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      “No. I’m not doing this with you.”

      “But it’s my birthday,” Cat whined. “You’re supposed to do whatever I want when it’s my birthday.”

      “It’s your birthday, and you can die if you want to,” I sang to the tune of the Lesley Gore song from the 1960s. “But that doesn’t mean I need to join in.”

      “Oh please,” Cat said, rolling her eyes. “You’re so much like Peaches. You’re not going to die. It’s a bungee jump. They do them literally every day of the year here.”

      “Other people do them literally every day of the year,” I said. “Besides, it only takes once. Only one person needs to miss tying a carabiner, and that’s it, you’re done.”

      “I can’t believe you faced off against The Others, and you won’t come bungee jumping with me on my birthday.”

      “That’s exactly why. I appreciate not being dead a lot more now that The Others are gone.”

      “What’s the point in living if you never have any fun?”

      “I do have fun! I enjoy my bookshop. I like reading. I find going out on dates with Chase to be fun.”

      Cat blew a raspberry while making a thumbs down gesture. “BORING. All of that is boring.”

      “Well, since you’re being so nice about it,” I said with a roll of my eyes, and Cat sprung forward.

      “I’ll let you have free cupcakes from the shop for a month if you do this with me. I just don’t want to go alone.”

      “You already give me free cupcakes whenever I want,” I replied. “But fine. I guess I’ll go with you. But I reserve the right to chicken out at the last minute.”

      “Yay!” Cat squealed, a grin crossing her face. “I knew you’d say yes eventually.”

      “Hey, I said I reserve the right to chicken out.”

      “Yeah, but you won’t,” Cat grinned. “I know you. Now that you’ve said yes, you’re going to do it.”

      I stuck my tongue out at my cousin. “So when is this moment of death you’re thinking of?”

      “In three days, on my actual birthday. I’m taking the day off from running the cupcake shop, and I have a booking for one p.m. I’ll come by your shop and get you around noon if that works for you.”

      “Sure,” I said. “But I swear, if there’s anything remotely weird about it, I’m bailing.”

      “Fine, fine,” Cat said, holding up her arms in mock surrender with a laugh. “But I promise, you’ll be fine.”

      “The compilation of YouTube videos I’m texting you tonight will prove that’s not necessarily true,” I said. “Now, I want one of those free cupcakes you’ve promised me.”

      We left the bookshop, where Cat had come to harangue me to come bungee jump to my death with her, and made our way down the cute, pedestrian-only, stone-lined streets of Sapphire Village.

      It was still early morning, just after seven, which meant that with the days getting shorter and shorter, the sun still hadn’t come up over the horizon yet. It had been a few months since Cat, Peaches, and I, along with some help from Grandma Cee, had finally defeated The Others, but I still wasn’t completely used to being able to walk around in the dark without looking over my shoulder. A part of me was still constantly on alert, checking for the fog and the feeling of depression that always came with the arrival of The Others.

      And yet, for a few months now, there hadn’t been any of that. Now, when I went out at night, I could enjoy the warm glow of the lights inside the numerous shops and restaurants without thinking I should get closer to them just in case.

      I didn’t have to wonder if Cat and I were safe to go around together, and I didn’t have to try and figure out what the fastest way home from any given spot was in case we got separated.

      I certainly wasn’t used to this yet, but it felt good.

      I felt free.

      Free in a way I hadn’t really felt since coming to Sapphire Village.

      “You had better have the red velvet cupcakes today,” I threatened. “If I’m getting free cupcakes, I’m getting the good ones.”

      “We always have the red velvet cupcakes,” Cat teased. “I frosted them this morning myself.”

      “Awesome,” I grinned. Looking outside, winter was definitely well on its way. It was late November now. The ski resort attached to Sapphire Village had opened for the season, and the streets were now packed with tourists. Well, not now specifically—this early in the morning was mainly for locals, people walking to work—but these days. Apparently the opening day had broken all sorts of records for attendance, and while I wasn’t a huge fan of skiing—my first experience with the sport hadn’t gone super well—I hoped there would be a lot of snow for those who did enjoy that sort of thing.

      “It’s going to be another busy day,” Cat said, as if she could read my thoughts. “Yesterday was insane. I ended up making an extra three dozen cupcakes in the middle of the day because we were so close to running out before.”

      “Wow,” I said, impressed. “I’m glad business is booming.”

      “Me too, but I’m having trouble getting more staff. I’m looking to hire one more person, but there’s no one around who wants to do it. I’m currently trying to convince Peaches to do it part-time. After all, she’s moved back here part-time now that The Others have gone.”

      “Good,” I said. “Though with her artist work going so well, I’m guessing she said no?”

      “Exactly,” Cat sighed. “And to be honest, I can’t blame her. I think I’d do the same thing if I were in her situation. But what can you do? I’ll keep posting on the local Facebook page, and hopefully find someone.”

      As we made our way through the door, I couldn’t help but notice that sure enough, even this early in the morning, a few of the tables by the windows that looked right onto the gondola and the ski hill were already taken up by people decked out in winter gear, obviously enjoying a coffee and a cupcake before the mountain opened.

      It certainly sounded like a good idea—my favorite part of skiing had definitely been the hot chocolate in the lodge before we had gotten started—but it was still kind of rare to see people sitting in this early in the morning.

      “Alice, hey,” I heard a small voice greet me, and I smiled at Maddi, Cat’s full-time—and frequent lifesaver—employee.

      “Hi, Maddi. How’s it going?” I asked with a smile.

      “Oh, you know. Things are a little bit slow right now, but I’m sure they’re going to pick up any second and I’ll be rushed off my feet until we close. But it’s good, I like it busy, it makes the time fly by. What can I get for you today?”

      “I’ll have a red velvet cupcake, and maybe one of those delicious Belgian hot chocolates,” I said, eyeing the pure Belgian chocolate chips that were expertly mixed with steamed milk and topped with frothy whipped cream.

      So I was going to test the limits of my body’s ability to absorb sugar. That was fine; what was the point of living if you couldn’t occasionally have the world’s most sugar-infused breakfast ever? Besides, if I was going to go bungee jumping with Cat tomorrow, there was a good chance I was going to die, in which case I’d never be able to enjoy one of these cupcakes again. I was planning on enjoying what time I had left on this planet.

      Cat slipped across from me as I took my cupcake and delicious mug of hot chocolate over to one of the corner tables.

      “It’s nice, now, isn’t it?” she said quietly. “Being able to breathe again.”

      “It is,” I replied with a nod. “In a way, I feel like I skipped a whole lot of chapters on the way to becoming a witch.”

      “You just got thrown straight into the frying pan, didn’t you?” Cat said with a small smile. “You’re right, of course. It wasn’t really fair what happened to you. You should have had time to learn how to control your magic. But instead, basically straight away you were using it to fight for your life. But things are different now. Things are calmer now.”

      “They are,” I agreed. “I’m glad, too. It’s been nice the last few months, not really having to worry about anything. And I’m looking forward to learning more about being a witch without the threat of impending death hanging over my head.”

      “You must have so many questions,” Cat said with a small smile. “Questions that never got answered once it was obvious The Others were back and trying to hurt you.”

      “I do actually, yeah,” I said, taking a big sip of hot chocolate and ending up with whipped cream all over my nose. Cat giggled as I tried to lick it off with my tongue, failed, and eventually grabbed a napkin like a normal adult to wipe it off. “For one thing, I have absolutely no idea who my father was. Was he from here? I know he wasn’t a wizard, but who was he? Where is he now?”

      Cat sighed. “Honestly, I’m not too sure myself. I know Grandma Cee disapproved of your father horribly. She thought your mother should marry a good wizard from Brixton Road, someone that we all knew, whose family we knew, that sort of thing. Of course, your mother wasn’t the type to follow that recommendation at all. He wasn’t magical, your father. You’re right about that. And I don’t think he was a true local—I think he might have only been here for a few years. But of course, I may have gotten the details wrong. I have a feeling Grandma Cee tried to make him out to be a bit worse than he was. You should ask my mother, if you really want to know. She and your mom were close, being sisters and all, and I’m sure she’d tell you the whole story.”

      “Thanks,” I nodded, making a mental note to do just that. After all, Cat was right: we had all the time in the world now. I now had a lot more time to learn about my biological family. I could learn about the mother I never knew, the father whose name I didn’t even know. Maybe he was out there, somewhere. Maybe he didn’t know I was even born. I had so many questions, and it truly felt like I now had the time to answer them.

      I took another slow sip of delicious hot chocolate. Yes, things were finally calming down here. I was looking forward to a little bit of peace and quiet.

      Just then, a shrill scream pierced the air.
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      “What on earth was that?” I asked, my eyes widening. Cat was already on her feet, and I was a split second behind her as we made our way out the front door of the café and into the main square.

      “It’s my husband! Someone, please help!” a woman shouted. She was dressed for skiing, wearing the boots, helmet, and goggles along with her ski clothes. She waved her gloved hands around frantically.

      Cat, of course, made her way straight to her. “What’s wrong? Where’s your husband?”

      “He’s down here! Quick, call an ambulance!”

      I pulled out my phone and dialed while running after Cat and the woman. She led us to one of the local hotels and straight through the front door, then down to the parking garage.

      “Tom told me he was going to grab our skis and meet me right out the front,” the woman said, and for the first time I realized she had a British accent. “Then, when he hadn’t come back after fifteen minutes, I went looking for him. He’d just gone down to get the skis, so I knew he had to be at the storage locker.”

      We followed the woman through the parking garage, around a corner, and found the man. He was lying on the ground, skis and poles scattered around him. He’d obviously been carrying them when he fell. There was blood all around his head, and Cat rushed over to him while I answered the emergency responder’s questions on the phone.

      “You have to hurry; it doesn’t look good,” I said into the receiver while the man’s wife wailed next to us.

      “Please, help him!” she cried.

      “An ambulance is on its way,” I told her. “You can help … go to the parking garage entrance and have your key card ready to open the garage when they get here. Can you do that?”

      The woman looked at me blankly for a second, and then nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course, if that will help.”

      “It will,” I replied. I figured getting the woman to do something that might help and also get her away from her husband was the best thing for her right now. Cat waited for the woman’s back to be turned as she walked off before shaking her head at me.

      The man was definitely dead.

      “Any obvious cause?” I asked quietly when the wife had walked away.

      “I’m pretty sure there’s a bullet hole in the side of his head, but I haven’t exactly seen a lot of those in real life,” Cat replied.

      “Great. I’ll call Chase,” I said, pulling out my phone once more and dialing the phone number of my boyfriend and the chief of police here in Sapphire Village. As I did so, I looked around the garage. After all, if this place had security cameras, maybe there was a chance that the killer had been captured on one of them.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t spot a single one.

      “This is kind of a secluded spot,” Cat said, standing up and looking around. “Not a bad choice if you want to murder someone.”

      As I looked around, I realized she was right. We were almost directly in front of the door leading to the hotel’s guest storage lockers, but because of the positioning of the stairs and elevators leading back up to the lobby, we were also blocked from view from most of the parking garage.

      “Is there anything on the body that might indicate who killed him?” I asked Cat, making my way over to the body. The man looked to be in his mid-to-late thirties, with a few days’ worth of stubble. His helmet had fallen off his head when he fell, presumably—inspecting it, there was a hole in the padding right next to his right ear that corresponded perfectly with the bullet hole that entered his brain.

      “I don’t really see anything,” Cat replied, then she stepped away from the body and began looking at the ground. “There are footsteps. But there are about five hundred of them, I can’t make them out, and some of them are probably yours.”

      Just then the ambulance pulled into the parking garage, and I motioned for them to come over here, even though the EMTs were of no more use. This man was definitely dead.

      “You have to help him!” the wife begged of the men as they made their way to the body.

      “I’m going to check out the lobby,” I said to Cat quietly. Slipping away from the EMTs, deciding that I didn’t want to be here while the wife discovered her husband was well and truly dead, I headed up the stairway to the main lobby of the hotel.

      Behind the reception desk was a young woman in her twenties who didn’t seem to realize anything was wrong.

      “Good morning, how can I help you?” she asked with a polite smile.

      “Did you notice a woman come up here before? Calling out for someone to help her husband?”

      “No, I didn’t,” the woman replied, her head tilting slightly in confusion.

      That meant the woman must have gone up to the street from the garage exit, without going through the lobby. I supposed it was shorter.

      “You didn’t happen to notice anyone at all come by in the last, say, twenty minutes, did you? Did you step away from the desk at all?”

      “No,” the woman replied. “I was here the whole time. There were a few people that have been past in the last twenty minutes, though. A couple who were going skiing, someone checking out, that sort of thing. Why?”

      I lowered my voice and looked around to make sure no one overheard. Luckily, the lobby was fairly empty.

      “A man has died in the parking garage, and it looks like murder.”

      The woman gasped and brought her hand to her mouth. “Murder? Here?”

      “I’m afraid so,” I nodded. “Chief Chase Griffon should be here soon. He’ll probably want to talk to you first.”

      “Of course. But I don’t know anything. It was really just now?”

      “Yes. His wife had gone outside to wait for him while he went to get their skis, and when he never came back up, she went looking for him and found his body. She’s English, the wife. Red jacket, black pants.”

      “Oh,” the woman gasped. “Yes, I remember her walking through here. Twenty minutes, maybe half an hour ago, something like that? She walked through the lobby, went outside, and then came back in about fifteen minutes later. But that was the last I saw of her.”

      “She’s downstairs now, with the EMTs that have her husband’s body,” I explained.

