous now that I was staring right at her. She was as close to perfection as it got. Still, I offered to begin.

      “I can if you want.”

      She waved a hand at me, one auburn eyebrow raised, her crimson lips amused. “By all means, please do.”

      “So, it was you I saw that day on the sidewalk in town,” I finally murmured…and as I did, I became a little angry.

      Gosh dang it all, I knew it was Miranda I saw, but had anyone listened to me?

      Nooo. They were all like, silly Stevie and her crazy theories. And now look. Look where we were. Right here, in a freezing-cold barn in the middle of the night with none other than Miranda.

      Miranda the lying, cheating, greedy ex-lover of a spy.

      Oh, I could just spit from all the doubt the men in my life had spewed at me!

      She raised the gun higher, her glorious red hair falling around her shoulders as she aimed it at my face. “It was, and I guess you’re wondering why I’m holding you at gunpoint?”

      Her words surprised me. In fact, if I had a free hand, I’d scratch my head. “Not really. I figured you’d come sooner or later. I’d have preferred later, and maybe after a little more preparation for our meeting, but sometimes fate intervenes, and we just have to roll.”

      Miranda frowned at me, her breaths coming in small puffs of condensation, her nostrils flaring. “So you really do know who I am, then?”

      Now I frowned. “Duh. Of course I do. I just said I did, didn’t I? You’re Miranda With No Last Name. What is your last name, anyway?”

      She approached me with a casual strut. Yes. It was definitely a strut. Sort of like a supermodel, strutting down the catwalk. She walked over the dirt and hay to get to me as though it were a smooth path, a true testament to her flawlessness and training.

      Then Miranda cocked her head and gave me an impish look, ignoring my question. “And you’re Stevie, right? Short for Stephania,” she drawled, her accent so much like Win’s it was hard to believe she’d ever do anything as uncivilized as kill someone.

      I rolled my eyes, praying my voice was steady. If I was going to die tonight—which was probably likely—in front of Win’s ex-supermodel girlfriend, I wanted to do it with some courage, some dignity.

      Thus, I shored up my down-covered spine, rocked back on my practical boots, and looked her directly in her gorgeous green eyes.

      “Let’s not kid each other. You know exactly what my name is. My age, my height, probably even my weight.”

      “One fifty-two.”

      “What?”

      “You’re weight. It’s one fifty-two.”

      I rolled my head on my neck. “Nuh-uh. Shows what you know. I’m one fifty since I last stepped on the scale. You know, taking into consideration bloating and all.”

      Miranda sighed a ragged breath, making Karen stir behind me from her nap. “Dear God, do shut up, or I’ll shoot you now and be done with this whole mess.”

      She scoffed, narrowing her green gaze at me, her hands ever steady on the gun as she drew even closer.

      And you know what else?

      She had the gall, the sheer audacity, to wear heels while she did it. And I’m not talking conservative one or two inchers, I’m talking five-inch heels. Five. Easy.

      As with all supermodel spies, she wore a long, oyster-white trench coat that flapped around her long legs and ultra-curvy hips as though there were a large fan following her every move in Beyoncé-music-video fashion.

      Beneath her coat was a pleated pair of black trousers, a white-and-black striped silky shirt that sort of fell over her breasts in a casually perfect homage to breasts everywhere.

      The jewelry she wore was minimal, but she made it count. A simple gold chain around her neck, one gold bangle bracelet and one serpentine ring on her index finger.

      Ugh.

      She was a real-life British Charlie’s Angel.

      And I hated her.

      But when she spoke, she rocked me to my core. “So let’s get this over with, shall we? Tell me, Stephania, what did Roger tell you about me?”

      I blinked slowly. Roger? Who the flibber-gibber was Roger?

      For the love of all that was baked and iced, where did a Roger come from, and how was I going to talk my way out of this?
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      Was Roger a pet name for Win?

      I tried to hide my confusion, because a good mini-spy would never let their arch nemesis know they had no idea what the heck they were talking about, but I wasn’t sure I could pull it off—because I didn’t know what the heck she was talking about.

      However, I was sure going to give it a go. “Yeah,” I said amicably. “He told me all about you. That’s how I knew it was you. From the way he described your hair.”

      The sigh Miranda let escape her lips was one of disappointment. Harsh disappointment, if the glittering, narrowed gaze she gave me was any indication.

      She rolled her stunning green eyes. “Really? My hair? Men are such simple creatures. Did he also tell you how he left me as good as dead, metaphorically speaking anyway, and took all my money with him after we made a deal?”

      Um…what the what? But I nodded my head up and down, my arms still high in the air. Which, by the by, were beginning to really burn while my fingers went numb.

      “Well, he didn’t put it like that…”

      Her luscious lips thinned. “Of course he didn’t,” she replied, her words dripping with sarcasm. “And did that wazzock also tell you I’ve had to hide all this time like some bloody miscreant while he kept all his lovely money?”

      Okay, now I was super lost, but I couldn’t tell her that, could I? I’d give myself away and the longer she talked to me, the better chance I had of finding something to help me escape.  So I wagged my fingers at her, my hands still in the air.

      “Question?”

      “Of course,” she offered cordially.

      “If Roger did all this awful stuff to you—and believe me, if he stole my money, I’d be mad, too—why am I the one at gunpoint? Shouldn’t you be mad at him?”

      Miranda tipped her head back, exposing her creamy throat as she laughed. “You’re my bait, naturally. I simply had to wait for the right time to get you alone. I’ve been following the two of you, at a distance, of course, for the last couple of days.”

      “Following us?” I know that sounded stupid, but that’s exactly how I felt. Stupid.

      “Don’t be a dolt. It’s what I do…did. I was, after all, a spy, darling. I tracked people all the time. But worry not. Roger will be at gunpoint soon enough, Stephania. May I use your full name rather than the shortened version? It’s so much more civilized.”

      Following us?

      Wait. Hold the phone, Gertie. Did she think Win was this guy Roger?

      “Well, you do have the gun… Gun holder’s choice.”

      She laughed again and it tinkled around the barn as though on fairy wings. “Point for you.”

      I was still back toying with what I was starting to believe was mistaken identity, deciding I needed some clarification. “So anyway, Miranda, I don’t think I’m getting the bigger picture here. I don’t understand how Roger’s going to be at gunpoint soon.”

      She frowned again, and I gotta tell ya, she even looked perfect frowning. “Are you daft, Stephania? I texted him and told him I’m holding you hostage. I’m sure he’ll be surprised I have his number, but again. I’m a spy. Anyway, you’re his lover, that makes you my leverage. Surely he’s going to come and save his lover?”

      My mind began to race. Once again, I wondered, was Roger a code name for Win? But then if Roger was some pet name for Win, why would Miranda be talking about him keeping all the lovely money?

      I know I was panicked, and maybe under less stressful circumstances, I might be able to put this all together. But right now? Right now, my head was a fuzzy mess of WTF.

      I think my mouth fell open then because seriously, none of this was making a lick of sense. Not a single word coming out of this perfect woman’s mouth made any sense at all.

      But I was sure going to try and make sense of it, because I needed to save myself if we were waiting on some guy named Roger to save me…

      My shoulders were beginning to sag, and I was losing feeling in my arms, so I asked, “Listen. You have a gun, and I have big respect for that. But is it okay if I put my arms down? Because phew, have I ever slacked off on my cardio as of late.”

      She shrugged her shoulders and waved me off. “Please, be my guest.”

      I dropped my arms with a sigh of relief, rubbing my hands together to stimulate circulation.

      “Thank you. Now, about Roger. Why did he take all your money? Because I’m sure you know he probably told me a totally different story than the one you’re going to tell. So in the interest of fairness, I’d like to hear your side, Miranda, and maybe we can work something out.”

      Now her beautiful face went angry, her cheeks growing pink. “He took it because he could, Stephania. The very same way all men take and take. He hired me to do a job, but he had no intention of paying up. None! He double-crossed me. That’s what he did! He used me to get to Crispin, and then tried to get away like the spineless coward he is without paying me!”

      I fought a gasp of disbelief. Roger had used Miranda to get to Win. That must mean Roger, probably the guy in the picture who looked just like Win, killed Win and then tried to kill Miranda to avoid paying up.

      Holy. Shitake. Mushrooms.

      I continued to play along, grateful for the darkness of the barn, and shook my head as though Roger were the biggest double-crosser on the planet. “Oh-ho!” I crowed and shook my finger. “See now, that’s not what Roger told me. He told me you didn’t do the job properly, and because you didn’t do the job properly, he had to do it himself.”

      She gasped, so loud it echoed in the barn, very clearly offended. Then she stomped her foot. “He did not! Oh, Roger, you tosser! Did he tell you how I was caught off guard by my hit? Did he? How was I supposed to know Crispin would show up in the middle of me preparing everything? He wasn’t even supposed to be there! Did he tell you that?”

      I’m pretty sure if Miranda could see my face clearly, she’d have seen me turn green around the gills, but at least now we were getting somewhere and making a little more sense—even if I still didn’t know who the heck Roger was, how he was related to Win, or even why he wanted Win dead.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I shook my head once more and I mocked another outraged gasp, too. Riling her up could distract her, and that was just what I needed.

      “He most certainly did not. Know what he said?” I asked with a conspiratorial tone, fighting the chatter of my lips.

      Miranda’s eyes narrowed as she sucked in her cheeks. “What?” she hissed.

      “He said you flubbed the job and didn’t deserve the money, and that’s why he kept it. But I was right to be suspicious, huh? I thought, how could a beautiful, empowered, smart-as-the-dickens spy like Miranda mess up something so easy? Stupid Roger. What a jerk!”

      She nodded her head, her eyes wide in outrage. “Indeed! If he’d have simply left things alone, Stephania. I had a gun, for pity’s sake. Crispin was unarmed. I would have won that fight, but no. No, Roger came trampling in like the buffoon he is and shot him! The sheer temerity of that man is off the charts. After all the planning we’d done, after planting that story about an arms deal to ensure Crispin would be removed from his undercover work with Von Krause, so we could get to him with ease—after all we’d done, he had the nerve to steal my thunder!”

      I had to fight a gasp myself at this point. First, Miranda appeared almost disappointed that she hadn’t been the one to kill Win. Second, the arms deal story had been a lie…

      A big, fat lie.