      “That poor woman. This is crazy. How did this happen?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “So, you don’t remember anyone coming through here who might have been suspicious?”

      “No,” the woman shook her head. “Nothing like that at all. Certainly no one who looked like they might have murdered someone.”

      Just then, Chase walked through the front door of the lobby and made a beeline toward me. My heart still did that little flutter every time it set eyes of Chase, but I pushed it back.

      This visit wasn’t for pleasure, unfortunately. It was all business.

      “Where is he?” Chase asked, and I motioned for him to follow me, leaving the shocked-looking receptionist behind the desk. A minute later we were back in the parking garage, where the EMTs were now treating the wife, who had presumably been told that there was no one who could still help her husband. The body was right where it was when I had left.

      “There,” I said to Chase.

      “Good, thanks. Do you mind doing me a favor and putting up this police tape? I have one of the other officers, Brendan, coming in, but since it’s normally his day off he might be a few minutes, and I don’t want any of the other hotel guests to come by and stumble across this scene.”

      “Of course,” I said, taking the roll of tape and making my way around the corner. That way, no one would be able to see the body without crossing past the tape. I set up the tape and breathed a sigh of relief as Brendan, an officer that I knew slightly, came rushing over, his shirt done up with the wrong buttons, completely out of breath.

      “Sorry I’m late, boss,” he said to Chase as the two of us made our way back to the body.

      “No problem, thanks for coming in on your day off,” Chase replied, shaking the man’s hand quickly. “Listen, the mountain’s about to open for the morning, and we’re going to end up with a whole bunch of people staying at the hotel coming down and looking for their skis. We can’t let them into the locker room today. Can you handle them?”

      Brendan grinned. “Sure thing, boss. Going to be a bunch of angry people looking for their skis.”

      Chase sighed. “I know, but there’s nothing we can do about it. It’s a crime scene. Why don’t you give Andy at Sapphire Village Sports a call and see if he can’t organize a bit of a discount for the hotel’s customers who can’t get at their stuff and need rentals?”

      “Got it, good idea.”

      I had to hand it to Chase; even in a crisis like this, where he had a murder to attend to, he could still think of the little things.

      Brendan made his way back to the yellow tape, and Chase knelt down next to the body.

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you two found him?”

      “Technically, his wife found him,” Cat said, motioning to where the EMTs had a blanket around her and an oxygen mask against her nose and mouth. “But she came out to the main square for help, and we were the first to answer.”

      Chase nodded. “Any idea who he is?”

      “Tourist, I think,” I replied. “She’s English, so I assume he is, too.”

      “Who would possibly want to kill a tourist like this?” Cat asked. “I mean, most people stay here for five days or a week. No one can make an enemy in that amount of time.”

      “I’m sure you could, if you put your mind to it,” I teased. “Maybe it was road rage, or whatever the equivalent is called when you’re not in a car.”

      “I think that’s just called rage,” Cat replied with a sardonic smile.

      “No one asked you.”

      Chase sat back on his haunches. “I called the coroner and the crime scene unit from Portland. They should get here in an hour or so, hopefully.”

      “I don’t think you need a scientist to tell you a bullet to the head killed him,” Cat said quietly so the widow wouldn’t hear, motioning toward the body, and Chase raised his eyebrows at her.

      “Believe it or not, even a simple rural cop like me can figure that one out. However, there are many cases where cause of death isn’t nearly so evident. The bullet could simply have been a message or a warning. But that said, I think it’s unlikely, and I’m definitely proceeding under the assumption that the bullet is what killed him.”

      I nodded to the wife. “I’m not sure if she’s in any state to be interviewed.”

      “Well, for one thing, neither one of you should be here, either,” Chase said.

      “Oh please, you know we’re going to look into this ourselves,” Cat said.

      “We are?” I asked, surprised.

      “Of course we are. This is how it works. You’re going to hum and haw about it for a few hours before realizing it’s the right thing to do; Chase is going to explain that we shouldn’t, because we’re not trained; you’re going to point out that we have a certain advantage he doesn’t; and he’s going to grudgingly accept that we’re involved, whether he likes it or not, and do his best to keep us out of trouble as much as possible before we finally find the killer.”

      “Well, if you have everything so well figured out, why don’t you tell me who killed him now?” Chase asked, moving his hands to his hips.

      “Get back to us in a few days,” Cat said with a wink as she made her way over to me and took me by the arm. “We’re leaving, for now.”

      “Be careful,” Chase warned. “I know you … can take care of yourselves … but there’s still someone armed out there.”

      “We will,” I promised. “Especially since we’re not doing anything at all.”

      “Right,” I heard Chase mutter under his breath as Cat dragged me off.
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      “Did you hear that? We are so not getting involved in this.”

      “Oh please. You always say that, and it’s never true. I already told you how this works. First, you say you’re not going to get involved. And next, you always do. Besides, you’ve already gone upstairs, I assume to talk to the receptionist?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I did. She said that she didn’t see anyone suspicious coming by. She saw the wife come out, presumably while she was waiting for her husband, and then go back in about fifteen minutes later. That jives with what we saw.”

      “And then instead of rushing back up to the lobby, the wife must have taken the stairs that lead back into the square to get help. I saw the staircase that leads out. It was right by the body.”

      “The killer must have taken those stairs too, to get away, because the receptionist didn’t notice anyone.”

      Cat frowned as we made our way back out into the main square. It was definitely a lot busier now than it had been half an hour ago; a number of people were all busily making their way toward the ski lifts, most of them walking like robots in their ski boots, or, for those who looked a little bit more normal, carrying snowboards under their arms.

      “I think the question I want to know is why,” I said as the two of us looked around. It was obvious the killer was long gone by now.

      “I just want to know who,” Cat said with a smirk. “But I know what you mean. You’re right, of course. How does a person manage to make an enemy so bad after just a couple of days that they killed them?”

      “And the way he was killed, too,” I added. “I mean, I’ve watched a lot of crime shows in my day, and there’s a profile. If this was some sort of rage accident thing, the person would have just shot the guy in the chest, don’t you think? Like, they’d be arguing, he would pull out a gun and shoot him from where he was standing. Right?”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” Cat nodded.

      “But that’s not what happened here. The guy was shot in the side of the head. It was more of an execution, wouldn’t you say?”

      Cat nodded slowly. “Yes. Yes, that’s a good point.”

      “So again, we come back to why? How could someone who had been here for a few days, staying at a hotel right by the ski lift, make an enemy so bad that he would have been executed in his parking garage?”

      “That is a really good point,” Cat agreed. “But to start with, I want to go with something a little bit more practical.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      Cat pointed to a security camera at the entrance to one of the stores across from the hotel. “I know one of the girls who works there. She’ll let us look at her security footage, and if we’re lucky, we’ll get a look at the killer.”

      “Sounds good,” I nodded, and the two of us made our way to the store.

      It was one of those ski and snowboard shops that sold all sorts of gear for the mountain and changed over to a mountain biking shop in the summer. They also had a fleet of rental skis, snowboards, and poles available, and a person who specifically worked to help people fit their boots.

      That was where we found Annelise, who, judging by her accent—and the fact that she was easily five foot eleven with the world’s most amazing blonde hair—was originally from Scandinavia somewhere. She looked to be in her mid-forties.

      “Cat!” she said as soon as she saw us coming near her boot-fitting station. “How are you?”

      “Hey, Annelise,” Cat grinned. “Do you know my cousin, Alice? She’s the one who took over the bookstore when my aunt died.”

      “Ah, no, it’s nice to meet you,” the woman replied, shaking my hand.

      “Annelise owns this place,” Cat explained. “She keeps getting offers from big companies to take it over, but she keeps turning them down.”

      “I’ve lived in Sapphire Village since I was twenty-three,” Annelise explained. “When I was twenty-five, I managed to get a loan from my parents to start this store, and I’ve been here ever since. Small businesses make up the heart and soul of Sapphire Village, and it’s going to be a cold day before I ever sell out to one of them. I’m doing my part to keep the vibe of this place going.”

      “Good,” I said with a smile. “I love Sapphire Village, and the small-town feel is one of the best things about it.”

      “I’m glad you think so. It was one of the things that made me fall in love with this place. It reminds me of the small villages in Norway. Now, what can I do for you two this morning?”

      “We were hoping to get a look at your security footage,” Cat said quietly. A couple of people were wandering around the store, looking at the display of goggles and a few checking out rental skis, and Cat didn’t want them to overhear.

      “Oh?” Annelise said, her eyes widening slightly.

      “Someone’s been murdered in the hotel next door,” Cat explained quietly, and Annelise’s eyes widened further. “Less than an hour ago. We were hoping that you might let us see the footage from the camera that looks out the front door.”

      “Of course,” Annelise said. “Follow me.”

      She led Cat and me into a back room, where almost every single inch of space was taken up by boxes. Huge moveable racks of shelves on rails lined the space from floor to ceiling, allowing workers to find extra stock if they needed it, but Annelise led us to a computer on a small but surprisingly organized desk in one corner. She sat down in front of it and began tapping away. A moment later, the video camera footage from the front of the store popped up.

      “Do you know exactly when you want it for?” Annelise asked.

      “Maybe start it an hour and fifteen minutes ago,” Cat said, looking at her watch. “We got to the café an hour ago, and it can’t have been that much earlier than that.”

      Annelise did as Cat asked, and the three of us looked at the screen as she pressed play and set it to four times speed so that we didn’t have to sit there and watch an empty screen for a while. After all, with it being so early in the morning, no one passed through the frame.

      “There!” I said suddenly after a couple of minutes. Annelise stopped the tape, and looking at the time stamp, it seemed to jive with the actual time of the murder. “Did you see that?”

      “Let’s watch at normal speed,” Annelise said, rewinding the tape back about thirty seconds and pressing play. The security camera footage was actually of relatively decent quality, looking out at the front stoop of the store we were currently in and giving a little bit of a view of the main square. Passing through the square, about ten seconds after Annelise pressed play, was a man. His back was to the camera, and he was wearing a winter jacket and a toque. Honestly, I wasn’t even one hundred percent sure it was a man. Or that he was our killer.

      “Well, that’s a bit disappointing,” Cat said, voicing my exact thought. “You don’t really see much.”

      “Do you want to see it again?” Annelise asked, and I nodded.

      “Yes, please.”

      She rewound the tape and played it again, this time in slow motion. The three of us leaned in to get a better look at the screen. Once again, the man entered the frame. This time, I could just make out the fact that he was wearing jeans. His winter jacket had some sort of logo on the back, but I couldn’t quite make it out. Maybe a triangle? I squinted to try and get a better look, but did it even matter? This man might not even have been the killer; he might just have been a witness.

      “There! Did you see that?” Cat said excitedly.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m pretty sure he has a gun.”

      Annelise immediately moved the video back to before the man entered the frame, and Cat grabbed a pen off the table. Annelise pressed play, and Cat used the pen to point to the man. He was shoving something into the back of his pants.

      “There. What else do guys put in the back of their pants like that? Nothing. It has to be the gun.”

      I had to admit, Cat’s logic made sense. “So let’s work on the assumption that this is the killer,” I said. “What else do we know about him?”

      “He has terrible taste in toques,” Cat said, and I couldn’t help but giggle. It was true. The man’s toque was very effective at hiding his face, but the bright pink and black stripes and big white pom-pom on the top weren’t exactly super fashionable.

      “I wonder if anyone saw him?” Annelise asked. “After all, with a hat like that, he was probably noticed.”

      “Could be,” I nodded. “Though I didn’t see him. Did you?”

      Cat shook her head. “No. But you were so focused on that hot chocolate he could have shot the guy three feet from you and you wouldn’t have noticed.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s fair,” I admitted. “We need to go out and see if we have any witnesses.”

      “I will save this part of the tape,” Annelise said. “Cat, your email address hasn’t changed, has it?”

      “No, still the same. Thanks, Annelise.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “Can you save an extra copy as well?” I asked. “I suspect Chief Griffon or one of the other police officers will be by to pick it up later.”

      “Of course,” Annelise nodded. “I really hope whoever that man is, he is found soon. And the two of you be careful, alright? This is not the sort of thing we want to have happen in Sapphire Village, and I do not like the fact that the two of you are hunting a man who is armed.”

      “Don’t worry about us, Annelise,” Cat said with a smile. “We know what we’re doing.”
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      “I wish the man had faced the other way,” I whined as we left Annelise’s shop.

      “I guess we can’t always get our criminals handed to us on a silver platter,” Cat replied. “It’s too bad, though. I agree, it would have been perfect if he’d been caught. Still, there’s a chance someone else saw him, maybe even recognized him. Or maybe one of the other stores has some security footage.”

      “I hope so,” I said. “Can it wait until later, though? I have to get back to the bookshop and do some organizing before it opens.”

      “Sure,” Cat said. “I should probably get back to the café, too. Maddi’s probably wondering what happened. I’ll come by at lunch.”

      “Sounds good,” I said, and Cat and I separated, with her going back to the cupcake shop and me making my way back to the bookshop.

      “Oh good, you’re here,” Archibald said as soon as I entered.

      “Archibald! You’re back!” I exclaimed. I hadn’t seen Archibald in quite a while. To be honest, I thought he had crossed over, as ghosts did when their souls were at peace with whatever kept them in this world. For Archie, a poet who had been a contemporary of the famous English romantic poets, it was the fact that his poetry was not nearly as famous as that of the other romantics, in particular Lord Byron, whom he particularly despised. In Archie’s mind, She Walks in Beauty was a complete rip-off of one of his works.

      Just before we defeated The Others, however, I had self-published a collection of Archibald’s poetry, and while it had sold no more than twenty copies in total, I thought maybe getting the works out there was going to be enough to have Archie cross over. However, it appeared that I was wrong. He had been gone for a little while, so I thought perhaps he had finally crossed over, but no. Here he was, standing—well, floating—in front of me, same as always.

      “Where have you been?” I asked.

      “On a trip,” Archibald replied. “I had to go and see all of my fellows back in England, to let them know that despite their best efforts, my works have finally been published.”

      “So you went on the ghost equivalent of a book tour that involved rubbing your success in the faces of everyone you know. Gee, I wonder why no one liked you while you were alive.”

      Archibald sniffed and turned away. “After the hundreds of years I have spent being ridiculed, I believe my success should have been met with more aplomb by the others. Besides, I wanted them to know that while they withered away with no one to talk to and nothing to do except watch the world go by, I was out here getting things done in the New World.”

      “I’m curious—who are these ghosts that you get to see back in England?”

      “Well, I generally spend my time back at my old college. You may have heard of it; it’s called Oxford. It was really the place to get a proper university education when I was alive, you know.”

      “I think I have heard of it, yes,” I said, hiding a smile. It was kind of interesting how Archibald hadn’t quite realized just how the advances in technology and communication had completely changed the way the people of the world communicated.

      “Well, then you know that Oxford is the single greatest institution of learning on the planet.”

      “Sure,” I said, not wanting to get into a real argument. “So there are many ghosts, there?”

      “Of course,” Archibald explained. “While students may strive for a higher education, there are many who do not achieve it, and who pass away in the process. And of course, there are some who died elsewhere but decided that their reasons for remaining ghosts on this earth were to do with something that happened to them while they were at the venerated institution for higher learning, and so they chose to remain there.”

      “Why not you?” I asked, more out of curiosity than anything. After all, I knew that Archibald had died somewhere in this area after having been exiled from England. If ghosts could move around at will and haunt wherever they wanted to, I sort of figured it made more sense for Archibald to go back to his homeland, where he could haunt the descendants of Lord Byron or whoever. Choosing to sit in an old bookshop managed by witches seemed like a little bit less than what I would have expected.

      “Unfortunately, my genius is not appreciated in my homeland,” Archibald said. “While I initially attempted to return, making England my true haunting grounds, those gibfaces made it very obvious that I wasn’t welcome, and that my exile extended to my death as well as my life.”

      “Ah,” I said.

      “So, I made my way back to Oxford, and I let them all know that my works had been published, unlike them, who had been languishing there for hundreds of years with nothing better to do than float near undergraduates who have no idea they’re even there. Unfortunately, they were not as receptive to my works being published as I had hoped, and so now I have returned.”

      “Well, I’m sorry your trip didn’t go as well as you’d planned,” I told him.

      “They mocked me for my poor sales,” Archibald sighed. “They told me that these days, anybody can publish whatever they want in the human world, but that is no indication that the publications are any good.”

      “Aw, well, don’t get too down on yourself,” I told Archibald. “You can’t let the number of sales you get dictate your worth. After all, it’s not like nineteenth-century poetry is really high up on the list of things people read these days, anyway.”

      “You may say that, but the works of Will Shakespeare are still read and celebrated.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s the exception that proves the rule.”

      “You have works in this very bookshop by Byron, Keats, and Shelley.”

      “If they sold well, they wouldn’t be in this bookshop, they’d be in people’s homes,” I retorted.

      “Perhaps. But all the same, Byron’s works are still far more famous than mine, despite mine being of far better quality.”

      “Sorry, Archibald,” I told the ghost. “I think if you’re expecting to be the next William Shakespeare, your ambitions are a little bit too high. But I do hope it works out for you.”

      “Thank you,” Archibald sighed, going to the window and looking out. “I always get a little bit melancholy around the wintertime. I suspect it’s something to do with the weather, and the shorter days.”

      “Yeah, that’s a pretty common phenomenon,” I said. “Why don’t I find you a new audiobook to listen to?”

      “No, thank you. I just want to float around being miserable for a little while.”

      “Alright. Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      Archibald nodded and floated back out to the back of the shop. I shook my head. Archibald’s one desire was to be the most famous poet, or at least more famous than Byron. Unfortunately, I didn’t really think that was a particularly realistic expectation for him.

      Organizing my bookshelves and sorting out everything I needed to do for the rest of the day, eventually I swapped the closed sign over to open and got ready for the day.

      It wasn’t like my bookstore was the most popular place in town, but I had started to build up a pretty steady stream of local customers, as well as a number of visitors who enjoyed my rather rare collection of leather-bound and fancier versions of books. I had tried a few things to improve local sales even more, like a book club, but after one woman was murdered on the first day of said book club, I decided that wasn’t in the cards after all.

      In the end, I decided that I was happy with the way things were going for now, and that I was going to enjoy this period of peace in my life after everything that had happened with The Others.

      Of course, the fact that Cat and I had somehow gotten involved in yet another murder investigation kind of went against that whole peaceful, nothing-interesting-going-on-whatsoever kind of existence I was going for right now, but what could you do? Hopefully Chase would find the killer quickly, Cat and I wouldn’t get more involved than we already were, and I could go back to my dreams of running my little bookstore with no outside issues whatsoever.

      I was dreaming of this day when my first customer of the day walked in. He was male, early twenties, with a friendly smile and the confidence of a man who knew what he wanted and had come right in to get it.

      “Hi,” he told me. “I’m looking for a specific book, and I’ve been told that you’re the best place for this sort of thing. I’m hoping you either have it in stock or you can order it in for me.”

      “Sure thing,” I nodded. “What book are you looking for?”

      “It’s for my mother. She’s a huge fan of Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë. Her fiftieth birthday is coming up, and I was hoping to get her a first edition of the book, or at the very least an early, leather-bound copy.”

      “Of course,” I said. “You’d want a version published as Ellis Bell, her pseudonym, I assume?”

      “Yes, exactly,” the man said.

      “Well, I don’t have a first edition of that book in stock,” I said. “I could ask my supplier and see what he can do, however. When would you need it by?”

      “Her birthday’s in a month,” the man replied, making his way to the bookshelves. “So any time before then.”

      I nodded and scribbled a note to let Vasile, the vampire who worked as my books supplier, know what I was looking for.

      “I will see what I can do for you. Can I get your name and phone number?”

      The man nodded, introduced himself as Sam Morrow, and left a number. “That’s my personal number. Please call me as soon as you find out what you can do for me.”

      “Of course,” I nodded. “I should have an answer for you within a couple of days.”

      “Good. Price is no object; I just need the book.”

      “Let me see if I have a version available on my distributor’s website,” I said. “Give me five minutes. If not, I’ll call him and see if he can’t organize something. I’ll have an answer for you by the end of the week at the very latest.”

      “Excellent,” the man nodded. “Thank you.”

      As I tapped away on the computer, loading up the website from which I ordered the books—I always thought it was a little bit funny that the hundreds-of-years-old vampire from somewhere in Eastern Europe who made magical deliveries every week used something so modern as a website—the man continued to look around the shop.

      “You sure have a lot of cool old books here, don’t you?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I grinned. “For sure. It’s a great place to come if you’re looking for something niche, the sort of thing you’d never find at a Barnes and Noble.”

      “I can see that. Personally, I just read using my Kindle app now.”

      “Oh, I recently had a set of old poems put up on Amazon,” I said. “By a nineteenth-century romantic poet that no one’s ever heard of.” I really hoped Archibald had gone somewhere else and didn’t overhear that particular part of the conversation. When he didn’t come storming out of the back to yell at me for referring to him as someone no one had ever heard of, I figured I was safe.

      “That sounds like my kind of jam,” the man replied. “What’s it called?”

      “Here, I’ll bring it up for you,” I said, and the man handed me his phone. I had to admit, it was kind of cool being able to sell Archibald’s book. I hadn’t expected the man to be interested at all, but here he was.

      “I’m one-clicking this for sure,” the guy said. “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” I replied. “Do you enjoy reading on your Kindle?”

      “To be honest, I still prefer the feel of a normal paper book in my hands. But I’m so busy these days, and I’m constantly on the go, and since I have my phone on me all the time, I find that if I only read paper books, I don’t read at all. On the other hand, with my Kindle app, I can read any time I have a spare second, so I do get a lot more reading done that way.”

      I nodded. That made a lot of sense. “Well, it looks like there’s no first edition in stock, but I can call my supplier and see if he can source one for you. If not, he does have an early edition in stock and could have it here in forty-eight hours.”

      “Good to know, thanks. I’d appreciate it if you could make that call, as I really would prefer the first edition.”

      “Of course. I’ll call you as soon as I know,” I said with a nod. The man thanked me and left, and I went into the back room to find Archibald if he was in there. I wanted him to know that I had managed to sell another copy of his book; maybe that would make him feel better.

      Unfortunately, the ghost was nowhere to be found.
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      I sighed and made a mental note to let Archibald know about the new sale as soon as I saw him next. I absentmindedly made my way over to Muffin, the gray tabby who lived in the store and in my apartment up above it. Well, to be more accurate, Muffin mostly lived on one of the beanbag chairs that I had around the shop for browsers to sit on comfortably while reading books. I had never expected that my cat was going to claim it for his own, but that was where he could usually be found.

      He meowed contentedly while I thought about the murder from that morning. Who had killed the man from England? Who was he? How long had he been here?

      I had a whole lot of questions, and so far, no answers.

      By the time eleven thirty rolled around, I’d had a couple of customers, most of whom just wanted to talk about the murder, which was now widespread knowledge. Unfortunately, nobody had any information beyond the fact that somebody had been killed in one of the hotels.

      When Cat arrived, however, ready for our lunch exploration, she had gotten a lot more information from people.

      “A couple came in who are staying on the same floor as they are,” Cat said. “They had a bit of a chat one day, since they were both from England. The couple is from Birmingham, and they’ve been here for three days.”

      “That really doesn’t seem like long enough to make a mortal enemy,” I frowned.

      “That’s what I thought,” Cat said. “I asked them about the couple, and if the man seemed like the type to rub people the wrong way. But they said no; they said both of them were lovely, and that they can’t imagine anybody hurting that man. I mean, they were just hotel neighbors, so you never know. But still, it doesn’t sound like that guy was going around harassing people or anything like that.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Do you want to grab some lunch and see if we can find out anything else?”

      Cat nodded. “Absolutely. I was thinking we could grab sandwiches from that place around the corner; since they open for breakfast, someone there might have seen something.”

      “Good plan. Plus, they make the best burritos.”

      “That always helps,” Cat grinned as the two of us left the shop and made our way to our next stop.

      Andrea’s Café was a small place, even by Sapphire Village standards. Barely more than a hole in the wall, a long counter lined one side of the shop, with about three or four small tables against the other wall. This place was popular despite its size, and I was well aware that coming here when it was busy meant a lot of squeezing as everybody tried to get their wraps and sandwiches.

      Right now, however, it was early enough in the season that there were only a couple of people in front of us, and Cat and I quickly found ourselves being served by a nice, young blonde woman that I recognized from having been here before, but whose name I didn’t know.

      “Hi, what can I get for you?” she asked in a perky voice.

      “I’ll have a chicken Caesar wrap, please,” Cat ordered.

      “And I’m going to go for the Indian butter chicken wrap,” I added.

      “Sure thing, coming right up,” the girl replied.

      “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have been working early this morning, would you?” Cat asked a moment later.

      “Yeah, I opened this morning. Why?”

      “Well, the thing is, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but a guy was killed at one of the hotels not far from here.”

      The girl shook her head sadly. “I’ve heard a few people come in and mention something like that, but I didn’t know how true it was.”

      “It’s definitely true,” I said sadly.

      The girl tutted a few times. “That’s no good. Poor guy.”

      “Agreed,” Cat said. “Anyway, we were wondering if you might’ve seen somebody coming by, maybe a little bit after seven thirty, closer to eight? He would have been wearing a striped toque and a dark jacket and jeans.”

      The girl thought for a minute, then nodded. “You know what, I think I did notice someone like that. Just by chance; I was looking out the window wondering if it was going to snow in time for my day off, and he came rushing past. I remember thinking that it’s rare to see people hurrying like that in the village. You know what it’s like; everyone is on vacation so they’re moving slowly. This guy wasn’t running or anything, but he was walking with purpose, like he knew exactly where he was going and he needed to get there fast.”

      “And he was walking down the stroll, away from the gondolas?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” the girl replied.

      “Did you notice anything else about him?” Cat asked. “Maybe you saw his face?”

      The girl shook her head. “Sorry, nothing like that. It was still pretty dark out, and I wasn’t really paying attention.” Then she realized why Cat and I were asking and gasped, moving her hand to her mouth. “Oh my goodness. He’s the murderer, isn’t he?”

      “We don’t know that,” Cat said quickly in a reassuring tone. “He’s just somebody that we know is in the area, and we figure that Chief Griffon might want to talk to him.”

      The girl nodded, but she obviously wasn’t convinced. She went to make our wraps as a couple of other people made their way through the door, taking away our opportunity to talk to her further. Still, it sounded like beyond seeing the man, the girl had not noticed anything else about him.

      It wasn’t a totally fruitless effort, but it also wasn’t super helpful, either.

      Cat and I got our wraps a couple of minutes later and decided to eat them outside as we walked. After all, while it was cold outside, the wraps were nice and warm, and maybe if we followed the path the killer took, we might chance upon a clue that might lead us to his identity.