      Win must not have heard the entire conversation. That had to be it. And Miranda hadn’t killed Win, Roger had. So why did Roger want Win dead?

      But I still didn’t know who the heck Roger was.

      So, I let out a disappointed sigh, leaning back against the reindeer stall, more to steady myself than anything else.

      “Men, right?” I sneered. “Such a bunch of liars. Did he tell me the truth about this…Crispin, is it? He told me he was your boyfriend and you were supposed to kill him. He told me this guy ratted you out to your bosses. MI6, right?”

      “That,” she said slyly, her eyes glittering, “is entirely true.”

      ”Phew. At least he didn’t lie about that. But you know what he didn’t tell me?”

      “Oh, I can’t wait to hear this,” she muttered in disgust. “What else didn’t he tell you, Stephania?”

      “He didn’t tell me what happened to you. I mean, this Crispin guy tattled to your superiors, right? In their eyes, you committed treason. That means you had to fake your death, didn’t you? Oh, the horror of living on the lam in disgrace.”

      “Yes!” she seethed. “It wasn’t as though I had a choice, now did I, darling? I had to make a run for it, of course. As you said, I’d committed treason according to MI6. That’s a crime punishable by death. But I had some money tucked away for a rainy day, the way all smart girl spies do. Not as much as Roger was going to pay me, of course, but enough to live quietly with one of my identities in Nebraska. What a god-awful place that is,” she droned.

      Nebraska. Miranda No Last Name Fabulous had been living in Nebraska? Sheesh. Of all the places to stick a woman like her. That might be a fate worse than death for someone of her ilk.

      “Another question, if I may?” I asked, leaning toward her as though we were old chums.

      Miranda pulled a phone from the pocket of her silky pants and looked down at it, the gun closer to my chest than ever, and I knew if I made a move for it, she’d shoot despite our bonding over Roger the Tosser.

      When she was done, she looked up, her eyes narrower still as she shoved it back into her pants pocket. “Still no answer from that slag, which means we still have some time. Ask away.”

      I swallowed hard, my hands icy and clammy, my feet like bricks. “What made you come after Roger now? Why did you wait all this time?”

      She made a face and wrinkled her pert nose. “Because he’s been abroad in Italy and Paris all this time, no doubt hiding, silly. Haven’t you figured that out? I couldn’t cross the border into a Dollar Store, let alone set foot on foreign soil. Just getting here was a chore. But when I got the word from a trusted contact—one I promised to pay gads of money to give up Roger’s location—that he was here, of all places, with you, I knew it was time to exact my revenge.”

      When she got word he was with me. Sweet Pete and a tricycle, who was Roger? What the heck was I missing? He had to be a cousin, or maybe Anwen had a younger brother? Maybe he was Win’s uncle? But why would they want Win dead? Why would anyone remotely related to Win’s biological family help Miranda murder him?

      And who the bleep was her trusted contact? Someone in Marshmallow Hollow? In tiny little Marshmallow Hollow, the land of all things Christmasy and holiday spirit?

      I nodded my head in understanding when what I really wanted to do was scream in frustration. How could I ask why Roger looked so much like Win when I was already supposed to know the answer?

      “Riiiight-right. Of course it would be difficult to travel much. My mistake. So…Nebraska?”

      She smiled, her eyes twinkling. “Home of corn and steak. It’s dreadful, but who would think to look for me there?”

      Shrugging my shoulders, I gave her an apologetic smile. “I dunno. I like corn. Especially Mexican street corn. Have you ever had it? It’s delicious.”

      “Darling, the carbs simply aren’t worth it. Now, enough of this,” she drawled as though it was obvious carbs were her mortal enemy, waving the gun around in my face. “Now, I have a question for you. It’s only fair, yes? And I want you to answer it truthfully.”

      As she spoke, Karen the reindeer snored, startling me enough to make me take a step forward, which only brought me closer to Miranda’s gun.

      “You bet. Ask me anything,” I replied jovially, my brain still on fire.

      Her face fell, almost as though she were disappointed. “Why are you with Roger, darling? He must be at least thirty years older than you, Stephania. If I didn’t have to kill you, I’d befriend you and show you the way. I feel as though in another life, we could have been friends. You’re still fairly young and pretty, with plenty of life ahead of you. Save yourself—because mark my words, Roger’s going to do you wrong, darling. He’s the devil himself,” she spat, her green eyes flashing.

      Thirty years older than me… Roger was thirty years older than me.

      Um, what?

      He didn’t look any older than Win or Balthazar.

      “I guess I like older men,” I muttered, even though I didn’t know what I was talking about.

      I think that’s when it all sort of began to flow together. I was beginning to formulate a theory. Roger was there the night Win had died. He had, in fact, been the person to kill Win, which meant he had to be the man with the tattoo on his hand. Right?

      In that moment, when the picture we’d spent so much time trying to figure out flashed through my mind’s eye, it hit me all at once.

      I’d like to believe my delay in arriving at my destination was due to the stress of being held at gunpoint. Add in what we already knew—like the picture of the man not being terribly clear, the information Hal had gathered, and the fact that Roger doesn’t look a day over maybe, tops, forty, but I can’t be sure that’s true.

      I mean, I hope that’s true, because otherwise, I was a crummier amateur sleuth than even I believed.

      Anyway, Roger is thirty years older than me.

      So, a guy who looked exactly like Win with a tattoo on his hand who was thirty-years older than me equaled?

      Before I could catch myself, I mumbled the words, “Thirty years older…”

      Miranda barked a laugh. “Did he lie about that, too, darling? Of course he’s thirty years older than you. At least. Plastic surgery isn’t just for us vain girls, you know. You can ask Roger. He knows all about the skill of a good plastic surgeon’s knife.”

      My heart began an erratic, almost skippy beat and my clammy hands became even clammier.

      Ooooh. Oh. My. Stars.

      All the blood surely drained from my face, and if my feet were like blocks of ice before, now they were frozen in place as the realization of who Roger was hit me like a brick to my face.

      You know why Miranda thinks Win is Roger, folks?

      Do you know why, according to Miranda, he’s easily thirty years older than me?

      Are you ready? Gird your loins.

      Roger isn’t his cousin or an uncle or a triplet or a turnip, for that matter.

      Win’s biological father was Roger—and he wasn’t dead at all.
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      “Stephania?” Win called from outside the barn, his voice tinged with only a small amount of panic. “Dove, where are you? Atticus has Twinkies especially for you.”

      I was still reeling from my discovery, reeling so hard, I had to grab the edge of Karen’s stall to hold myself up, but I knew I was right. It was too horrible to believe, but I was right.

      It explained why Miranda kept insisting I’d been with Roger as she followed us around Marshmallow Hollow. She’d obviously never been close enough to see it wasn’t Roger at all. From a distance, he absolutely did look like a sleezier version of Win with all those gold chains around his neck.

      It explained the picture she’d been showing to the shop owners of the man who looked just like Win and Balthazar. And listen, even if the picture wasn’t all that clear, Roger looked pretty darn good for a guy his age. Miranda wasn’t lying when she said a good plastic surgeon is key.

      But it didn’t explain why Win’s own biological father would kill him. I didn’t even know how to digest that.

      However, my plate was full, thank you very much. I needed to get the heck off this buffet line and find a palate cleanser before I either lost my mind or my heart exploded from my chest.

      The moment Win called my name, Miranda stilled all motion and cooed in a seductive whisper, “He calls you Dove, darling? How sickeningly quaint.” Then she waved the gun right under my nose, her lips going hard and thin. “Now get him in here and we’ll finish this.”

      So here’s where a rock and a hard place should be forced to put my picture next to the euphemism.

      If I beckoned Win, Miranda was in for a surprise—and so was he. But he was also in danger. He had no weapon; he was coming in blind. If I summoned him, he’d come, and I’d be letting him walk right into a trap. That was never going to happen. Not on my watch.

      If I didn’t call out to him, Miranda would go after him, and he’d have no warning.

      But I didn’t have to worry about any of that—because all at once, everything went a little wonky.

      Someone else from outside the barn bellowed, “How the hell…?” in yet another distinctly British accent.

      Both Miranda and I looked at each other in confusion, obviously because the voices and accents sounded so similar, seconds before the whole fiasco became one big blur of bodies, horrified faces, and spy-on-spy-on-biological-parentage revelations.

      Win burst through the barn doors with a flashlight and a man hot on his heels. The light from behind Win made it hard to distinguish the man, until Win shone the flashlight on him, but he almost didn’t have to. I already knew it was Roger, and when he came into full view, I was validated.

      Holy cats, he looked just like Win. There was no denying he was Win’s father. But he looked so good for his age, if you didn’t look closely, you wouldn’t know there was an age difference at all, which is exactly why we all thought the picture Miranda had circulated was of Win.

      And as my eyes skimmed down his body, there it was, right on his hand, just below his knuckles—the tattoo of the coiled snake.

      There was a heavy moment of silence—a moment where shock bled into disbelief and turned into paralyzing fear. In that moment, as I watched Win narrow his gaze at Miranda and Roger, and Miranda’s gaze widen in horror when she saw my Spy Guy standing next to her accomplice, it was then the silence became a living, breathing thing.

      Miranda opened her mouth, but nothing came out as she backed away, her eyes darting from Roger to Win.

      But it was when Roger and Win caught sight of each other that I knew Win’s world had tipped on its axis. I knew he was as confused as he’d ever been, despite the fact that he put his spy face on and pretended he wasn’t as flummoxed as everyone else.

      The shock and surprise didn’t stop him from moving to my side and taking a protective stance by wrapping his arm around my waist and placing me behind him.

      “Stephania, are you all right?”

      But Miranda, much the way she’d been doing since I met Win, interrupted our short reunion. “Crispin?” she whispered in shock, her hand trembling as she continued to back away. “How can this be? You…you were dead! Roger, who is this?”

      “Greetings of the day, Miranda,” Win said sarcastically, clearly amused by her fear. And when he turned to Roger, on eyebrow cocked, the crude stitches on his head rakish in the dim light, I had to give it up to him for not reacting. Instead, he quite casually, in an almost bored tone asked, “You are?”

      But Roger thought he knew the score. He narrowed his gaze at Win, his jaw hard and unyielding. “Miranda, you bloody fool, this can’t be Crispin. Crispin is dead. I killed him that night at your little love nest. It’s Balthazar.”

      Her chest rose and fell, clouds of condensation puffing from her nose as her gaze darted from Win to Roger.

      “Who…who is Balthazar?” she squealed, her horror evident by the expression on her face and the chalky pallor of her skin.

      “His twin, you idiot!” Roger roared, clenching his fists. “You didn’t do your homework, Miranda. Crispin had a twin. A twin named Balthazar with a criminal history as long as your legs. If you’d done your homework, you would have known that, and I wouldn’t have had to try to kill him, too!”

      Try and kill him? So Roger had killed Balthazar and left him on the doorstep of a Chicago hospital? His own father? This just grew worse and worse.

      So right then and there, as Miranda was experiencing a clear measure of relief, when she felt reassured she wasn’t seeing a ghost, you know what Win did?

      He laughed—loud enough to startle Karen the reindeer awake and make Miranda jump. “If I’m Balthazar, how would I know what happened the night you killed me, Roger?” he asked. “Aren’t you the only two who know what happened?”

      But Roger shook his head, his expression cocky, his eyes, so like Win’s, flashing and angry. “That’s bloody ridiculous!” he spat. And look, I know now wasn’t the time, but I can’t get over how young he looked.

      Maybe in daylight, the story is different, but shoot, it I lived, I hoped I could get the name of his plastic surgeon.

      “Is it?” Win asked as he began to move toward Roger, his strong legs taking long steps. “If I’m truly Balthazar, how would I know about Miranda’s phone call the night I was killed? How would I know about the arms deal she was making? How would I know what her code name was?”

      Miranda had a code name? Why hadn’t Win ever mentioned her code name? I mean, of course she had a code name. All spies did—didn’t they? Why was I always the last one to know everything?

      Roger faltered for a moment, his eyes intense, until he stood up straight and sneered at Win. “No! You’re Balthazar! I left you for dead at the hospital in Chicago. You were in a coma. The doctors said you were brain dead! They told my man you were going to die, it was only a matter of time!” he yelled, clearly rattled by Win’s admission.

      I had to fight a sharp gasp. I almost couldn’t breathe from the horror of his confession. Hearing it spoken out loud changed everything. Everything.  In fact, I was incapable of keeping my mouth shut.

      “Why?” I rasped in a whisper, putting my hand to my mouth. I wanted to crawl out of my skin. My mother wasn’t exactly Carol Brady, but she was a whole heck of a lot better than Roger. “Why would you kill your own sons?”

      “The money!” Miranda blurted out, her voice shaky, her eyes darting to Win’s face. “Just before Roger’s mother Catriona died, she discovered Crispin’s existence. She was a very powerful, rich woman, and she despised Roger because he was always so cruel to her. When she found out about Crispin, quite by accident, she decided to leave everything to him—every last bloody thing she owned! She knew who her own son was! A monster!”

      My chest burned and ached for Win. It became so tight, I thought my lungs would explode.

      But not Win. Win was a veritable iceberg.

      “Money,” he drawled coolly, driving his hands into the pockets of his overalls. “The root of all evil, eh, Miranda? I suppose if no one could locate me, after a period of time, Catriona’s money would go to Roger by default, yes?”

      “Yes,” Miranda muttered, her eyes filling with tears.

      “So Roger offered you a tidy sum to off me. There never was an arms deal, was there? That was simply a way to have me booted from the Von Krause case and make your access to me that much easier, wasn’t it, darling? ” he drawled, narrowing his gaze at her.

      I don’t know how he figured it out, but he had.

      “Yes,” she whispered, but then she shook her head as though the information was too much for her to bear. “No! You can’t be Crispin. You simply cannot be!”

      But that didn’t stop Win. “Alas, much like Catriona, my father didn’t know about Balthazar either, did he? I suppose with me dead, if anyone found out about Balthazar, the money would go to him? Am I right, Roger? And you couldn’t have that, could you?”

      Oh, heaven. I felt like I might pass out, but I had to keep it together for Win.

      “Stop playing this game!” Roger hissed, straightening his spine and jamming his hand into the pockets of his thick down jacket. “You’re Balthazar! I don’t know what happened—a medical miracle, some bollocks or another—but somehow you lived. You’re not Crispin! He’s not Crispin, Miranda!”

      Win’s chin lifted as my knees trembled. I don’t know how he kept such a stiff upper lip in light of the horrific truths his father was spewing, but he only moved in closer until they were almost nose to nose.

      Then he tilted his lips up in a smile, mocking the man. “But how can that be, Roger?” he drawled as though he were bored. I half expected him to buff his nails at any minute, he looked so bored. “Indeed, I’m very much the man you tried to run down. The man you likely paid to have someone sloppily take potshots at the other night, missing the woman I love by inches—which I assure you, for this, you shall pay. But I also assure you, I’m not Balthazar. How would Balthazar know I died on the patio of that dilapidated house in Ebenezer Falls from a gunshot wound to the chest after a battle with my ex-girlfriend, who went by the code name Blue Python?”

      Miranda gasped again before she began to stumble backward even farther. Man, for a spy, someone who was supposed to keep their cool no matter what—even in the face of boyfriends she’d had a hand in killing, rising from the dead—she sort of stunk at what Win called giving good face.

      Not only was she crumbling like a house of cards, I noted she’d become quite lazy with that gun in her hand. It now dangled loosely at her side. What kind of spy forgets to keep her weapon poised and ready?

      “This is a trick, Roger!” Miranda cried, the light cast from the windows catching the tears streaming down her face. “MI6 is up to no good. It has to be MI6! They found out about all your dirty dealings and they’ve sent in an imposter to toy with you! You killed him that night! We were both there. This can’t be Crispin!”

      But Win shook his head and clucked his tongue as he approached her with such speed, it was almost superhuman. “No, Miranda. It’s not MI6. If you were a good little spy, you’d have made contact with one of your dirty friends, and they would have told you, I’m confirmed dead. But tell me, Miranda, would I know something this intimate were I not Crispin? Would Crispin have shared something so detailed…like that night we spent in Palestine…with anyone at MI6?”

      He leaned in then and whispered something in her ear, making her knees buckle as she whimpered and shook her head.

      I don’t know what it was he’d whispered. I don’t ever want to know, either. I only know, it was the distraction I needed to spring into action and warn Win while Miranda’s defenses were down, and she was rightly freaked out about Crispin’s resurrection.

      But the moment I yelled to Win in warning, “She has a gun!”—I probably didn’t need to because he probably already knew, but I like my ducks in a row—was the next moment Arkady finally showed up to the party and yelled, “Malutka, Roger has gun, too!”

      My eyes flew to Roger (who honestly, if I could wrap my hands around his neck, I’d strangle him until his eyes bulged for doing what he’d done to Win), who did, indeed, have a gun.

      “Malutka, you must dive to ground! Go for his feet” Arkady ordered, and like the good little amateur spy I was, I dove like I was Greg Louganis, thanking the universe for my favorite Russian spy.

      I landed squarely at Roger’s feet, hitting the cold, hard ground with a crack of my bones and a burn to my chest flesh, but I grabbed him around his ankles with both arms and managed to topple him over, hearing his harsh grunt as he hit the floor of the barn.

      When I had him on the ground, I hauled myself up over his thighs just as Arkady yelled, “Malutka, gun is to your right! Get gun!”

      My eyes darted to the gun, which I could barely see without Win’s flashlight, but I scrambled off Roger and rolled to my right anyway, hitting something small and hard.

      “Is gun, malutka! Get gun! Reach above head!

      I stretched my arms upward blindly and felt the metal of the gun seconds before Roger came crashing back down on me, his heavy weight landing squarely on the length of me, catching me so off guard, I couldn’t breathe.

      “Zero!” I heard Arkady call out. “She has other gun in pantyhose!”

      I don’t know what that meant, I only know I think Roger had crushed my windpipe and maybe all my internal organs with his body slam, and Win was going to have to fend for himself.

      Roger did exactly what I would have done were our roles reversed. He scrambled up my body and straddled my hips, wrapped his hands around my neck, and began to squeeze.

      Man, I hated this maneuver. It always left me with a sore throat for days and a crick in my neck that hurt something fierce.

      “Malutka! You must go for his eyes. Go for his eyes!”

      I lifted my arms, but they felt sluggish and slow, sticking my thumbs out and pressing them to Roger’s face—which, alas, only made him squeeze harder.

      Heat rushed to my cheeks and I grew dizzy, but Arkady was in my ear once more.

      “Malutka, you must listen to Arkady Bagrov. You will not let this man win this battle! He is bad man who do bad things to our Zero. He must pay! Fight, malutka, take his eyes out!”

      Somewhere, I’m not sure where exactly, the life that was being bled out of me sparked a flame. I heard Win fighting with Miranda, I heard what I think was Karen making whatever noises reindeer make, and then I heard my body’s engine jumpstart.

      With renewed vigor, I dug my heels into the dirt of the barn floor and somehow managed to get leverage. Wrapping my hands around Roger’s head, his face—so like Win’s—ablaze with hatred for me, I latched onto his dark hair and I gave it the hardest yank I could manage.

      He reacted by howling, loosening his grip enough that I was able to bring my knees up and buck him partially off me. I twisted my body and rolled to the side, but Roger, I’ll be the first to admit, is pretty darn strong for a guy his age. He grabbed me by the ankles and dragged me back toward him, scraping my chin to high heaven.

      Naturally, he did it a half second before I got my hands on the gun that was right at my fingertips.

      “Kick, my malutka! Twist and kick. Make it hard for him to hold you. Be like slippery eel! Be the eel!”

      Be the eel was the last thing I heard before Roger used my legs as leverage and launched himself over my body and got his hands on the gun.

      Panic rose up, lodging in my stomach as I saw him aim at Win’s head—and in those brief seconds, tired, cold, dizzy from our fight, I didn’t know what to do.

      I only knew, there was no way in all of tarnation I was going to lose this man again.

      Nope. Not today, Satan.

      Everything Win and Arkady had taught me went by the wayside and I acted on instinct alone. Without thought, I somehow managed to stumble to my knees, cupping my hands together, making a fist, and dropping them like a hammer on Roger’s back, using all one hundred and fifty-two pounds of me to smash against him.