      “Something about this still seems weird,” Cat said through a mouthful of wrap. “There’s no motive.”

      “So a random killing?” I asked. “Do we have to be on the lookout for some kind of psycho who’s out there trying to kill anybody?”

      “Maybe,” Cat replied with a shrug. “It has happened before.”

      “But never here.”

      “No, but there is a first time for everything. All we need is one psycho to decide they like skiing and killing people to come up here, and boom, suddenly we find ourselves with a serial killer on our hands.”

      I shivered, and it had nothing to do with the cold temperature. “Well, that’s a great thought.”

      “You never know. And it’s looking more and more likely. After all, it sounds like the guy was nice.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. I wanted to rebut Cat’s argument, but to be honest, it made a lot more sense than I wanted to admit. Maybe this was just some freak.

      Cat and I walked away from the main village square, back toward the bookshop. We made our way inside, and Cat flopped down on one of the couches, with me taking one of the armchairs across from her.

      Muffin’s nose twitched as his sixth sense that involved knowing exactly when food was nearby activated, but he eventually decided that napping in a beam of sunlight was more comfortable than begging for butter chicken, and he simply stretched quietly and went back to sleep.

      “So if you’re right, how do you catch some sort of psycho serial killer?” I asked Cat.

      She shrugged. “If TV has taught me anything, it’s that we wait for him to make a mistake.”

      “That doesn’t seem to be very efficient. Besides, isn’t that the sort of thing that’s best left to Chase?”

      Cat grinned at me. “Don’t tell me you’re chickening out. After all, we’ve now solved enough murders that I’m pretty sure we should qualify as the unofficial police force here in Sapphire Village. And, if it is a psycho, by hunting him down instead of waiting for Chase to do it, you’re actually helping to keep your boyfriend safe. Since, if it comes down to it, we can always use magic to save our lives.”

      “Yeah, but Chase has a gun in his holster that acts like a pretty good lifesaver too,” I retorted. “He can take care of himself. It’s not like he’s just some small-town cop with no real-life experience. The guy was in the Marines.”

      “Truly spoken like someone who grew up in the human world. Magic is awesome, and it gives us way more of an advantage than any gun ever could.”

      “Except we’re not allowed to use it in front of humans unless our life is in danger.”

      “Well, cops aren’t allowed to use their guns unless they think their lives are in danger, either,” Cat replied. She had a point there.

      “Fine, we keep investigating. But I’m not sure there’s anything else to investigate. After all, we seem to be all out of leads, unless you want to walk around the village for a while hoping we see a guy wearing that exact same toque again.”

      Cat shrugged. “Well, I’ll be keeping an eye out, anyway. But you never know. If it is some psycho, he’ll probably strike again. And then we’ll have more to investigate.”

      “I hope you’re wrong,” I said. Little did I know, it wasn’t going to be very long before she was proved right.
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      Later that afternoon, after Cat had gone back to the café to keep serving customers and I’d reopened the bookshop to do the same, I began to wonder if I should make my way down to Brixton Road later that afternoon and speak with Cat’s mom about my father.

      After all, while I had always considered Corinne, my mom’s best friend who raised me as her own daughter back in Miami, to be my mom, the knowledge that I might be able to find out who my biological father was for the first time was something that was starting to feel attractive to me.

      I was just getting ready to close up and send Cat a text asking if she wanted to come with me when I noticed something happening outside. It seemed like everybody was following one another, all going toward the same spot, and rushing, which was strange.

      After all, like the girl in the café at lunch had said, people here didn’t rush. They meandered slowly, enjoying their holidays, as they should. But now, everyone on the stroll seemed to be going toward something.

      “Watch the shop, Muffin,” I said to the cat who promptly ignored me. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I grabbed my jacket, opened the door, and made my way along with the group of people who seemed to be huddled toward something about a hundred feet away. Pushing my way through the crowd, I eventually made my way toward the front and gasped when I saw what everybody was looking at.

      A woman was lying on the ground, dead. Her white terry cloth robe was open, revealing a cute Hawaiian print bikini. Her black hair was spread around her like a halo, her eyes looking to the sky, unseeing. One of her legs was bent at an unnatural angle.

      “What happened?” I asked nobody in particular.

      “I think she slipped,” a woman next to me replied, looking shocked. Her hands were shaking, and she kept swallowing hard. “I saw it.”

      I looked up to see a railing on the roof of the building I was standing in front of, four stories up. It was another hotel; the roof must have been where the hot tubs were. A faint smell of chlorine emanated from the woman’s body, and there was no way anybody would be swimming in a regular pool in these temperatures. There was no one on the top right now looking over; the woman must have been the only person up there at the time.

      “What do you mean, she slipped?” I found myself asking. After all, after the events of that morning, my brain was definitely in “everything is suspicious” mode.

      “Well, I was just walking along here when all of a sudden I heard a yelp. I looked up, and I saw the woman topple over. She grabbed at the railing, but it was too late. She slipped over the side of it and couldn’t keep a grip, and she fell.” The woman shook her head, and I noticed tears forming in her eyes. “There was nothing I could do.”

      “You’re right,” I said to the woman softly, putting a hand on her arm. “There was nothing you could do, and this wasn’t your fault.”

      “That poor girl. Her poor family.”

      “Excuse me, coming through,” I heard a familiar, commanding voice order, and the crowd parted to let Chase through. He made his way over to the body, checked for a pulse, and sighed. Standing, he addressed the crowd in a booming voice. “Right. I want everybody to move back. Give this woman some respect, and some space. Please, move on. We have officers arriving now who will be setting up a perimeter, and there will be nothing to see here within a few minutes. Anyone who saw the woman fall, please stay here so that I can take your statement.”

      I waved Chase over straight away.

      “Yes?”

      “This woman here saw it happen,” I said to Chase, motioning to the woman next to me.

      He nodded. “Thanks. And you?”

      I shook my head. “No, I was in the bookshop. I came out when I saw all the commotion.”

      “Okay. I’ll call you later, alright?”

      I nodded and turned to go while Chase began taking down the woman’s information. My stomach churned; this was a second death in just one day, and while there was literally nothing that linked the two apart from the fact that both deaths happened at hotels—not exactly unexpected in a town where almost every building had some sort of hotel or apartment setup on its upper floors—I couldn’t help but think about what Cat had said earlier about some random psycho.

      Still, the woman I had spoken to said the woman had slipped and fallen, right?

      I had to admit, I was a bit shaken up. Instead of going back into the bookstore and sitting around waiting for customers, I turned the open sign around, locked up behind me and made my way to Cat’s café, where I knew she’d be getting ready to close up for the day.

      As I walked in, Maddi was busy getting a couple of cupcakes ready in a box to go, and I lined up, looking at all the delicious flavors Cat had available. I knew I shouldn’t really eat two of those delectable cupcakes in a single day, but if I was going to die in a bungee jumping mishap the next day, I supposed it couldn’t really be too bad. At least, that was what I told myself.

      “Hey,” Maddi said to me with a smile as I reached the counter. “Back for another hot chocolate?”

      “Maybe just a cupcake this time,” I said with a smile. “I’d love to try that tiramisu one.”

      “Oh, good choice,” Maddi said with an enthusiastic nod. “I think your cousin found the recipe on Pinterest a few days ago. This is the first day we’ve had them, and they are divine.”

      “Yum,” I said. “Speaking of, is Cat around? I need to speak to her.”

      “Yeah, she’s out the back. I think she’s working on some icing for tomorrow,” Maddi replied. “Feel free to go back there. Let me just grab your cupcake.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a grateful smile as Maddi handed me what looked like baked perfection on a plate. The cake itself was the color of a cappuccino, topped with fluffy white frosting. Chocolate shavings on the frosting gave the cupcake even more of a classy look, and a single espresso bean on the very top finished it off. This was a very nice-looking cupcake indeed.

      Taking my plate, I opened the door to the back kitchen area, where Cat was busily pouring icing sugar from a giant container into a huge mixer set on the floor. She didn’t hear me come in over the whirr of the motor, so instead of interrupting, I simply placed my cupcake on the edge of a large, stainless steel table where Cat did a lot of her baking, grabbed a stool, and watched her work while I started chowing down on my cupcake.

      Watching Cat working in her kitchen was like watching a dancer who knew every step. She worked with elegance and grace, even as her jeans and shirt were covered with a thin dusting of flour, and as I watched her expertly add ingredient after ingredient to the frosting, I could tell from the look on her face that this was exactly what Cat was meant to do with her life. This was her happy place.

      And eating that delicious cupcake was my happy place. There was a cream filling inside as well, which was an added delicious surprise, and when Cat finally noticed me, she burst out laughing.

      “I swear, you eat like a two-year-old.”

      “Yeah, well, this is so good I’m not even going to try and come up with a comeback, and instead I’m just going to keep eating,” I replied, taking another big bite of cupcake.

      “What’s up, anyway? Isn’t the bookstore supposed to be open?”

      I sighed as I was brought right back to the reality of the situation. Explaining to Cat what had happened, her eyes widened as she brought her hands to her mouth.

      “You’re kidding. That’s awful!”

      “I know. So I had to come here. I don’t know. I just didn’t want to be sitting in the bookstore, alone, just a hundred feet from where that happened.”

      “Oh, Alice, I’m sorry. Please, hang out with me. I have to finish making this frosting, but then we can go out to dinner or something, maybe try and get your mind off things. I haven’t been to Pickles’ Pizza in ages.”

      I smiled at my cousin and best friend. “Thanks. I think that’s a good plan. I was also hoping we could go see your mom at some point, so I could ask her about my father.”

      “Of course. Actually, tomorrow morning would be a good time. Grandma Cee has her weekly massage then, so you can ask my mom whatever you want without Grandma Cee throwing out her opinion about your father.”

      I laughed. Grandma Cee definitely could be opinionated, and she wasn’t shy about letting other people know exactly what those opinions were. Besides, the next day was Monday, which meant that the bookshop was closed, so I had the whole day off.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Now, let me just get cleaned up here. You can finish off this cupcake back here where no one else can see you eating like a lion devouring her prey, and then let’s go out and see if we can find some information about this woman who’s been killed. Because frankly, I’m with you. Two deaths on the same day in Sapphire Village? There’s something weird about that. You’re not going to manage to stop thinking about it, so we might as well investigate.”

      I smiled. Typical Cat logic.

      Five minutes later, Cat and I were leaving the coffee shop and heading back toward the hotel where the woman’s body had been. The crowd of onlookers had mostly dissipated; there were now only a handful of people meandering around the yellow police tape cordon wrapped around one of those makeshift tents. I assumed the tent had been set up to hide the body, since we were still right in the middle of the stroll.

      Cat and I made our way to the uniformed officer guarding the entrance to the tent. “Can you get Chief Griffon for me?” I asked. “I need to talk to him.”

      “One second, I’ll see if he’s available,” the officer replied, ducking inside the tent, making sure that Cat and I weren’t able to get a glimpse of the body as he made his way through. About a minute later, both men came out. Chase ducked under the police tape and motioned for Cat and me to follow him, and the three of us moved about thirty feet away, ducking into a quiet corner where we could chat.

      “How’s this new investigation going?” I asked, and Chase shook his head.

      “Well, it’s eye-opening, that’s for sure. You said you weren’t here when it happened?”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “Well, I can tell you it almost certainly wasn’t an accident.”

      “Really?” Cat asked, her eyes widening. “We didn’t think it could be. Do you think both killings are linked, then?”

      “Or was it a suicide?” I asked. After all, people had been known to jump to their deaths before.

      “No, it wasn’t a suicide either. Cat is right; they were both murders. And while I’m not sure if they’re linked yet, I think they are.”

      “How do you know it was a murder?” I asked. “I mean, the woman I spoke to said it looked like the woman had slipped.”

      “There was a message left up above, in the pool area. Someone had spray painted tourists go home on the ground where the woman had been standing when she went over.”

      Cat and I both gasped. Someone was killing tourists here in Sapphire Village.
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      “No way,” I said. “Really?”

      “Yes,” Chase nodded solemnly. “As of right now, we’re treating the two deaths as being linked, and that’s the motive we’re working with.”

      “That’s unbelievable,” Cat said. “I know we’ve got issues stemming from the resort’s popularity, but that’s no reason to be killing people.”

      “I agree,” Chase said. “Obviously this is not the way to go about solving the town’s problems. But it does mean we need to find out who’s doing this sooner rather than later.”

      “So does that mean you’re okay with Cat and I looking into things too?” I asked coyly, and Chase shot me a look.

      “If you come up with anything promising, like a suspect, I want you to come to me. Don’t talk to anyone that you think might have killed people. But apart from that, I suppose I can’t stop you, and I know you’re going to do it anyway, so why bother telling you not to?”

      “Now you’re getting it,” Cat grinned. “Good. Let us help. Goodness knows you could use it. You must have one hundred percent of the Sapphire Village police force out right now, and I bet it’s still not enough.”

      Chase shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, and I knew Cat was right. Chase just didn’t want to admit it.

      “We’ll do a bit of subtle investigating—you know, sometimes people are more willing to talk to people they think are friends and not cops—and we’ll let you know anything we find out that might help lead to this killer.”

      “Thanks,” Chase told me with a grateful smile. “I appreciate it.”

      “Do you have anything else you can tell us?” I asked, but Chase shook his head.

      “Not much to go on, to be honest. There’s a sporting goods store near the first hotel that caught a person of interest on camera. Off the record, he’s definitely the main suspect, but it’s not a good shot.”

      “I know, we saw it, if it’s Annelise’s store,” I said, and Chase nodded, obviously impressed at our initiative.