      And then I screamed, my throat hoarse and raw with pins and needles, “Win! Get out of the way!” a second before the gun went off, and I heard someone cry out in pain.
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      “Wiiin!” I roared as the bullet hit someone, but I couldn’t see who had taken the hit.

      However, Roger was gasping for breath from the blow I’d landed to his kidney, giving me enough time to climb over top of him and wrench the gun from his fingers, but it flew sideways toward Karen’s stall.

      And that was when I saw Miranda and Win, like poetry in motion, two silhouettes in the Christmas light, moving with the grace of cats as they battled one another.

      Honest to Pete, it looked just like it did in a movie. Each blow landed was almost like a choreographed ballet move.

      “Zero!” Arkady called. “Use pitchfork to your left—end her now!”

      But Roger was back on the hunt in seconds, righting himself and making a break for the stall where the shiny gun caught the light from outside.

      “Malutka! Get there before him!” Arkady warned, his tone urgent.

      But I would never make it—and in that moment, that moment when I thought there’d be no winning this battle, that even with a poor a shot, he’d never miss me at this range, the craziest, most wonderful thing happened.

      “Touch that and I’ll chew your hand right off your arm!” a gravelly voice said.

      Roger jumped back as though he’d been burned, falling into me and almost knocking me over. He pressed his hands to his chest and stuttered, “Wha…?”

      “You heard me, you spawn of Beelzebub! Is it too much to ask for a little peace while an old lady takes a nap?”

      My eyes flew open as Roger fell to the ground, holding his chest before he passed out cold.

      I gasped for breath, my chest burning, my lungs on fire, but I grabbed the edge of the stall and managed to stutter, “Karen?” in squeaky awe.

      The reindeer talked. Holy baloney. The reindeer talked.

      “That’s right, young lady. That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.” Then she reared her head at me and chuckled, her velvety-soft antlers catching the lights from the window. “Now get that shiny gun before he wakes up, and let me sleep in peace!”

      I scrambled to grab the gun, but I didn’t have time to address Karen before Arkady was urgently bellowing, “Zero! Look out for the knife!”

      Whipping around, I saw Miranda make a run for Win, her eyes on fire, the shoulder of her jacket covered in blood, and in her hand, a shiny knife.

      And that’s when I knew I had to act. I had no experience at all with a gun. It’s the one thing Win and Arkady have never taught me, but I pointed it at the open air behind Miranda’s back and fired off a shot, shaking like a leaf as I did.

      “Stop, Miranda, or I’ll shoot!!”

      As she looked toward me in surprise when the bullet whizzed past her, she tripped over the pitchfork that had been in the corner and was now strewn across the barn floor. She fell, twisting her ankle so hard, I heard the fragile bones crack.

      She screamed out in pain, crashing to the ground, but I have to give it to her. She rolled with it like the pro she was. And when she righted herself and managed to get to her knees, I was there with the gun pointed in her face.

      She heaved breaths, her chest rising and falling with harsh beats, the look of rage in her eyes palpable.

      “Don’t move, darling,” I mimicked her, still sucking air into my lungs in heaving gulps.

      “Stephania,” Win said, coming up behind me and placing his hands on my shoulders. “Give me the gun, Dove. I’ll handle this now.”

      But I wasn’t done just yet. I wanted Miranda to know what a horrid human being she was. I wanted her to suffer for all the time Win had suffered.

      So while I handed over the gun, I shrugged him off and pointed a finger at Miranda, leaning down so we were eye to eye.

      “I hope you spend the rest of your days in…in…polyester, you heartless monster—you insidious, soulless demon! I hope every day is hell for you from now until the day you take your last breath!”

      Miranda’s eyes narrowed at me, green and filled with hatred. Blood dripped from her lip, her hair was tangled and full of pieces of hay, and her creamy throat had streaks of red slashed across it, but she looked me right in the eye and sneered, “You insipid fool. I’ll find you someday, Stephania Louise Cartwright. I’ll find you and I’ll kill you!”

      So listen, I know this was petty. I know she was sort of at a disadvantage, bleeding and on her knees at gunpoint, but oh! She made me so stupid mad! All the anger, all the jealousy, all the rage, all the pain this woman had stirred in me these past years made me react.

      I wound up, bringing my arm back like a sling shot, and clocked her right in her jaw, knocking her to the ground, where she actually bounced before crumbling on the barn floor.

      “You just try it!” I screamed down at her.

      “Stevie?” I heard the rustle of feet, felt someone’s hand on my arm, and then Hal was there, her eyes filled with worry. “What in all of Marshmallow Hollow is going on?” She reached up and touched the side of my nose, which I’m pretty sure was a hundred different shades of purple, grazing it with her fingers. “Oh, my goodness, are you all right?”

      I stood up straight and took a deep breath, blowing it out as the cold began to settle deeper into my bones. “I’m fine now. Really. And I’m sorry about the barn. I think we’ve made a mess.”

      She took a step back and gave me a long hard look. “Is this…Miranda?”

      I grinned at her, pushing my hair from my battered face, which was pretty sore. “Yep. That’s her.” Then I hitched my thumb over my shoulder. “And that’s Roger.”

      “Did you do this to her? To him?” she asked with an amused smile.

      “She most certainly did,” Win said on a chuckle, hardly a scratch on him. “Now come, ladies. We must figure out where to go from here. How shall we dispose of them to their rightful jail cells?”

      Hal’s blue eyes twinkled. “I have an idea.” She held up her hand and snapped her fingers, producing a roll of duct tape. “But before I put my plan in action, do you have anything you’d like to say to Miranda, Win?”

      He looked directly at Miranda for a long, intense moment, his eyes like chips of ice, while hers were watery and red and still filled with disbelief then shook his head.

      “Not a bloody thing, Hal. Not a bloody thing.”

      She nodded her head curtly in Miranda’s direction. “Then why don’t you two let me take care of this, and you guys go and clean up and put some antibiotic cream on Stevie’s chin. We’ll meet back in the kitchen for some hot cocoa and you can tell me all about it.”

      I squeezed her arm in gratitude. “You’re on. Oh, but before you go…the reindeer…the reindeer talks? She saved my life, Hal.”

      Hal giggled her tinkling chuckle. “Did she then? Well, about that. She’s my Nana Karen. I’ve been meaning to bring you out here to meet her, but it’s been a little hectic with all these attempts on Win’s life.”

      “Reincarnation?” I murmured.

      Hal’s head bounced as she tightened her scarf around her neck before pulling a strip of duct tape off the roll. “It’s a long story, but yeah. Only my Nana Karen. I told you I had a little experience with it.”

      I blew out a breath, my chin aching and scratched up, my chest on fire. “Well, I owe Nana Karen big.”

      “Why don’t you tell her that?” she suggested softly before, in a haze of colorful dust, Hal, Miranda, and Roger disappeared.

      Win tucked the gun into his sock, and then he put his arms around me. “You, my dove, are a mighty warrior. You took Roger out like a pro.”

      I leaned back against his arms, my body one big ache. “You saw that? How could you see that when you were busy fighting off Miranda?”

      “A good spy has eyes in the back of his head, Stephania. Have I taught you nothing?”

      I took Win by the hand and wandered over to Nana Karen’s stall where she stood, her head hanging over the rails. I bracketed her face and kissed her nose, rubbing my cheek against her soft muzzle.

      “I don’t know how, I didn’t even know reincarnation was truly possible until Win, and now you, but I sure am glad you were here tonight. Thank you, Nana Karen. You saved my life.”

      Win ran a hand over her back and smiled warmly. “Indeed, Nana Karen. Consider me beholden to you for life.”

      She chuckled, her deep brown eyes twinkling. “You two go get warm now before I steal this handsome man right out from under your pert nose. And thank you, Stevie. Hal’s told me all about you. I’m durn glad she has you in her life.”

      I smiled at her and pressed another kiss to her nose. “Me, too,” I whispered with tears in my grainy eyes.

      Win let out a sigh. “This has been a night of revelations, and I don’t know about you, but I might need something stronger than cocoa. I’m sure we have much to discuss. I think it should be done over some good whiskey.” He held out his arm to me. “Shall we go do that, Dove?”

      I nodded and smiled at him. “Definitely.”

      But Win stopped short. “Stephania, wait,” he ordered softly as we approached the doors.

      I looked up at him, his jaw bruised, a cut by his eye, but by and large, not nearly as beaten up as me. “What’s wrong?”

      He looked around, cocking his ear in the way he did whenever a ghost was communicating to him. “Do you see anyone, Dove?”

      Immediately, my eyes began to scan the interior of the barn, and then I let out a small gasp. “By the hay bales, Win—”

      “You’re my mother?” Win asked, awe and wonder in his husky voice as he clung to my hand.

      The ghost nodded, her long chestnut-colored hair floating around her shoulders, but I would have known that anyway. She was exactly as Hal described her—beautiful, poised, elegant, and shrouded by a soft glow of light.

      When Win spoke, his voice was raw and deep. “She says she was the ghost who appeared to us at the carnival, and she was there the night I died…”

      His mother. Of course.

      Oh, my goodness…it all made sense now. When she’d shown up at our house the night Win was killed, she had already passed. She must have come to try to find a way to break through the veil and warn him about Roger.

      I couldn’t hear her, but I felt her determination. I felt her love for him.

      “I-I…” Win stuttered, something Crispin Alistair Winterbottom never did. “I don’t know what to say…”

      Win’s mother smiled, and it was beautiful, warm, piercing my heart until I felt her in my very soul.

      “Why?” he asked, his voice filled with emotion. “Why did you give us away?”

      I watched her mouth move, I watched tears fill her stunning blue eyes, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. I only knew it was impassioned, and said with love. So much love it filled the barn, warmed my icy limbs, made my heart tighten and contract.

      Win nodded then, clearing his throat. “I do understand. Please don’t think I could ever hate you. That will never be the case.” He looked down at me, his eyes soft as he explained. “She said she was afraid of Roger—afraid he’d raise us to be like him. She said she knew he was evil. When she found out she was pregnant, they’d already broken up, so he never knew. She ran as far away from him as possible, and when she gave birth, she knew she had to put us up for adoption to keep him from getting to us. His family was rich and powerful, and it was the only way to keep him from using his money to take us from her.”

      “Oh, Win,” I whispered, gripping his arm, but then Anwen was talking again, and I was mesmerized by her—by this moment.

      Anwen smiled as she began to shimmer, bathed in a golden light, and tears streamed down her face.

      Win’s grip tightened on my hand as tears fell down my face, too. “She says she tried to find me when I died. She searched every plane, but she couldn’t find me. So she stayed where she was for as long as she could, watching over Balthazar, watching him behave like my father… She blames herself for where he ended up—in the foster care system.”

      I gulped, knowing how hard it must have been to have to watch Balthazar falter time and again and not be able to do anything to save him, and it broke my heart.

      Win held up a hand and shook his head. “How could you have known what Balthazar was capable of? No. No. It isn’t your fault. You did all you could. Please don’t take responsibility for his bad deeds. Please focus on what you did right. I had loving mother who gave me everything I could ever want. I promise you. My childhood was secure and joyful.”

      I tried to swallow, but I couldn’t get around the lump in my throat, and as Anwen continued to speak, I knew what was about to happen. I knew she had to leave because she’d finally made contact with her son. She’d finally found peace.

      His voice grew quite husky with emotion when he said, “No! There was nothing you could do. You couldn’t have prevented what happened that night. But it’s over now, and I’m happy. It was all worth it to find the life I’ve found with Stevie in Ebenezer Falls.”

      I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes briefly to prevent more tears from falling.

      And then Anwen looked at me and smiled through watery tears, speaking while Win translated. “She says she’s happy I found you, Dove. She said you’re brave and strong, beautiful and smart, and she couldn’t have picked a better match for me if she’d done so herself.”

      I fought a sob, swiping my thumbs under my eyes. “Wish her safe passage for me, will you? Wish her the blessings of the universe, now and always.”

      Then Win took a step forward as Anwen’s form began to fade. “I wish we had more time, too. But know this, please. I’m forever grateful for this moment. Forever grateful for your sacrifice,” he whispered.

      Anwen lifted a hand…and suddenly I was warm all over, my heart beat with elation, and my soul virtually throbbed in my chest the way it used to when Win was on Plane Limbo and he wrapped his arms around me.

      “Do you feel that, Win?” I asked in hushed reverence, gripping his hand tighter and bringing it to my cheek.

      “I do, Dove,” he said, his voice gravelly and bursting with emotion.

      “That’s your mother hugging you, the same way you used to hug me.”

      Win smiled, a smile very similar to his mother’s, and as she lifted her hand and waved one last time before she disappeared entirely, my Spy Guy whispered, “Until we meet again.”

      And then she was gone, but her warmth, her love for Win and even Balthazar, would linger with me always.

      We stood there for a little while in the cold barn, reveling in the magnitude of what had just occurred, basking in the bliss of a love so pure.

      When Win finally spoke, he said softly, “I shall forever be in awe.”

      I rubbed his arm, the cold in my fingers returning. “Me too.”

      And then he looked at me, his eyes somber. “It’s time for me to go home, Dove. It’s time for me to make this right so that I might live the life I was so lucky to have been given.”

      I smiled at him, my eyes tearing back up. “I think it’s also time to catch some rugby on that ninety-inch TV.”

      He chuckled warmly and dropped a kiss on my nose. “That, too, I suppose.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready? Because if you thought you opened a Pandora’s box tonight, wait until you see what happens when we tell everyone your origin story.”

      “As long as you’re with me, I’m ready for anything.”

      Butterflies flapped their gossamer wings in my belly the way they always did when Win said something so sweet. “Then let’s do this.”

      As we headed out of the barn and into the cold night toward Hal’s, Win nudged me. “Have I told you I’m quite impressed with your undercut these days, Stephania? That was quite a punch to Miranda’s chops.”

      I giggled, my cheeks going hot. “She deserved it, too. Who the heck does she think she is, threatening to kill me?”

      “The nerve of some spies, eh? But you bloody well showed her,” Win said on a laugh.

      “Indeed, I did, and I’d do it again.”

      “Ah, Stephania, where would I be without you?”

      “Still trying to pawn our house off on some poor, unsuspecting fool.”

      And then we both laughed as we stepped into the warmth of Hal’s.

      Hand in hand.

      Come what may.
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          Two days later…

        

      

    

    
      After an amazing breakfast of cinnamon cream-cheese-stuffed French toast, it was time for us to face our future. I didn’t want to leave Marshmallow Hollow. Believe me. But if Win and I were ever going to live unencumbered by all that had passed, we had to talk to Dana and at least try to set the record straight.

      During the last two days, I’d explained everything that happened the night he died. How he misunderstood what Miranda had been saying the night he caught her on the phone. How Roger had fooled Miranda into believing he’d pay her to locate Win, only to stiff her out of the money he’d promised.

      And those conversation had been hard. For me to relay and for Win to hear.

      We’d also taken the opportunity to rest up, enjoy the festivities of Marshmallow Hollow, and spend a little time looking up Win’s mother and her family.

      We learned she’d died only a year before Win of ovarian cancer, but she had a brother and two sisters I was sure would welcome Win with open arms when he felt the time was right to introduce himself.

      As for Miranda and Roger? Hal managed to weasel some information out of Roger and, it turned out, Roger had a paid goon. A bumbling one, but a goon, nonetheless. He was the person responsible for not only trying to run Win over with the Lincoln, but the one who shot at us that night.

      She’d texted Win from England to let him know Roger had been so freaked out by how he’d arrived back in England, he’d given up the guy’s name and location in a fit of terror.

      So Win quietly located him in a hotel in Bangor, verified he was definitely the right guy because he was missing a finger, given Hal the information and without speaking a single word to him, she did what she does best—snapped her fingers and transported him—wrapped in duct tape—to the same spot where she’d dumped Roger.

      We still didn’t have an explanation for how Roger had found Win here in Marshmallow Hollow in the first place, but for now, we had to let that sleeping dog lie. Though, there was always the worry Roger or Miranda would tell MI6 and Interpol Win was still alive—or at the very least, someone who looked like Win. But I guess we’d cross that bridge if and when we came to it. We’d certainly crossed bigger.

      Anyway, according to Hal, she’d wrapped Miranda and Roger in duct tape like Christmas presents and dropped them at the respective doors of MI6 and Interpol. Miranda with MI6 for treason, and Roger—whose full name was Roger Hedgington, of the Hedgington shipping magnates—with Interpol, wanted for a list of crimes too long to mention.

      We hadn’t delved too deeply into Roger’s other crimes for a reason. For the moment, all we wanted to know was that he and Miranda were safely in jail cells.

      “I’ve loved having you here, Stevie,” Hal said as she gave me a tight hug. “You’ll come back, won’t you? Especially if you need a place to hide out?”

      I giggled at the reference. “And I’ve loved being here, Hal. I’m so glad you came and found me and shared your beautiful home and Marshmallow Hollow with us. I’m not sure I’ll ever get over the envy of Christmas three sixty-five, but I love knowing I can come revel in it anytime I’d like.”

      “Absolutely anytime,” she whispered on a sniffle. “All you have to do is call, and I’ll snap my fingers.”

      I gave her another quick kiss on the cheek and a tight hug before I chucked Atticus under his beak with a gentle nudge of my knuckle. “Come visit us, won’t you, Atticus? We’d love to show you Ebenezer Falls.”

      Atticus buzzed at me in that darting way he had, hovering in front of my face, his long beak pointing at me. “For a love child, you’re not nearly as horrid as one would have thought. If I miss the scent of wet dog hair, rest assured, I’ll zip right on over. Until then, dearest Stevie, safe trip home to you and yours.”

      I laughed and pressed my fingers to my lips, blowing him a kiss.

      Hal gave Bel’s head a light stroke and smiled a watery smile. “Bye, big guy. Come back and see me when it’s warmer, huh? I promise you’ll love it.”

      “Bye, Hal,” he chirped, leaning into her fingers with a happy sigh. “Pop in anytime.”

      Hal smiled at us once more and gave both Win and I one last hug. “Okay, so I’m not going to draw this out. I hate goodbyes. So I’ll see ya when I see ya. Are you ready?”

      Grabbing Win’s hand, I latched onto Whiskey’s collar while Win held Strike in his other arm. Hal pressed a kiss to my cheek and snapped her fingers.

      With a rush of air in my ears, we landed right back in our entryway—all of us—Strike and Whiskey included. Whiskey took off toward the kitchen with Bel on his back, and Strike followed behind.

      That’s when I took a real look around.

      “Oh, Win,” I breathed as my eyes scanned the interior of our house, mostly happy to be home. “It’s breathtaking.”

      “Indeed, Dove,” he replied softly with a smile. “’Tis truly a wonderland of Christmas.”

      I took slow steps into the entryway, my eyes filling with tears because it was so beautiful. Every tiny twinkling light, every doorway, the incredibly graceful drape of the swag along the stair railing covered in ornaments and pinecones, the steps adorned with the very lanterns I’d said I loved so much, all lit up to perfection.

      The entire house virtually glowed. Soft Christmas music played, there were Christmas trees in every size imaginable, some covered in fake snow, some tall and skinny, some fat and squat.

      Everywhere I looked, it reminded me of Hal and her gift for making a home warm and welcoming. It was like I was in a dream.

      As we entered the living room, I almost fell on the floor. There stood the grandest tree of all, almost reaching our twelve-foot ceiling. It was totally bare but for some lights, but the rest of the room, from floor to ceiling, was filled with everything Christmas.

      On our distressed coffee table, where a wooden sleigh filled with pine and poinsettias sat, there were two mugs, tendrils of steam rising from them, and upon closer inspection, I realized they were filled with hot cocoa and two fat marshmallows each.

      Beside those mugs was a note on a piece of yellow legal paper.

      “Shall we?” Win asked, a question on his handsome face.

      I swallowed hard. I almost couldn’t breathe, my throat was so tight and constricted with emotion. “You read it. I don’t think I can,” I whispered hoarsely.

      He settled me on the couch and sat beside me, reaching for the note. Clearing his throat, he read, “Dearest #Stewin,” and then he looked at me strangely. “Stewin?”

      I giggled. “It’s a joke. You know, like a mashup of our names?” When his expression was still one of confusion, I waved a hand. “Never mind, I’ll explain later. Go on. Read, please.”