      “Apart from that, we have virtually nothing. The man was killed at close range. In all likelihood, the man would have just walked up to him and shot him in the head, and he wouldn’t have even known it was coming.”

      “Thank goodness for small mercies,” I muttered.

      “There are some security cameras in the hot tub area of the other hotel, but unfortunately it appears our killer knew exactly where they were. He was wearing a cap for the split second that he appeared in one of them, and so we’re virtually unable to identify him from it, since it was a generic New York Yankees cap.”

      “Great. So he staked out where he was going to kill his victims before he did it,” I muttered. “This is definitely premeditated stuff.”

      “Absolutely. Anyway, I have to go. This case is obviously a top priority. As it stands, this man has in all likelihood killed two people today to advance his agenda, and I don’t want it to become three.”

      “Of course,” Cat nodded.

      “Also, can the two of you keep the motive quiet? We don’t want people actually knowing that someone is killing tourists here. The fact that two tourists have been murdered is already going to have a pretty heavy impact on the economy, I think. I can easily picture people canceling their holidays here, and to be honest, I’m not sure I can blame them.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I think it’s in everyone’s interest to keep that motive as quiet as possible.”

      “Everyone except the killer’s,” Cat replied, leading to a heavy silence for a moment. We all knew what was at stake here.

      “Right,” Chase said after a minute. “I’ve got to get going. Text me if you find anything.”

      “Of course,” I nodded. He made his way back to his crime scene while Cat and I headed back to the bookshop to do some planning. After all, this was no longer just about us trying to find a killer. This potentially had the impact to kill the whole town.

      I loved Sapphire Village. I felt more at home here than I had anywhere else. Miami was where I’d grown up, and sure, it was nice in some ways. I definitely missed the beach sometimes, and it was nice being able to go outside without looking and feeling like the Michelin Man in winter. But Sapphire Village well and truly felt like home. The fact that someone was trying to destroy that, to destroy this place that had come to mean so much to me, was absolutely infuriating.

      Not to mention, the fact that someone was out there killing people was something that needed to be stopped.

      “Alright,” I said to Cat. “We need to come up with a plan.”

      “Agreed,” Cat replied. “And we need to do it fast. After all, it sounds like two people have already been killed, and that’s just in one day. Who knows what this psycho has planned next.”

      I grabbed my iPad. “I know there are a few local Facebook groups, and some of them are a bit vocal about the over-tourism here lately. They’ve been posting links to articles on the same problems in places like Barcelona and Venice. I think we should look into a few of the more prominent posters.”

      “Good,” Cat nodded. “I think that’s a good start.”

      She pulled out her phone and opened Facebook while I did the same on my iPad. The two of us worked in silence for a little while, scrolling through posts and reading the comments.

      “Hey,” I said suddenly, reading a post from a few hours earlier. “There’s actually a meeting tonight at the library for people to discuss how the housing crunch has affected them.”

      “Really?” Cat said, her eyebrows rising as she leaned over to have a look at my screen. “That could be a great way to scope out some people who might want the tourism levels here to drop and might go to huge lengths to have that happen.”

      I nodded. “For sure. It starts in an hour. We should go.”

      One of the major complaints from residents in town was that because Sapphire Village was becoming more and more popular, a lot of property owners were choosing to put their properties up on short-term rental sites like AirBNB rather than renting them out long-term to locals, which was putting upward pressure on prices and making it harder for locals to find places to rent. Not to mention, property prices were rising almost constantly, making it more and more difficult for people who wanted to spend their lives here to buy a place.

      It also seemed like exactly the sort of place where a killer who’d been trying to get rid of tourists would be.

      Fifty minutes later, Cat and I were making our way through the entrance to the library conference room where the meeting was being held. I had to admit, I was surprised by the turnout. There had to be at least fifty people here, most of them young. That part made sense; the rise in housing costs had only been a major thing for a few years. A lot of the older residents here in Sapphire Village had bought their properties long before values soared well above what anyone working locally could afford to pay.

      “Have a look if anyone here looks like they might be the guy from the security camera,” Cat said to me quietly, and I made my way toward a folding table at the back where a thermos of coffee and some grocery store-donuts had been laid out.

      I was just starting to wonder how I was going to manage to get someone’s attention—and how I was going to try and figure out if they were the killer—when someone solved that problem for me.

      He was tall, about six foot two, with broad shoulders and about three days’ worth of stubble. Still, his brown eyes were kind as he smiled at me. “Hi, I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”

      “I’m Alice,” I said, shaking his outstretched hand. “I run the bookshop that my Aunt Francine used to own.”

      “Oh, of course. Cancer is such an awful disease. I’m sorry for your loss,” the man said, shaking his head. “I’m Cal. Cal Smithe. I run the Locals for Sapphire Village group, which is hosting this event.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said, wondering if I was looking into the eyes of a stone-cold killer. Somehow, I doubted it.

      “It’s great to see more locals coming here and getting involved,” Cal said.

      “Absolutely. I know I’m relatively new to town, but it’s crazy how expensive everything is,” I said. “And it’s so hard to find housing. I know I got lucky with all of my family living here, but I know I’m the exception rather than the rule.”

      “Yes,” Cal nodded enthusiastically. “And it’s fantastic that you’re here tonight to help us push for more affordable housing situations for everyone. It takes a whole community to keep this place going, if prices stay this high, the community aspect of Sapphire Village risks being eroded away.”

      “I really want to do something about it, you know?”

      “I do. Our plan here is to keep pushing the local council and the municipality to do something about it. The more we keep our voices heard, the better our chances of getting a good result.”

      “I agree,” I said. “Although honestly, I’m not sure writing letters is enough. After all, a lot of the time violent protests can really get the job done.”

      Cal gave me a strange look. “Perhaps, but violence isn’t the Sapphire Village way. We’re strictly a group dedicated to peaceful protest, no matter what our individual members may believe.”

      I nodded quickly. “Oh, for sure. I just meant that sometimes I feel like some people might think change isn’t happening fast enough.” I hoped my backtracking worked. If Cal was in favor of using violence to reach his means, he certainly wasn’t making that fact known publicly.

      “Well, I certainly hope not. I know things are difficult in town right now, but I’d hate to think that anyone could harbor a grudge so deep they’d be willing to commit violence against other human beings to get something done.”

      Well, if nothing else, Cal Smithe at least sounded like a pacifist. I knew better than to strike him off my list of suspects based on words alone, though. A murderer would definitely want people to think he was a pacifist.

      “Did you hear about the man who was killed in the hotel by the gondola this morning?” I asked, changing the subject. “That’s absolutely horrifying.”

      “It is,” Cal nodded. “I feel for the poor man, and his wife, who I heard was staying with him.”

      “She was,” I confirmed. “Were you in the area when it happened? It was quite something.”

      “I’m afraid I was in bed, sleeping, after a long shift at work,” Cal smiled. “I work as one of the groomers for the mountain, so my mornings tend to start around three or four in the afternoon.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Well, it certainly wasn’t a nice scene.” I shook my head sadly.

      “No. No, I can’t imagine it would have been. Anyway, it was nice to meet you.”

      “You too,” I said with a smile as Cal walked off. I frowned after him. He definitely didn’t have any alibi for the first murder, and I didn’t really want to sound like I was interrogating him by asking about the second. He didn’t seem to be the kind of person that would murder tourists in cold blood, but then again, people were very good at hiding the fact that they were killers. And he did seem like he could fit the general look of the person we had seen on camera. If only he had been wearing a windbreaker with a triangle on it.

      Just then, Cal made his way up to the microphone at the front of the room. It looked like the meeting was starting.
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      “Hello, everyone. I want to start by thanking you all for being here today,” Cal started. “The cost of living and increasing difficulty in finding housing is a growing problem in our small community, and the number of people I see here today interested in solving that problem shows that to be the case.”

      I looked around as I made my way toward an empty seat next to Cat. People went from milling around together to sitting on the chairs as Cal brought the meeting to order. He waited for a minute while everyone got settled before continuing.

      “Thank you again for coming. I’m hoping that tonight we can come up with a few good ideas as a group that might help tackle the ongoing problems our community is facing. I have a whiteboard here. Please feel free to call out any ideas you might have. I’m going to start: I think we should start a letter-writing campaign to the municipality’s top officials. I’m sure many of you know our mayor, Frank. He’s a good man, and while I know he’s well aware of the problems we face and doing his best to solve them, some of the others on council aren’t quite as enlightened. I’ll be making a list of people to send our concerns to.”

      A murmur of assent rose from the crowd; evidently, the majority thought this was a good idea.

      “What about a task force charged with fining illegal nightly rentals?” someone called out from the crowd.

      “Yes. Who said that? Could you stand up, please?” A tall, blonde, muscular woman did as Cal asked.

      “We need a bylaw task force that spends time online finding the addresses of illegal nightly rentals on sites like AirBNB and fines them, so it’s no longer worth it for them to list their properties. After all, the fine for running a nightly rental in the residential parts of town that aren’t zoned for it is two grand a night. It shouldn’t take long before most of them are shut down, if someone in town cares enough to actually fine them.”

      “That’s an excellent idea,” Cal said. “Our residential neighborhoods are for residents, and the zoning was set up the way it was for a reason. There are plenty of places directly in town that are zoned for nightly accommodation, and tourists can always stay there. By helping the municipality get rid of illegal nightly rentals in residential neighborhoods that are not zoned to allow it, perhaps the owners of those properties will begin renting them out long-term to locals. Those are the sorts of things this group wants to accomplish.”

      A murmur of assent rose up from the crowd as the woman sat down. Evidently, the majority of the people here agreed with that idea, and to be honest, I couldn’t see anything wrong with it either.

      “What about those of us who own property?” a voice called out. “Don’t we have the right to do what we want with property we have bought?”

      I looked around to see where the voice came from. A tall man with black hair and a thin face was the one who had said it; he was sitting near the front row.

      “While that is a good point, and your property should be for you to do as you see fit, if you are in breach of zoning rules, then you should be fined,” Cal said. “After all, the zoning rules were put there for a reason. Our residential neighborhoods are for residents. They are zoned that way for a reason. Speaking as somebody who has lived in a building that had multiple apartments put up on nightly rental sites, it’s definitely a different feel and a different atmosphere to the quiet residential living most of us expect when we buy a property. You have constant parties, people coming in and out at all hours, there’s no sense of community, and there’s more damage done to community property from people who don’t care. The rules with zoning are in place for a reason, and one of those reasons is that the people who live here do want this to be a community. They want to live with people who also live here, and they buy their property with the knowledge that everything around them is zoned similarly.”

      “I still think the government should be staying out of my business, not telling me what I can and can’t do with my property,” the same man grumbled.

      “Well, that’s your opinion, and you’re entitled to it, but the municipality has a different view of things and if you’re running nightly rentals in a part of town that isn’t zoned for it, you risk a fine. And frankly, I think that’s a good thing.”

      “I own a property directly in Sapphire Village,” a woman piped up. She was short and incredibly thin, with gorgeous black hair that reached her hips. “I rent it out to some long-term locals for a rate that’s under the market price, mainly because I understand the importance of the community here. But because it’s zoned for nightly rentals, I also have to pay five thousand a year to Sapphire Village as a tourism promotion tax, which people whose properties are not zoned for nightly rentals do not have to pay. So all of those people who are running illegal nightly rentals are not paying the taxes that those who run legal ones have to pay.”

      “These are all good points,” Cal said. “At this point, I’d rather we not get into a discussion about whether illegal nightly rentals are ethical or not. I think we should move ahead with a push to have the municipality begin fining the people running these places.”

      For the next forty minutes, Cal led the group in a discussion to figure out not only what the group was going to do, but how they were going to do it. A push to write council letters encouraging them to start a task force was started, and the discussion continued, remaining mostly civil until the very end.

      When Cal had finished listing the address where everybody should mail their letters if they weren’t happy with how things were going with the current council, a man with a buzz cut stood up and turned to face everybody.

      “I understand everybody here thinks it’s well and good to just keep writing letters, but is anybody here as sick and tired of this as I am?” he asked. “It’s not the first time this has been an issue. Sure, affordability is at an all-time low right now, but I’ve lived here for fifteen years now, and there hasn’t been a single time when anybody has been on the side of the locals. It’s all tourists, tourists, tourists. Everything is spent on them, and making their experience better, while we locals suffer. The sidewalks in my neighborhood have been in a total state of disrepair for about three years now, and nothing is ever done about it. But hey, at least they put in free Wi-Fi for all of the tourists all over town.”

      I looked up closely at the man. He sounded just angry enough to be the type of person who might do something excessive about this problem. He was about the right height and weight to be the man in the video, but the man in the video had had hair.

      Still, it was possible that this guy had cut his hair that day. Or maybe he was wearing a wig in the video.

      “Do you know who this is?” I whispered to Cat, and she nodded.

      “Yeah. Simon Ulrich. He’s the main manager of one of the landscaping businesses in town, I think. In the winter he works the desk at one of the hotels.”

      I couldn’t help but notice that a few of the people around the room were nodding in agreement with Simon as he continued. “It’s time that we do more than just write letters,” he said.

      “What do you suggest, then?” Cal asked, crossing his arms. “Don’t tell me you’re suggesting violence, because that’s absolutely not okay here, and if you are inciting violence, I will have to ask you to leave.”

      “I’m not saying violence,” Simon replied, “but I do think we can do more than just write letters and lobby public officials. Make our voice heard. I know the local hardware store sells spray paint. If someone were to buy a can and let tourists know that there are too many of them with a bit of graffiti, sure, it’s technically a crime, but it’s a crime that doesn’t hurt anybody.”