      “Dearest #Stewin,

      “Atticus and I wanted you to know how much we loved having you here in Marshmallow Hollow. Though, maybe the almost dying part wasn’t so great for you. Regardless, we’re so happy we were able to witness you both finally solving the mystery of who killed Win.

      “We know you have a rough road ahead of you and instead of dreading your homecoming, we hoped to lift your spirits just a little with some of our personal specialty—decking the halls with Christmas cheer. We left the biggest tree bare but for the lights, with the hope you two might be able to find some holiday joy in having a tree-decorating party for two.

      “Know our hearts and good thoughts are always with you, and we’re at the ready if you need us to come show Officer Stick-Up-His-Butt what the heck witch magic is all about. But most of all, we hope you’ll remember we’re family now, and if you ever need us, all you have to do is call.

      “Love now and always,

      “Hal and Atticus”

      I sat silently for a moment, too caught up between the melancholy of leaving Hal and Marshmallow Hollow, and the sweet gesture she and Atticus had prepared for our homecoming.

      “My dove?”

      “Mmm-hmm?”

      “I truly wish you had stayed with your sister and let me handle this,” he said, his voice deep and rumbly.

      I looked up at him and made a face. “I truly don’t care. In for a penny, in for a pound. If I hadn’t messed up that spell trying to find you, I never would have landed in the afterlife, Win, and you could have stayed hidden until this Mandrake guy came up with some new credentials for you. But I didn’t, and you didn’t, and we didn’t, and here we are. There’s absolutely no way I’m letting you face Dana alone. We’re a team. We’ll always be a team. There’s never going to be a time when we’re not a team. Teams don’t let anyone in the game down.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better if only one of us lands in jail?”

      “Go big or go home, I say. I can help keep you out of jail, and so can Bel. And here’s something else to think about—if Dana does the unthinkable and decides to tell the world about Belfry, we use plan B.”

      Win sighed. He didn’t love plan B. “Pretend he’s bloody bonkers if he tells someone you have a talking bat and a reincarnated boyfriend.”

      I nodded my head and almost chuckled, but then, this was Dana we were talking about, and I prayed I wouldn’t have to do that. “If he pushes me up against a wall, yes. Then Belfry flies off somewhere for an extended vacation, and we tell the world Officer Dana Nelson is bananas. Who are they going to believe? Us or him?”

      Win rasped another sighing protest. “I have to tell you, I feel dreadful about putting him in this position, Stephania. We’re asking him to stay silent about a crime, no matter how fringe-ish my participation was, that I truly was involved in merely by tussling with those two men. He’ll forever war with himself and his morals.”

      I turned toward him and took his hand. “No. First, you weren’t involved in selling body parts, Win. That was the crime. You stumbled on that by accident, and I was a victim of that purely by coincidence. None of that was our fault, and the only reason we didn’t go to the police about it was because who’d believe us? Who’d believe I was sucked up into the afterlife and you found my soulless, lifeless body at Vera Brothers? We might not go to jail, but we’d sure end up somewhere for a psychiatric evaluation.”

      “I suppose when you say it out loud, it does sound quite psychiatric-evaluation worthy. But do you know what I can’t believe? I simply cannot believe those two nonces, the ones the Vera brothers had helping them, haven’t told the investigators how you awoke from the dead. You literally woke up seconds before being stuffed into a crematorium, Stephania.”

      I stared off at the Christmas tree lights, the soft glow soothing me, but my stomach was still in a jumble about talking to Dana. “Maybe they have, and the police simply don’t believe them. I mean, would you believe some of the stuff that’s happened to us if you hadn’t been where you’ve been? Ooor maybe they’re looking for me right now, too. Or maybe the goons don’t want to add to the list of their crimes. The possibilities aren’t limited. But it’s another loose end we need to tie up, Win. It’s not that different from your loose ends.”

      He reached for my free hand and held it, caressing my fingers. “Nay, Dove. With Balthazar as my host, I have a criminal history that far outweighs anything you’ve done. It’s as long as both your arms.”

      I tapped a finger on his chest. “Which is why you can’t possibly live out his life. You didn’t do those things. All the more reason to get you new identification, but how can we possibly expect Dana to believe you’re not Balthazar without telling him who I am? Who Belfry is?”

      He shook his head. “Still, we’re asking a heap of Dana. He’ll have to keep our secret, too. That puts him in a desperately precarious position. It’s not enough that he’ll have to stay quiet about my body hopping, but he’ll have to stay quiet about your powers and our talking bat.”

      Boy, did I ever worry about that.

      “I’ve never told a single human soul about being a witch before you. Not a single one. I was always so careful. But all my life, I lived with the fear of being caught. It’s why I loved Paris so much. We lived out in the open, and then when I came back here, I didn’t have any powers to hide anymore—there was only Belfry as proof I was once a witch. But I think what Bel said is right. If Dana’s truly my friend, he’ll accept who I am. And who I am, or who I used to be, was a witch. Now I’m just an ex-witch with witchy connections. I have to believe Dana wouldn’t want us persecuted for something we had no control over.”

      Win squeezed my hands. “There’s nothing I wish more than to believe Dana won’t hand us over to someone for money. My instincts are usually fairly sound, but I’ve had plenty of off days since inhabiting Balthazar’s body.”

      I patted his thigh and leaned back into the sofa. “The more I think about it, the more I think Bel’s pegged Dana correctly there, too. Dana isn’t the kind of guy who’d do something like that—sell a talking bat off to the highest bidder, not even for the sake of science. Not if he knows Bel is mine. So unless we have a better idea, he’s the only proof we have that the paranormal exist.”

      The fire in our fireplace crackled in our silence until Win said, “And you’re sure you want to expose yourself this way, Dove? It’s more than I’d ever ask of you.”

      I smiled at him. “It isn’t just about you, Win. I’ve had my hand in this, too. I want to come clean about all of it. Then at least there’ll be no more questions about how I know so much. In a way, it’ll be good to have it all out in the open.”

      “If Dana Nelson’s the man we think he is.”

      I pulled my phone from my purse and scrolled to Dana’s name. “Won’t it be nice not to have to hide, Win? Maybe that can happen if we confess everything to him. Then you can live loud and proud, with no fear of who might see you out playing on the lawn with Whiskey. It sure will be nice not to have to hide you in the backseat of my car when we go to Madam Zoltar’s.”

      Win chuckled. “Then dial him up. Let’s be done with this.”

      I sent Dana a text, and while I waited for him to respond, we sat quietly together, watching the fire roar and the lights on the Christmas tree twinkle, each of us lost in our own thoughts.

      Dana never responded to my text, but about twenty minutes later the front doorbell rang, and I think we both knew who was on the other side.

      Win slid from the couch and held out his hand to me, and I took it with a confident smile. Sure, my stomach was in an uproar for what was to come. I’d never revealed my entire self to anyone but Win. But I wasn’t nearly as terrified as I thought I’d be. Maybe that was because Win was with me.

      Strong and sure, he led me to the door and pressed the button on the video security camera to reveal it was indeed Dana.

      “Dove, are you absolutely certain?”

      I reached up and cupped his cheek. “I absolutely am.”

      He leaned down and pressed a kiss to my lips. “Then know that I love you—now—always.”

      I smiled up at him. “Same. Now, let’s not pussyfoot around anymore. Our future as free people awaits.”

      With those words, I popped open the door and smiled warmly at Dana, who, as always, had his eagle eyes and officer-of-the-law expression firmly in place.

      “Stevie?” he said tersely. “Feeling better, I see.”

      I gave him a guilty look. “I am.”

      His jaw hardened in rigid Dana fashion. “Care to explain what that text meant?”

      “I do,” I said agreeably.

      And then his eyes latched onto Win, and they went hard and dark. “You,” he murmured in almost accusatory fashion—but then oddly, he smiled. “I know you.”

      But I ignored that and grabbed Dana’s hand, pulling him inside and out of the chilly night air. “Come inside, Dana, where it’s warmer. I have something I’d like to tell you, if you care to listen.”

      Win simply grinned at him and turned to head toward the kitchen. Over his shoulder, he asked, “Shall I pour you a glass of wine, chap? I have a feeling you’ll be in need of libation. Better still, do we have any whiskey, Dove? That might better suit.”

      I giggled, because I couldn’t help myself when Dana’s mouth fell open—likely at Win’s audacity to invite the man who wanted him in jail into the house for a bit of whiskey.

      “I think something a little stronger would be a good idea. A very good idea.”

      And as I took a stunned Dana by the hand and pulled him into our kitchen, where Hal had worked her magic in every nook and cranny, I sat him at the table by the bay window, where lights twinkled and a mini Christmas tree sat in the corner.

      I pulled a chair out for me, too, and looked directly into Dana’s eyes, eyes that held a million questions.

      Win brought over three thick tumblers and set them on the table to fill, and then he stood behind my chair and put his hands on my shoulders and gently gripped them.

      Reaching for Dana’s hand, I gave it a squeeze. “Dana? What I’m about to tell you is a little like the Teacup ride at Disney World. So make sure you keep your arms and feet in the ride at all times, and wait to scold me until we’ve come to a full and complete stop. You ready?”

      “Stevie,” he warned with that growl he had such a gift for.

      I grinned. “Okay then,” I said, clearing my throat. “Once upon a time, there was a witch…”

      

      The End

      

      Now-now. Don’t be too upset with me! I promise to continue this journey in 2020 with more editions of Witchless in Seattle, where you can find out what Dana’s going to have to say about the discovery his friend is an ex-witch with a talking bat and a reincarnated boyfriend!

      And I do so hope you’ll join me in Christmas 2020 for my new series, Marshmallow Hollow Mysteries, featuring Hal, Atticus, Nana Karen and a whole new cast of characters in a town that’s got Christmas on the brain three hundred and sixty-five days of the year! Until then, thank you so much for joining me. My best to you and yours this holiday season and blessings aplenty in the coming year!
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        Chapter 1

      

      

      “So, Sister Trixie Lavender, how do we feel about this space? Open concept, with plenty of sprawling views of the crumbling sidewalk from the leaky picture window and easily room for eight tat chairs.