      “Sorry, Simon,” Cal said. “This group advocates peaceful and legal resolution to our issues.”

      “So what happens when that doesn’t work? When you start yet another letter campaign that leads to nothing happening, what are you going to do then? What are the rest of us, those who are sick and tired of seeing our community destroyed, going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Cal said. “But whatever it is, it’s going to have to happen outside of this group.”

      “That’s fine,” Simon said. “I’m going to be starting a Facebook page for anybody who wants to join where we can share ideas freely and openly, even if they might not be considered technically legal.”

      Looking around the room, there were more than a few people who looked like they were definitely going to join that page. Cat looked over at me and raised her eyebrows, and I knew she was thinking exactly the same thing I was. These were the people that were angry, and who were angry enough to consider breaking the law. Had one of them already started? Was Simon willing to go to much greater lengths than simply spray painting his disapproval on a wall?
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      “Well, that was certainly enlightening,” I said to Cat as we walked back home.

      “It really was,” Cat said. “Did you see Simon and get an invite to his new Facebook page?”

      “I did,” I nodded. “I’m hoping that the killer was at that meeting and is also going to join.”

      “We can hope, but to be honest, I’m not sure he will. After all, it would only bring attention to himself, and right now, whoever it is probably wants to keep attention as far from him as possible.”

      My heart sunk as I realized what Cat was saying made perfect sense. “You’re right. But we can hope. I saw you speaking to the guy who thought he should be able to do whatever he wanted with his properties.”

      “Yes, I know him fairly well. His name is Michael, and he used to be the property manager in my building, until he branched out and started working for the mountain. He’s in some sort of middle management role now. He wanted to know how things are going with the cupcake shop.”

      “Ah, nice.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s nothing that’s going to help us find out who killed those people. But I don’t think there’s anything else we can do for tonight.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Do you want to come with me tomorrow to Brixton Road to see your mom?”

      “Sure,” Cat said. “I’ll come by around eleven if that works for you.”

      “Definitely. I’ll see you then.” Cat and I separated, and I made my way back to the bookshop and apartment above, thinking all the while about the people I had met that night and wondering if any of them might have been a stone-cold killer.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning Cat came by just before eleven, as promised. The bookshop was closed, and I had enjoyed a nice breakfast burrito from my favorite place in town. Now, I was sitting on one of the couches, watching Muffin’s tiny little tummy rise up and down as he bathed in a ray of sunlight that poured through the window onto his beanbag.

      “Ready?” Cat asked, and I nodded. To be completely honest, the closer this moment got, the more nervous I was. After all, I had gone my entire life believing that I would never know who my father was. Corinne, the friend of my mom’s who had taken me from Sapphire Village and raised me as her own in Miami, had no idea who he was. My mom had never told her. However, I really hoped that she had told her sister.

      “Hey, it’s going to be fine, okay?” Cat said, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze. Evidently, my emotions were written all over my face.

      “Thanks,” I said, giving my cousin a small smile. “Let’s do this.”

      I closed the blinds at the front of the shop, earning a meow of disapproval from Muffin, then opened the portal to get to Brixton Road.

      Jumping through the light that had appeared, and a split second later I found myself in the crazy magical world known as Brixton Road. Today, the sky was a pastel green color, dotted with stars in constellations I didn’t recognize. Cat appeared next to me a moment later, and we made our way toward the road, which was made up of round, pastel-colored dots like giant M&Ms. That wasn’t the craziest thing about it, though; every step was like walking on a trampoline, and Cat and I bounced easily toward the house where her mom lived.

      “Cat! Alice! How lovely to see you both,” Sage greeted us as soon as we walked into the house. She wore what she always did—a gingham print dress that made her look exactly like a 1950s housewife. Her red hair was curled at the ends, adding to the look.

      “Hi, Mom,” Cat said, going over and giving her mom a quick hug. “Alice has some questions and we were hoping that you might be able to answer them.”

      “Of course, of course,” Sage said, motioning for us to follow her. “I’ve just got a batch of chocolate chip cookies baking in the oven right now. Let’s get the two of you some warm cookies and a glass of milk, and I’ll help out in any way I can.”

      I smiled gratefully at Sage. She was basically the ideal mom, and every time I came here it felt like she was more of a mother to me than an aunt. I really enjoyed the way she made me feel like I had lived here my entire life, rather than being a very new transplant into the family.

      The three of us made our way into the house, whose interior was absolutely huge despite the rather modest-looking exterior. It was some sort of magic, but regardless, the kitchen was absolutely enormous, and Cat and I made our way to the island in the middle of the room and pulled out a couple of stools from underneath the breakfast bar and sat ourselves down on them. Sage pulled a tray of cookies from the oven, and my mouth began to water as the sweet aroma of chocolate chips and sugar reached my nostrils.

      “Yum,” I said as Sage placed six cookies on a plate and pushed it toward Cat and me. Making her way to one of the cabinets, she pulled out a couple of glasses and pointed at the fridge, and a moment later it opened, a jug of milk magically floating out and pouring itself into the glasses before magically flying back into the refrigerator and closing the door behind itself.

      Sage placed the glasses in front of the two of us, then wiped her hands on her apron and looked from one of us to the other.

      “So, what did you have to ask me?”

      “Alice wants to know about her father,” Cat explained, looking toward me. She must have known that I was feeling nervous; now that she had brought up the topic, there was nothing I could do to hide from this conversation.

      I nodded. “Cat tells me you know who my father was.”

      “I do,” Sage replied. “Although I haven’t heard from him in years and years.”

      “Who was he? What was he like?”

      Cat picked up a cookie off the plate and began munching away on it, but I was so nervous about Sage’s answer that I ignored the treats and looked at her carefully.

      Sage got a distant look in her eyes, like she was thinking back on a time long ago. “Your father was a very nice man. He was what’s called a ski bum; he lived in Sapphire Village for about a year. Before that, I know he lived in Telluride, and Steamboat Springs, and somewhere in Utah. I think he even did a season up in Canada at a place called Red Mountain. He met your mother on the hill here; they were riding the same chairlift.”

      “What was his name?” I asked.

      “Justin,” Sage said with a frown. “Justin something. Justin Roberts. That was it, Justin Roberts.”

      “Did you know him well?” Cat asked, pushing the plate of cookies over toward me. This time, I took one, and as soon as I took a bite, I was reminded exactly where Cat had gotten all of her culinary prowess. It was absolutely delicious.

      “To be honest, no. I think I only met him a couple of times. It was a real whirlwind romance between Justin and Jenny. I don’t think either one of them was too serious about it. The October after they met, Justin got a job working at a ski resort in Japan, and he went over there. It was about two weeks after his flight that Jenny came to me and told me she was pregnant.”

      “Did she tell him?” I asked, and Sage shook her head.

      “No. I wanted her to, of course. I thought he had a right to know, but there were a few problems with that. For one thing, Jenny had no way to contact him anymore. You have to remember, this is back in the eighties. The Internet didn’t exist, and international phone calls cost multiple dollars per minute back then. The only way she could have gotten in contact with him would have been by writing a letter, but he didn’t have an address when he left, and he never wrote to her. All she knew was that he was working at a resort in northern Japan. I’m not sure if he even told her which one it was. Maybe Niseko? I’m not sure. But either way, I know Jenny didn’t want him to know. After all, magical ability is passed down through the mother, so Jenny knew straight away that the child she was going to give birth to would be a witch. She had never told Justin that she had magical abilities; we’re not allowed to tell humans about it unless things are very serious.”

      “So she decided to keep it a secret,” I said, staring down at the granite countertops.

      “That’s right,” Sage said. “They were young, and given Justin’s lifestyle, Jenny was sure that he wouldn’t want to have a kid. And she was confident that she was going to be able to raise you by herself. I know she intended to tell you about Justin eventually, but of course, she never got the opportunity to.”

      “She never told Corinne who the father was,” I said.

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Sage replied. “Your mother was very much one to keep things close to the chest. She didn’t even want to tell me initially, but I figured it out on my own. When I told her I knew who the father was, she admitted it to me, but that was the only reason why. And I imagine that when she gave you to Corinne to raise, she had other things on her mind.”

      I nodded, and as much as I tried to suppress the feeling, I had to admit I was a little bit disappointed by this new revelation. I had hoped it would turn out that my father had been best friends with Sage as well, and she would have known a whole lot about him, and maybe he even lived nearby, maybe in Portland. I wasn’t sure that I was going to want to meet him, but at least I would have had the option.

      Cat, in that way she always had of knowing exactly what I was thinking, placed a hand on mine.

      “Hey, it’s not the end of the world, okay? If you want to find your dad, we’ll find him.”

      I nodded glumly. “I’m guessing you don’t have any pictures of him?”

      “I think I might,” Sage said. “Eat some cookies, and I’ll be back soon.”

      I took another cookie off the plate and mindlessly began to chew as Sage left the kitchen and went off to look for the old photos.

      “What about your father?” I asked Cat. “Do you know who he was?”

      Cat nodded. “I do, yeah. He moved away about fifteen years ago, but he was around for a lot of my early childhood. When he and my mom broke up when I was ten, he decided he didn’t want anything else to do with us, and he left. I haven’t seen him since.”

      “Oh, that’s so difficult, I’m sorry,” I said, but Cat just shrugged.

      “Thanks, but I’m used to it. Honestly, while I spent a lot of my teenage years thinking I had done something wrong and that it was my fault he left, I’ve come to realize that really it’s his own problem, and that if he doesn’t want to be involved in the life of a daughter as awesome as I am, then it’s his loss.”

      I grinned. “I wish I could have the same confidence as you.”

      “Well, your father doesn’t even know you exist. Do you know if you want to try and find him?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. After all, what if he’s super mad that Jenny didn’t tell him about me?”

      “That’s not your fault, though.”

      “True, but will he see it that way?”

      “He might not. But he might also love the fact that he has a daughter and want to get to know you. Just because I had a negative experience with my father doesn’t mean they’re all bad. I guess what you have to decide is whether the risk of him not wanting a life with you is worth the reward of finding your father and building a relationship as an adult.”

      “Who’s this wise woman and what have you done with my cousin?” I teased, and Cat threw a piece of cookie at me.

      “Please, I’m the wisest person you know.”

      Before I was able to hit Cat with a witty retort, however, Sage came back into the room with a small four-by-six photo in her hand.

      “This is the only picture I have of the two of them together,” she said, handing me the image. I had to admit, I was a little bit nervous. This was going to be the first time I ever saw a picture of the man who fathered me. I already knew that I looked like my mom—or at least my mom’s family. The ghost of my aunt Francine was basically a mirror image of me, if I gained a hundred pounds.

      I studied the picture for a couple of minutes. My eyes went to my mom first. I definitely did look a lot like her. We had the same red hair, and her smile looked exactly like mine. Her nose was different, though, and her eyes were more like Sage’s than mine. Still, there was definitely a family resemblance there. As I glanced over at the man next to her, however, I had to admit I saw almost nothing of me in him. He had his arm wrapped around Jenny, and the two of them were laughing into the camera. The picture had obviously been taken at the top of the mountain. They were dressed in very eighties ski clothes, with hats and goggles. Justin was taller than Jenny. His dark, curly hair poked out from underneath his hat, and his eyes were set deep into his face but still gleamed with a mischievous joie de vivre. He had a broad smile and a small nose, but what stood out most of all was the look of pure happiness on his face. My mom wore the same expression. She had her arm wrapped around Justin and was leaning into his chest. They were obviously a very happy couple, and I couldn’t help but feel a little bit of sadness that it hadn’t lasted between them.

      On top of that, I couldn’t help but be aware of the fact that about a year after this photo had been taken, my mother was dead.

      Tears welled up in my eyes involuntarily, and Cat wrapped an arm around me.

      “Please, keep that picture,” Sage told me. “I want you to have it.”

      “Thank you,” I managed to croak out without my voice breaking completely.

      “Come on, I think that’s enough of a trip down memory lane for one day,” Cat told me, and the two of us got up and began to head back toward the front door. Sage met us there a minute later with a Tupperware container full of cookies for the road, and the two of us left and made our way back to the portals that led to the human world.

      I remembered virtually nothing of the trip back to Sapphire Village. All I could think about was the picture of my biological parents, which was now sitting in the pocket of my jacket, a protective hand laid carefully over it.
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      “Are you okay?” Cat asked when we made our way back into the bookshop.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I am. It’s just weird, you know? I never knew what my dad looked like. I never knew what he was like. As far as I knew, he could’ve been some guy who had a one-night stand with my mom. But that picture, it shows how much they loved each other. I mean, you can see the happiness written on both their faces. And that makes me happy, you know? But then I wonder how he would feel knowing he has a daughter. Would he want to meet me? Or would he rather pretend I didn’t exist? I kind of wish I could know the answers to those questions before I go looking for him, but I also know that there is no way to do that.”

      Cat gave me a small smile. “I can understand that, for sure. It was really difficult for me, and for Peaches too, to come to terms with the fact that our father didn’t want to be a father to us at all. I’m not sure it would actually be easier to find out as an adult, although I would like to believe it is.”

      “I guess I’m getting ahead of myself, anyway,” I shrugged. “I don’t even know where he lives, or if he’s even alive. After all, no one in this family seems to have heard from him in the last thirty years. A lot can happen during that time.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re being realistic about things,” Cat told me. “But if you ever end up deciding you want to see where this goes, please let me know. I’ll happily help you find him online or whatever.”

      “Thanks,” I said, shooting Cat a grateful smile.

      “Now, what do you say you put that photo somewhere safe and the two of us go grab a slice of pizza for lunch and figure out what it is we’re going to do about this killer going around town.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I smiled.

      Fifteen minutes later Cat and I were sitting at a booth at Pickles’ Pizza. Pickles, a cute border collie who spent all of his days sitting in front of the pizza parlor barking for pats from passersby, managed to sneak a couple of belly rubs from the two of us before we made our way in. We had been greeted by Karen, the owner, who immediately told us to take a seat wherever we wanted and that she would send someone by soon to take our orders.

      “I think we need a list of suspects,” I said.

      “I agree,” Cat replied. “Has your membership into that Facebook group been accepted yet?”

      “I haven’t checked. Let me have a look,” I said, pulling out my phone and opening the Facebook app. “Oh, yes, it looks like I’m in.”

      Cat snuck around to the other side of the booth, sliding in next to me so she could have a look.

      “Is there anyone in there advocating open violence against anyone?”

      “Hold on, I haven’t had a chance to look at any of the threads yet,” I said. I began to scroll and found that so far, every single one of the three posts in the group had been started by Simon. There were no comments underneath any of them yet.

      “Well, that’s a bit disappointing,” Cat said as she realized the Facebook group hadn’t taken off straight away.

      “In a way, it’s a good thing,” I said. “After all, if we had a whole bunch of people on here advocating for violence, we’d have more suspects than we could possibly handle.”

      “That’s true,” Cat said just as Karen made her way toward us.

      “Alright, ladies, are you ready to order yet? Or should I give you a few more minutes?”

      “I think we are ready,” Cat replied. “At least, I’m ready. But then again, I order the same thing every single time I come here.”

      “I know what I’m getting as well,” I replied, giving Karen a smile. “Sorry, we were just looking at Simon’s new Facebook group.”

      “The one advocating change with respect to housing in Sapphire Village?” Karen asked. “My daughter was at the meeting last night and came back and told me about it.”

      “What do you think about it?” I asked, and Karen shrugged.

      “To be completely honest, I’m not sure I like the idea of it. I think something does need to be done. Even though my houses have gone up in value enormously over the last few years, the result of it is that my daughter can’t find a place to stay anymore, since she’s only twenty-one and so obviously didn’t buy a house before prices started going through the stratosphere. I think I would rather my house be worth slightly less if that meant my daughter could afford to live in the town where she grew up. But that said, I don’t think breaking the law is the way to do it.”

      “Even if it’s a law that doesn’t actually hurt anyone?” Cat asked.

      “Broken laws are broken laws,” Karen said. “I think Cal has the right idea. Advocating for change via legal avenues has got to be the right way to go.”

      “Do you know Cal well at all?” I found myself asking. After all, even though he openly advocated for peaceful and legal change, I knew that what people said on the outside and what they believed inside could often be two different things.

      “He’s a regular,” Karen replied with a shrug. “We’ve spoken about this before, though; he’s extremely passionate about this town and making sure that we maintain a sense of community through this growth spurt. Why are you asking about him?”

      “Well, it’s got to do with the murder yesterday morning,” Cat said, and Karen’s eyes widened.

      “I heard about that. I was still asleep when it happened, but as soon as I came into work, I heard about it. What an absolutely awful thing to have happen.”

      “It really was,” I nodded. “Unfortunately, Cat and I were among the first people on the scene, and we saw the body. We’re reasonably certain that whoever killed this man did so entirely because he was a tourist.”

      Karen sat down in the booth next to Cat, looking a little bit queasy. “You have to be joking.”

      “We are most definitely not joking,” Cat replied. “Couple that with the woman who fell off a hotel balcony last night, and I don’t think Sapphire Village is going to have a great reputation for a little while.” I appreciated that Cat was keeping what Chase had told us to herself for now. After all, he had told us that in confidence, and I didn’t want to go around spreading secret police insider information to others.

      Karen shook her head sadly. “That’s a tragedy as well. But if someone really did murder that man entirely to send a message that tourists aren’t welcome here, well, I want that person found as quickly as possible. After all, we may have our problems, but the tourism industry is the only reason there is a town here at all, and I personally appreciate every tourist to come through these doors to get a pizza.”

      “Agreed,” Cat nodded. “That’s why Alice and I are looking into things, because we absolutely want this person caught. Besides, I don’t want somebody who thinks killing people is acceptable living in the same town as me. Whoever did this belongs in jail, and nowhere else.”

      Karen’s eyes widened as she realized the implications of our earlier conversation. “You don’t think Cal could have done this, do you?”

      “We don’t know,” Cat said, opening her palms. “We were hoping you might be able to help us out with that, especially if you’ve had a lot of conversations with him. We know that he has been talking about peaceful protest, but what about when he’s not in public? Has he ever mentioned anything to you that might make you think he would be willing to take things into his own hands?”

      “Oh, absolutely not,” Karen replied. “I’ve spoken with Cal about the subject ten, maybe fifteen times in the last year, and every time he’s always been insistent that writing letters to counsel, starting grassroots campaigns, and engaging in peaceful protests are the way to get the attention of the council here and to have meaningful change enacted. He’s definitely never once implied that violence might be a solution.”

      “That’s good to know, thank you,” Cat said. “The sooner we can eliminate the people who are innocent from our investigation, the sooner we can try and find the actual killer. Do you have any idea who might be willing to go to any lengths to get rid of tourists?”

      Karen shook her head slowly. “No, I can’t think of who might want to do that. At least, I seriously hope I don’t know anybody who would be willing to do that. But at the same time, I can’t help but think it has to be somebody who has lived here long-term. After all, the seasonal workers who stay for a year or two, they don’t care. They don’t plan on living here forever or raising their children here. It sucks that they have to pay such high rent, but they’re here for a year or two, mainly to party. As much as it saddens me, I think if someone is specifically targeting tourists, it’s going to be somebody who has been here for a while.”

      The three of us sat silent for a moment as the impact of Karen’s words sunk in. She was right; she had to be right. Whoever did this, whoever was killing tourists, was almost certainly a long-term resident of Sapphire Village. We really, really had to find whoever it was.

      “Well, on that cheery note, let’s get some pizza,” Cat deadpanned a moment later, snapping the three of us out of our thoughts. Karen stood back up, pulled a notepad out from her apron, and listened as Cat and I placed our orders.

      “If only she could serve us up a murderer on a silver platter,” Cat said as Karen left.

      “Unfortunately, I think it’s going to be a lot harder than that,” I replied.
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      After eating way too much pizza for lunch, Cat and I left Pickles’ Pizza feeling full, but we also had a plan. We figured it was unlikely that Cal was the murderer, but at the same time, we thought that maybe some of the documents he had might lead us toward the real killer.

      That meant that that night, while Cal was at work, Cat and I were going to break into his home and look through his things. It was relatively easy to do as a witch, but I couldn’t help but feel incredibly nervous.

      After all, committing a felony was really not in my usual repertoire.

      But before then, Cat and I were also going to check out where Simon worked. After all, he had been the most outspoken advocate the night before of using violence to get things done.

      We left the pizza place and made our way toward the gondola. Funnily enough, the hotel where Simon worked was almost directly across the street from the hotel where the man had been shot.

      “Don’t you think if he was going to kill somebody, he would have done it at the hotel where he works?” Cat asked me. “After all, he would know exactly where to go, what parts of the hotel have security cameras, what parts of the hotel are busy when, and how to get away. In another hotel, however, all of that would be completely different.”

      “Sure, but if you kill somebody in the hotel you work at, you’re automatically a bigger suspect,” I replied. “After all, wouldn’t Chase and the police think of exactly what you just said? However, if you went into a neighboring hotel and tried to learn those things as well, before committing a murder, you’d have a much better chance of getting away with it.”

      “I guess that’s a valid point,” Cat admitted. “Still, I think it would have made a lot more sense if he had killed somebody in the hotel he worked at.”

      “Well, let’s just keep an open mind for now. Simon isn’t our only suspect, and he may very well be innocent, but he might also be guilty. Let’s investigate and see what we can figure out.”

      The two of us made our way into a gorgeous lobby decorated with large fir beams and a huge, cozy fireplace surrounded by thick rugs and armchairs currently occupied by a handful of people surrounded by suitcases.

      “Do we have a plan?” I asked quietly, looking around. A woman behind the large wooden reception desk was smiling politely at Cat and I, obviously expecting us to come over.

      “Uhhhh …” Cat said, and I rolled my eyes.

      “You totally sounded like you had a plan.”

      “I just said we should come to the hotel where he works and check it out.”

      “Yeah, well, usually when people say that, it means they have a better idea than standing around in the lobby looking suspicious.”

      “I never explicitly said I had an idea of how we were going to get any information.”

      “You’re ridiculous. We should just leave.”

      “No, we’re here now. And we need this information.”

      “So what, we’re just going to go up there and ask the lady about Simon?”

      “No, I’m going to do that. You’re going to go invisible, and you’re going to see what you can find out elsewhere in this hotel.”

      “Right. Leave me to do the thing that’s completely illegal. What if I get caught?”

      Cat gave me a pointed look. “You’re a witch. You’re going to be invisible. You definitely shouldn’t get caught.”

      “Well, if you’re that good at it, why can’t you be the one to go invisible, and I’ll talk to the lady at the front.”

      “Because I am way better at striking up conversation with random strangers.”

      Okay, that was a fair point. I didn’t exactly consider myself antisocial, but Cat could hold a conversation with a pine tree and make it seem natural.

      “Fine,” I eventually relented. “You go and talk to her. Where do you want to meet?”

      “Back of the cupcake shop in an hour? I’ll see if I can talk to anyone else while I’m here, too.”

      I nodded. “Sounds good. See you then.”

      I had absolutely no idea what it was I was supposed to try and find, but at least if I was invisible, it wasn’t going to be too hard to snoop around.

      Following the signs toward the public bathrooms, I had to admit I was impressed. This was one of the more upscale hotels in Sapphire Village, and it showed. The entryway to this bathroom was the size of my old apartment back in Miami, and each individual stall was about three times the size I would have expected from a regular hotel bathroom.

      I was impressed, but the bathroom was also pretty practical. After all, for the spell I was about to cast, I had to be completely away from prying eyes, and the floor-to-ceiling doors on each stall were definitely going to help me do that.

      Checking the stalls, I made sure I was the only person in the bathroom before taking one at the far end and closing the door. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and imagined myself being invisible. Straight away, I could feel the magical energy inside me building up, and as I released it, I opened my eyes and looked down to see that I couldn’t see myself at all.

      The spell had worked; I was now completely invisible.

      Smiling to myself—while I was definitely used to using magic in my everyday life, it was still enough of a novelty that I enjoyed being in a real-life Harry Potter book—I stepped carefully out of the stall. I hadn’t heard anyone entering the bathroom while I had been in the stall, but you could never be too careful.

      Sure enough, the bathroom was still empty.

      I made my way toward the door and slipped back out toward the lobby, taking care to open the door as little as possible. After all, I didn’t want anyone noticing the haunted bathroom door that opened and closed by itself.

      As much as being invisible was a pretty cool experience, I was always on high alert, trying to make sure I didn’t accidentally knock into anyone, or worse, knock into them and automatically apologize. I didn’t want to be the reason rumors about haunted hotels got started here in Sapphire Village.

      I kept to the far wall, where people were less likely to walk, as I made my way past the desk, where Cat was busy turning on the charm for the attendant in her attempt to get some information. I had a look around, unsure as to where I should start, when I saw a door marked employees only to the side.

      Frowning, I realized that this part of the building was far too busy for me to open and close that door without anyone noticing. How was I going to get in without causing a little bit of concern? Just then, however, a short woman in a tailored suit came out of the room. That was my chance! Darting forward, I just managed to slip in behind the woman and through the door as it closed, finding myself in a beige-colored hallway. Seriously, everything was beige. The carpet—I couldn’t tell if that was the intended color or if at one point it had been white—the walls, even the light fixtures were all beige. It certainly didn’t match the décor of the rest of the hotel.

      Still, I reminded myself, I wasn’t here to comment on the interior decorating of the private areas of this hotel. I was here to find out what I could about Simon, and whether or not he was likely to be the killer.

      Making my way down the hallway, the first door I passed was labeled Housekeeping Lockers. That probably wasn’t going to be what I was after. However, about two-thirds of the way down the hall was a room with Management stenciled onto the door. This was a lot more promising. If I could get in there, maybe there would be some sort of record of Simon’s work? I could at least hopefully get his schedule and see if there was a possibility that he could have committed the murders.

      I pressed my face up to the glass to look inside and groaned inwardly. I had hoped for an empty room, but seated at a desk against the wall on the left-hand side was a man, hunched over a laptop computer, obviously hard at work.

      I needed to get this guy out of here, but how was I going to manage it?

      Looking around, I tried to think of something, anything that might get this guy to leave for a minute. But no, I was in an empty hallway. I needed something dramatic.

      Suddenly, an idea popped into my head. But I couldn’t really do that, could I? If I did, I was going to have to try a long-distance spell. After all, I couldn’t go back to the lobby myself, since that would mean having to wait for someone to open that door for me.

      But I could cast a spell from here that took place in the lobby. It was just going to be more difficult. I knew even Cat did these spells extremely rarely, and she could only do them from a few feet away.

      Why on earth did I think I was going to be able to manage it? I was a much greener witch, and I had never done anything like this before in my life. And yet, I had no other options. And Cat and Peaches both agreed that I was born with a power unlike that of any witch they had ever seen. They thought the reveal of my powers was what had brought the Others back into town when I came back.