      “Also, one half bathroom for customers, one full for us—which means we’d have to share, but there are worse things. A bedroom right up those sketchy stairs with a small loft, which BTW, I’m calling as mine now. I like to be up high for the best possible views when I survey our pending tattoo empire. A tiny kitchenette, but no big deal. I don’t cook anyway, and you sure don’t, if that horse pucky you called oatmeal is any indication of your culinary skills. Lots of peeling paint and crappy plumbing. All for the low-low price of…er, what was that price again, Fergus McDuff?”

      Short and chubby, a balding Fergus McDuff, the landlord of the current dive I was assessing as a candidate for our tattoo parlor, cringed and visibly shuddered beneath his limp blue suit.

      Maybe because Coop had him up against a wall, holding him by the front of his shirt in white-knuckled fists as she waited for him to rethink the price he’d quoted us the moment he realized we were women.

      Which was not only an outrageous amount of money for this dank, pile-of-rubble hole in the wall, but not at all the amount quoted to us over the phone. It also looked nothing like the picture from his Facebook page. I know that shouldn’t surprise me. He’d probably used some Snapchat filter to brighten it up. But here we were.

      A bead of perspiration popped out just above Fergus’s thin upper lip.

      Coop’s dusky auburn hair curtained his face, but his stance remained firm. “Like I said, lady, it’s three grand a month—”

      Cutting his words off, Coop tightened her grip with a grunt and hauled Fergus higher. His pleading gray eyes darted from her to me and back again in unadulterated fear, but to his credit, he tried really hard not to show it.

      Coop licked her lips, a low hum of a growl coming from her throat, her gaze intently focused on poor Fergus. “Can I kill him, Sister Trixie Lavender? Please, please, pleeease?”

      “Coop,” I warned. She knew better than to ask such a question. “She’s just joking, Fergus. Promise.”

      “But I’m not. Though, I promise I’ll clean up afterward. It’ll be like it never happened—”

      “Two thousand!” Fergus shouted quite jarringly, as though the effort to push the words out pained him. “Wait, wait, wait! I meant to say two thousand a month with all utilities!”

      That’s my demon. Overbearing and intimidating as the day is long. Still, I frowned at her, pulling my knit cap down over my ears. While this behavior worked in our favor, it was still unacceptable.

      We’d had a run-in with the law a few months ago back in Ebenezer Falls, Washington, where we’d first tried to set up a tattoo shop. Coop’s edgy streak had almost landed her with a murder charge.

      Since then (and before we landed in Eb Falls, by the by), we’d been traveling through the Pacific Northwest, making ends meet by selling my portrait sketches to people along the way, waiting until Coop’s instincts choose the right place for us to call home.

      Cobbler Cove struck just the right chord with her. And that’s how we ended up here, with her breathing fire down Fergus McDuff’s throat.

      Coop, who’d caught on to my displeasure, smirked her beautiful smirk and set Fergus down with a gentle drop, brushing his trembling shoulder with a careful hand to smooth his wrinkled suit.

      “That’s nice. You’re being nice, Fergus McDuff. I like you. Do you like me?”

      “Coop?” I called from the other end of the room, going over some rough measurements for a countertop in my mind. “Playtime’s over, young lady. Let Mr. McDuff be, please.”

      She rolled her bright green eyes at me in petulance and wiped her hands down her burgundy leather pants, disappointment written all over her face that there’d be no killing today.

      Coop huffed. “Fine.”

      I looked at her with my stern ex-nun’s expression as a clear reminder to remember her manners. “Coop…”

      She pouted before holding out her hand to Fergus, even though he outwardly cringed at the gesture. “It was nice to meet you, Fergus McDuff. I hope I’ll see you again sometime soon,” she said almost coquettishly, mostly following the guidelines I’d set forth for polite conversation with new acquaintances.

      Fergus brushed her hand away, fear still on his face, and that was when I knew it was time for me to step in.

      “You do realize she’s just joking—about killing you and all, don’t you? I would never let her do that,” I joked, hoping he’d come along for the ride.

      But he only nodded as Coop picked up his tie clip and handed it to him in a gesture of apology.

      I smiled at her and nodded my head in approval, dropping my hands into the pockets of my puffy vest. “Okay, Fergus. Sold. Two grand a month and utilities it is. A year lease, right? Have a contract handy?”

      Fergus nodded and scurried toward the front of the store to get his briefcase. It was then Coop leaned toward me and sniffed the air, her delicate nostrils flaring.

      “This place smells right, Trixie Lavender. Yes, it does. Also, I like the name Peach Street. That sounds like a nice place to live.”

      I looked into her beautiful eyes—eyes so green and perfectly almond-shaped they made other women sick with jealousy—and smiled, feeling a sense of relief. “Ya think? You’ve got a good vibe about it then? Like the one you had in Ebenezer Falls before the bottom fell out?”

      And you were accused of murder and our store was left in shambles?

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from bringing up our last escapade in a suburb of Seattle, with an ex-witch turned medium named Stevie Cartwright and her dead spy turned ghost cohort, Winterbottom. It was still too fresh.

      Coop rolled her tongue along the inside of her cheek and scanned the dark, mostly barren space with critical eyes. Any mention of Eb Falls, and Coop grew instantly sullen. “I miss Stevie Cartwright. She said she’d be my friend. Always-always.”

      My face softened into a smile. I missed Stevie and her ghost compatriot, too. Even though I couldn’t actually hear Winterbottom—or Win, as she’d called him—Coop could, and from what she’d relayed to me, he sounded delightfully British and madly in love with Stevie.

      Certainly an unrequited love, due to their circumstances—him being all the way up there on what they called Plane Limbo (where souls wait to decide if they wish to cross over)—and Stevie here on Earth, but they fit one another like gloves.

      Stevie had been one of the best things to ever happen to me; Coop, too. She’d helped us in more ways than just solving a murder and keeping Coop from going to jail. She’d helped heal our hearts. She’d shown us what it meant to be part of a community. She’d helped us learn to trust not just our instincts, but to let the right people into our lives and openly enjoy their presence.

      “Trixie? Do you think Stevie meant we’d always be friends?”

      I winked at Coop. “She meant what she said, for sure. She always means what she says. If she said she’ll always be your friend, you can count on it. And I miss Stevie, too, Coop. Bet she comes to visit us soon.”

      Coop almost smirked, which was her version of a smile—something we worked on every day. Facial expressions and body language humans most commonly use.

      “Will she eat spaghetti with us?” she asked, referring to the last meal we’d shared with Stevie, when she’d invited her friends over and made us a part of not just her community, but her family.

      “I bet she’ll eat whatever we make. So anyway… We were talking the vibe here? It feels good to you?”

      “Yep. I can tattoo here.”

      “Gosh, I hope so. We need to plant some roots, Coop. We need to begin again Finnegan.”

      We needed to find a sense of purpose after Washington, and this felt right. This suburb of Portland called the Cobbler Cove District felt right.

      Tucking her waist-length hair behind her ear, Coop nodded her agreement with a vague pop of her lips, the wheels in her mind so obviously turning. “So we can grow and be a part of the community. So we can blend.”

      “Yes, blending is important. Now, about threatening Fergus…”

      Her eyes narrowed on Fergus, who’d taken a phone call and busily paced the length of the front of the store. “He was lying, Trixie Lavender. Three grand wasn’t what he said on the phone at all. No, it was not. I know what I heard. You said it’s bad to lie. I was only following the rules, just like you told me I should if I wanted to stay here with you and other humans.”

      Bobbing my head to agree, I pinched her lean cheek with affection and smiled. “That’s exactly what I said, Coop. Exactly. Good on you for finally listening to me after our millionth conversation about manners.”

      “Do I win a prize?”

      I frowned as I leaned against the peeling yellow wall. I never knew where Coop was going in her head sometimes. She took many encounters, words, people, whatever, at face value. Almost the way a small child would—except this sometime-child had an incredible figure and a savage lust for blood if not carefully monitored.

      “A prize, Coop?” I asked curiously, tucking my hands in the pockets of my jeans. “Explain your thinking, please.”

      She gazed at me in all seriousness as she quite visibly concentrated on her words. I watched her sweet, uncluttered mind put her thoughts together.

      “Yep. A prize. I saw it the other day on a sign at the grocery store. The millionth shopper wins free groceries for a year. Do I get something for free after our millionth conversation?”

      Laughter bubbled from my throat. Coop didn’t just bring me endlessly sticky situations, she brought me endless laughter and, yes, even endless joy. She’s simple, and I don’t mean she’s unintelligent.

      I mean, sometimes she’s so black and white, I find it hard to explain to her the many levels and nuances of appropriate reactions or emotions for any given situation, and that can tax me on occasion. But she’s mine, and she’d saved my life, and I wasn’t ever going to forget that.

      And I do mean ever.

      She’d tell you I’d saved hers, but that’s just her innocent take on a situation that had been almost impossible until she’d shown up with her trusty sword.

      I gazed up at the water-stained ceiling and thought about how to explain the complexities of mankind. I decided simple was best.

      “Trixie? Do I get a prize?” she inquired again, her tone more insistent this time.

      “No free groceries. Just my love and eternal gratitude that you restrained yourself and didn’t kill Fergus. He’s not a bad man, Coop. And when I say bad, I mean the kind of bad who kicks puppies and pulls the wings off moths for sport. He’s just trying to make his way in the world and get ahead. Just like everybody else. It might not be nice, but you can’t kill him over it. Them’s the rules, Demon.”

      “But he wasn’t being fair, Sister Trixie Lavender.”

      “Remember what we discussed about my name?”

      Now she frowned, the lines in her perfectly shaped forehead deepening. “Yes. I forgot—again. You’re not a nun anymore and it isn’t necessary to call you by your last name. You’re just plain Trixie.”

      Plain Trixie was an understatement. Compared to Coop, Angelina Jolie was plain. My mousy, stick-straight reddish brown (all right, mostly brown) hair and plump thighs were no match for the sleek Coopster. But you couldn’t be jealous of her for long because she had no idea how stunning she was, and that was because she didn’t care.

      “Right. I’m just Trixie. Just like Fergus isn’t Fergus McDuff. He’s just plain old Fergus, if he allows you to call him by his first name, or Mr. McDuff if he prefers the more formal way to address someone. And I’m not a nun anymore. That’s also absolutely right.”

      My heart shivered with a pang of sadness at that, but I’m finally able to say that out loud now and actually feel comfortable doing so.

      I wasn’t a nun anymore, and I’m truly, deeply at peace with the notion. My faith had become a bone of contention for me long before I’d exited the convent, so it was probably better I’d ended up being kicked out on my ear any ol’ way.

      In fact, I often wonder if it hadn’t always been a bone of contention for the entire fifteen years I’d lived there. I’d always questioned some of the rules.

      I’d never wanted to enter the convent to begin with—my parents put me there when they could no longer handle my teenage substance abuse. They’d left me in the capable, nurturing hands of my mother’s dear friend, Sister Alice Catherine.

      But after I’d kicked my drug habit, and decided to take my vows in gratitude for all the nuns of Saint Aloysius By The Sea had done for me, I came to love the thick stone walls, the soft hum and tinkle of wind chimes, and the structure of timely prayer.

      They’d saved me from my addiction. In their esteemed honor, I wanted to save people, too. What better way to do so than becoming a nun in dedicated service to the man upstairs?

      Though, I can promise you, I didn’t want to leave the convent the way I did. A graceful exit would have been my preferred avenue of departure.

      Instead, I left by way of possession. Yes. I said possession. An ugly, fiery, gaping-black-mouthed, demonic possession. I know that’s a lot of adjectives, but it best describes what wormed its way inside me on that awful, horrible night.

      “Are you sad now, Trixie? Did I make you sad because you aren’t a nun anymore?” Coop asked, very clearly worried she’d displeased me—which did happen from time to time.

      For instance, when she threatened to kill anyone who even looked cross-eyed at me—sometimes if they just breathed the wrong way.

      I had to remind myself often, it was out of the goodness of her heart she’d nearly severed a careless driver’s head when he’d encroached on our pedestrian right of way (the pedestrian always has the right of way in Portland, in case you were wondering). Or lopped off a man’s fingers with a nearby butter knife for grazing my backside by accident while we were in a questionable bar.

      Still, even while Coop’s emotions ruled her actions without any tempered, well-thought-out responses, she was a sparkling diamond in the rough, a veritable sponge, waiting to soak up all available knowledge.

      I tugged at a lock of her silky hair, shaking off the memory of that night. “How can I be sad if I have you, Coop DeVille?”

      She grimaced—my feisty, compulsive, loveable demon grimaced—which is her second version of a smile (again, she’s still practicing smiling. There’s not much to smile about in Hell, I suppose) and patted my cheek—just like I’d taught her. “Good.”

      “So, do you think you’re up to the task of some remodeling? This place is kind of a mess.”

      Actually, it was a disaster. Everything was crumbling. From the bathroom that looked as though it hadn’t been cleaned since the last century, to the peeling walls and yellowed linoleum with holes all throughout the store.

      Her expression went thoughtful as she cracked her knuckles. “That means painting and using a hammer, right?”

      I brushed my hands together and adjusted my scarf. “Yep. That’s what that means, Coop.”

      “Then no. I don’t want to do that.”

      I barked a laugh, scaring Fergus, who was busily rifling through his briefcase, looking for the contract I’m now positive changes with the applicant’s gender.

      “Tough petunias. We’re in this together, Demon-San. That means the good, the bad, and the renovation of this place. If you want to start tattooing again, we can’t have customers subjected to this chaos, can we? Who’d feel comfortable getting a tattoo in a mess like this?”

      I pointed to the pile of old pizza boxes and crushed beer cans in the corner where I hoped we’d be able to build a cashier’s counter.

      Coop’s sigh was loud enough to ensure I’d hear it as she let her shoulders slump. “You’re right, Sis…um, Trixie. We have to have a sterile environment to make tattoos. The Oregon laws say so. I read them, you know. On the laptop. I read them all.”

      As I said, Coop’s a veritable sponge, which almost makes up for her lack of emotional control.

      Almost.

      I patted her shoulder as it poked out of her off-the-shoulder T-shirt, the shoulder with a tattoo of an angel in all its magnificently winged glory. A tattoo she’d drawn and inked herself while deep in the bowels of Hell.

      “I’m proud of you. I’m going to need all the help I can get so we can get our license to open ASAP. We need to start making some money, Coop. We don’t have much left of the money Sister Mary Ignatius gave us, and we definitely can’t live on our charm alone.”

      “So I’ve been useful?”

      “You’re more than useful, Coop. You’re my right-hand man. Er, woman.”

      She grinned, and it was when she grinned like this, when her gorgeously crafted face lit up, I grew more certain she understood how dear a friend she was to me. “Good.”

      “Okay, so let’s go sign our lives away—”

      “No!” she whisper-yelled, gripping my wrist with the strength of ten men, her face twisted in fear. “Don’t do that, Trixie Lavender! You know what happens when you do that. Nothing is as it seems when you do that!”

      I forced myself not to wince when I pried her fingers from my wrist. Sometimes, Coop didn’t know her own demonic strength. “Easy, Coop. I need my skin,” I teased.

      In an instant, she dropped her hands to her sides and shoved them into the pockets of her pants, her expression contrite. “My apologies. But you know I have triggers. That’s what you called them, right? When I get upset and anxious, that’s a trigger. Signing your life away is one of them. We have to be careful with our words. You said so yourself.”

      She was right. I’d poorly worded my intent, forgetting her fears about the devil and Hell’s shoddy bargains for your soul.

      As the rain pounded the roof, I measured my words and tried to make light of the situation. “It’s just a saying we use here, Coop. It means we’re giving everything we have to Fergus McDuff on a wing and a prayer at this point. But it doesn’t mean I’m giving up my soul to the devil. I promise. My soul’s staying put.”

      At least I thought it was. I could be wrong after my showdown with an evil spirit, but it felt like it was still there. I still had empathy for others. I still knew right from wrong—even if all those morals went directly out the window when the evil spirit took over.

      Coop inhaled and exhaled before she squared her perfectly proportioned shoulders. “Okay. Then let’s go,” she paused, frowning, “sign our lives away to Fergus McDuff.” Then she smirked, clearly meaning she understood what I’d said.

      Our path to Fergus slowed when Coop paused and put a hand on my arm, setting me behind her. There was a commotion of some kind occurring just outside our door on the sidewalk, between Fergus and another man.

      A dark-haired man with olive skin stretched tightly over his jaw and sleeve tattoos on both arms yelled down at Fergus, who, after Coop, had probably had enough of being under fire for today. But holy crow, this guy was angry.

      He waved those muscular arms—attached to lean hands with long fingers—around in the air as the rain pelted his sleek head. His T-shirt stretched over his muscles as he gestured over his shoulder, and his voice, even muffled, boomed along our tiny street.

      I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it didn’t look like a very friendly exchange—not judging by the man’s face, which, when it wasn’t screwed up in anger, was quite handsome.

      Yet, Fergus, clearly at his breaking point after his encounter with Coop, reared up in the gentleman’s face and yelled right back. But then a taller, leaner, sandy-haired man approached and put a hand on the handsome man’s shoulder, encouraging him to turn around.

      That gave Fergus the opportunity to push his way past the big man and grab the handle of our door, stepping back inside the store with a bluster of huffs and grunts.

      Coop sniffed the air. She can sometimes smell things the rest of us can’t. It’s hard to explain, but as an example, she smelled that our friend Stevie isn’t entirely human. She’s a witch. Or she was. Now, since her accident, she only has some residual powers left.

      But Coop had smelled her paranormal nature somehow—which, by definition, is crazy incredible and something I can’t dwell on for long, for fear I’ll get lost in the madness that demons and Hell and witches and other assorted ghouls are quite real.

      “The man outside is not paranormal. He’s just normal, as is the other man, and Fergus, too. If you were wondering.”

      I popped my lips in Coop’s direction. “Good to know. I mean, what if he was some crazy hybrid of a vampire who can run around in daylight? Then what? We’d have to keep our veins covered or he might suck us dry.”

      Coop gave me her most serious expression and sucked in her cheeks. “I already told you, you don’t ever have to worry anyone will hurt you. I’ll kill them and then they’ll be dead.”

      Ba-dump-bump.

      “And I told you, no killing.” Then I giggled and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, steering her past the debris on the floor and toward a grumpy Fergus, feeling better than I had in weeks. We had a purpose. We had a mission. Above all, we had hope.

      We were going to open Inkerbelle’s Tattoos and Piercings. I’d pierce and design tattoos, and Coop would handle the rest. We’d hopefully hire a staff of more artists as gifted as Coop. If the universe saw fit, that is.

      And then maybe we’d finally have a place to call home. Where I could nest, and Coop could ink to her heart’s desire in her tireless effort to protect every single future client from demonic harm with her special brand of magic ink.

      During her life under Satan’s rule, Coop had tattooed all new entries into Hell. She’d been so good at it, the devil left her in charge of every incoming sinner. But it was a job she’d despised, and she eventually escaped the night she’d saved me.

      Lastly, I’d also try to come to terms with my new status in this world—my new freedom to openly share my views on how to get through this life with a solid code of ethics. Oh, and by the way, it has more to do with being the best person you can, rather than putting the fear of scripture quotes and fire and brimstone into non-believers.

      I don’t care if you believe. I know that sounds crazy coming from an ex-nun once deeply immersed in a convent and yards and yards of scripture. But I don’t. You don’t have to believe in an unseen entity if you so choose.

      But I do care deeply about the world as a whole, and showing, not telling people you can live your life richly, fully, without ever stepping inside the hallowed halls of a church if you decide that’s what works for you.

      I want anyone who’ll listen to know you can indeed have a life worth living—even as a low-level demon escaped from Hell and an ex-communicated nun who suffers from what Coop and I jokingly call demoni-phrenia.

      Also known as, the occasional possession of an ex-nun cursed by a random evil spirit.

      And I was determined to prove that—not only to myself, but to this spirit who had me in its greasy black clutches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note From Dakota

          

        

      

    

    
      I do hope you enjoyed this book, I’d so appreciate it if you’d help others enjoy it too.

      Recommend it. Please help other readers find this book by recommending it.

      Review it. Please tell other readers why you liked this book by reviewing it at online retailers or your blog. Reader reviews help my books continue to be valued by distributors/resellers. I adore each and every reader who takes the time to write one—good or bad!

      If you love the book or leave a review, please email dakota@dakotacassidy.com so I can thank you with a personal email. Your support means more than you’ll ever know! Thank you!
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