      So, in theory, I might be able to pull it off. I was certainly going to try, and I hoped it wasn’t all about to go terribly wrong.

      I made my way back down the hallway toward the door leading to the lobby. After all, the closer I was to where I wanted my spell cast, the better the odds that it would actually succeed.

      Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and imagined as clearly as I could the lobby and what I wanted to have happen. The magical energy built up inside of me, and when I released it, instead of opening my eyes, I focused as hard as I could on the lobby.

      Straight away, I heard a squeal. I wasn’t sure if my spell had worked or not, but I was pretty sure something had happened.

      “What’s that?” someone called out.

      “Where are they coming from?”

      “Does anyone know who these koalas belong to? There are dozens of them!”
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      I smiled to myself. It appeared my spell had worked. Of course, I could have gone for some sort of animal that would have been far more likely to scare people, like rats or bats or something like that. But that was a bit of a cliché, I thought. Two dozen koala bears randomly appearing in a hotel lobby was definitely something that a manager was going to get a phone call about.

      As the sounds of the people in the lobby grew louder, I made my way back toward the door leading to the manager’s office, and sure enough, about fifteen seconds later it opened and the man rushed out, mumbling to himself.

      “What do they mean, they’re overrun by koalas?”

      I smiled to myself, imagining the scene outside. I had magically conjured up two dozen koalas, and I could just picture them climbing up and over everything as they looked for a source of eucalyptus trees or just somewhere nice to sleep. After all, I had read somewhere once that koalas sleep for twenty-three hours a day. It was just the sort of thing that would take long enough to sort out that I could have a look inside the manager’s office and hopefully find something about Simon that would tell me whether he could be the killer.

      Slipping into the now-empty room, I made my way toward the man’s laptop. He had been in such a rush that he didn’t bother closing the lid or logging out, so I didn’t have any passwords to contend with. His screen was open to a database; he was obviously working on that week’s payroll. Perfect. I sat down in his chair and began clicking around. Simon was on the list of people being paid that week, and I found that when I double-clicked on his name, an entire report about Simon came up, including his recent schedule.

      Double-checking the dates, I smiled to myself as I noticed that Sunday—the day the murders had been committed—Simon had been working, but his shift didn’t start until nine a.m. He definitely could have killed the man, gone off in the other direction, and come back to start work a few minutes later. I noticed that his shift had ended at four that afternoon. Again, that definitely gave Simon time to check out of work, go to the other hotel, and push the woman off the ledge of the hot tub area.

      Frowning, I clicked around, hoping to get some more insight into the man. I learned that he was thirty-seven years old and living outside the main part of the village, in one of the residential neighborhoods. He had worked at the hotel for just over a year, and he had some references.

      My eyes widened when I looked them up. Before starting work here, Simon had worked as a general maintenance man at the Bear’s Foot Hotel, where the man had been murdered the previous morning.

      And before that, he had also worked at the Raven Lodge, where the woman had been pushed off the balcony.

      Simon would have had intimate knowledge of both hotels.

      He was definitely at the top of the suspect list now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As soon as I finished going through the rest of the information, not managing to find anything else that might help, I slipped back out of the room and into the lobby, where the rogue koalas were still being wrangled. In all the commotion, I figured no one would notice the door that opened and closed without anyone leaving, and to my immense relief, it appeared I had judged right. At the very least, no one sounded the alarm as I sped back toward the public bathroom, where I reversed the spell and made myself visible once more.

      Stepping out, I pulled my phone from my pocket to find that Cat had sent me a text.

      Koalas? At least, I hope that was you.

      I smiled as I sent my reply. Meet outside in a few minutes? I’m finished, and I have some juicy info.

      I slipped past the chaos I’d unleashed on the hotel and made my way back outside, where the sun shone down on me, warming my face despite the colder weather of the day. I found a bench not far from the entrance and sat down waiting for Cat, who appeared about a minute later.

      “What on earth made you think of koalas?”

      “I thought snakes or rats might be a little bit too icky,” I replied with a shrug, and Cat laughed.

      “Well, I’m glad you settled with that. I don’t mind rats, but I can’t stand snakes. Something about the way they slither is just creepy.”

      “The coolest part about that spell is I managed it from the next room over,” I grinned, wanting to share my personal success with my cousin.

      “Seriously? You managed a long-distance spell?” she replied, her mouth dropping open. “That’s awesome.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, blushing slightly.

      “Did it work? Whatever you brought the koalas in for?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, absolutely. I had to get one of the managers out of his office so I could go through his computer. And listen to this: it turns out, before he worked at this hotel, Simon worked at both hotels where people have been killed. And he worked in maintenance, so he would have been the kind of worker who knew where all the security cameras were, and how to get around without being noticed.”

      “Wow,” Cat said, shaking her head. “Did you find out about his schedule?”

      I nodded once more. “Yeah. He worked from nine until four the day of the murders. He could have easily killed the man before work, completed his shift, and then gone to the other hotel and shoved the woman off the side of the railing.”

      Cat shook her head. “That’s crazy. I asked the lady working reception about him. She told me that he was dating a woman who works there a couple nights a week at the concierge desk, Sally King, who works during the day at one of the local coffee shops. I figured we could go and see her, and maybe grab some food.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” We had just eaten pizza for lunch a couple of hours ago, but nothing built up an appetite like magic and a murder investigation.

      Sapphire Village Roasters was a cute little coffee shop with an exposed brick, very industrial-looking interior. It had small tables surrounded by metal chairs and large bars along the windowed walls with metal stools.

      A couple of people sat idly at tables, drinking their coffees and chatting while Edison-style bulbs hung above them.

      Behind the counter was a tall woman with pure black hair. Her face was kind, and she smiled at us with both her mouth and her huge, round, black eyes. A nametag on the black apron embossed with the company’s logo—a coffee bean surrounded by three mountain peaks—read Sally, letting us know that this was, in fact, the woman we were looking to speak to.

      “Hi there, what can I get you?” she asked with a polite smile.

      “I’ll have a small vanilla latte and a blueberry muffin, please,” I said, eyeing the baked goods in a small glass cabinet next to the cash register.

      “And I’ll have a medium vanilla latte and a turkey wrap,” Cat added.

      Sally completed the transaction, put Cat’s wrap in the oven, handed me my muffin, and made her way to the machine to work on the coffees. Cat and I stood next to the machine where the lids and all the accessories were.

      “Hey, you’re dating that Simon guy, aren’t you?” Cat asked, and Sally gave her a weird look. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be weird or anything. We just met him the other day. We were at the meeting for more affordable housing at the library, and someone told me you were seeing him.”

      Sally relaxed a bit then. “Oh, yeah, the housing stuff. Simon is super into that.”

      “Does that mean you’re not?” I asked, and Sally shrugged.

      “It’s not that I don’t think it’s important. In fact, I really admire that Simon’s doing his best to help people out in the town. I just honestly think a lot of that stuff is pointless. The people on council, the mayor, they’ve all got a vested interest in keeping prices high here. They don’t care about struggling staff who can’t make ends meet, because there are always more tourists willing to come here for a year and overpay, then leave. So it’s not that I don’t care; I just don’t really see the point of writing letters.”

      I could definitely see how she and Simon got along.

      “And what about going to the next level?” I asked. After all, the person in the video had been a man, but what if he had been spurred on by a woman?

      “You mean Simon’s plan to graffiti the place and get rid of tourists?” Sally cracked a smile. “I can’t say I think it’s a bad idea. I’m not a big fan of breaking the law, but as long as no one gets hurt … You won’t see me doing it, though. I’m too much of a scaredy-cat.”

      “He seemed a little bit agitated at the meeting last night,” Cat mentioned. “Is he always like that?”

      “Oh yes,” Sally said, cracking a smile. “That’s just Simon. Don’t worry, he’s fine. He’s always like that.”

      We were getting nowhere fast, here. While Simon definitely had the opportunity and the motive to kill the two tourists, it didn’t sound like he had been acting too much like a killer.

      And I wasn’t sure how we were going to keep up the pretense of talking to Sally about her boyfriend without looking suspicious.

      “Here are your coffees,” Sally said to us with a smile, and as she made her way back to the counter to greet the next customer, Cat and I were made all too aware of the fact that the conversation was over, and we hadn’t really gotten any new information that might help.

      “Ah well, they can’t all be winners,” Cat said, noticing my expression. “We might as well enjoy our coffee. I’ve heard really good things about this place; I’m pretty glad that my main business is cupcakes and that the coffee is more of an afterthought.”

      “Well, since you’re basically admitting this coffee is better than the one at your place, I’m sold,” I laughed.

      “Hey, I didn’t say that. I just said I heard it has a good reputation!” Cat called out as I made my way toward one of the tables against the far wall, in front of an old-fashioned fireplace with a roaring fire. Having grown up in Miami, I still wasn’t used to the winters here, and I had very quickly learned that whenever I had the opportunity, sitting in front of the fireplace was the best possible option.

      We sat down facing one another in a couple of large armchairs, and I took a sip from my coffee. It was smooth, strong, delicious, and everything I could possibly want from a coffee. It definitely beat the stuff we used to make when I worked as a barista at a chain store in Miami.

      “This is so good,” I gushed to Cat as she took a sip of her own before looking back over at the barista.

      “Yeah, I need to figure out what the secret is,” she replied. “I mean, I know my coffee is good, but this is just out of this world. Don’t tell any of my regular customers I said that.”

      I mimed zipping my lips closed with my fingers, then dug into the coffee and muffin, and in a surprise to absolutely no one, I was ravenously hungry.

      Who knew sleuthing could drive someone to this much hunger?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, hey, fancy seeing you again so soon,” a man said about ten minutes later, coming over to see us. He was in his mid-to-late forties, cleanshaven, with dark hair neatly combed back. He wasn’t wearing a suit, but his vest was very fitted, giving him a bit more of a professional look than a lot of people around.

      “Michael, hi, how’s it going?” Cat asked him, motioning for him to sit down with us.

      “Yeah, great, thanks, Cat,” he replied, looking over at me. “I’m Michael Volaki, by the way. I used to do the maintenance on Cat’s building.”

      “Alice,” I said with a smile, reaching across to shake his hand. “It’s nice to meet you. So Cat tells me you work for the mountain now?”

      “That’s right. I’m the head of the grooming operations there. I also run a small maintenance company in the summer, Volaki Solutions,” he added, pointing to the ‘V’ logo on his vest.

      “Grooming?” I said, my eyebrows rising slightly. After all, didn’t Cal, the man who had organized the meeting the night before, work for the grooming crew on the mountain?

      “That’s right,” Michael replied, taking a quick sip of his coffee. “We’re about to get started for the day; we don’t get going until the mountain closes, but once it does and ski patrol gives us the all clear, we’re out there working all night, no matter the weather, to get those runs ready once more for the morning.”

      “I bet you have some stories,” Cat said with a smile.

      “Do I? You wouldn’t believe it. I lucked out enormously to get this job. Usually it goes to one of the more advanced groomers, but none of them wanted to get out of the cats—that’s what we call the machines that groom the runs—and spend the night in an office pushing paperwork and organizing the different cats. But I had a friend who worked as a groomer, and he knew I was looking to get out of the maintenance business and into something with more of an office setting, and the rest is history.”

      “So you know Cal?” I asked. “The guy who organized yesterday’s meeting.”

      “Sure,” Michael replied. “He’s the one who invited me along. I’m glad I went; it was interesting to hear the opinions of a lot of people in town.”

      “So you don’t agree with the premise of the group?” Cat asked, and Mike shrugged.

      “I can’t say I’ve really thought about it either way,” he replied. “After all, I own my house, so I’m not super worried about things like property prices. And sure, it’s a lot harder to find people willing to work than it was a couple of years ago, but I feel like I treat my employees well and I pay them a decent wage, so I have pretty low turnover compared to a lot of other companies in town.”

      “I think it’s pretty good of Cal to try and organize the community the way he does,” I said. “Especially since he had a long night the night before, grooming the hill.”

      “Cal called in sick the night before,” Mike said, shaking his head slightly. “To be completely honest, I was a bit surprised to see how energetic he looked at that meeting, and I couldn’t help but notice that he seemed to be avoiding me just a little bit, but he’s a good worker, so if he needed a random day off for his own sanity, then so be it.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Cat. Cal had told me that he had been sleeping that morning after a long night of grooming the ski slopes. That had been his alibi, and yet here Mike was, completely shattering it. What had Cal been doing when those people had been killed? He had obviously lied to me. Was it because behind that pacifistic exterior lay someone willing to go to extreme lengths to get things done?

      This was definitely the sort of thing I wanted to explore further.

      “Well, I have to get going, but it was really good to see you again, Cat, and to meet you, Alice,” Mike said, standing up.

      “You too,” Cat replied. “Stop by the café anytime and there is a free cupcake with your name on it.”

      “Well, I’m definitely going to be taking you up on that,” Mike replied with a wink. “Thanks again.”

      He left the coffee shop and I leaned back in my chair, digesting the conversation we just had, before turning to Cat.

      “Did you spot the same problem I did?”

      “That Cal’s alibi that he was sleeping after working a night shift on the hill was just torn to shreds?” Cat replied.

      I nodded. “Exactly. It looks like we may have ourselves a new prime suspect.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cat and I worked on our coffees and food while trying to work through the case.

      “Who do you think is more likely to have done it?” I asked. “We have one good suspect who had the opportunity and who worked at both hotels in the past, but we also have one suspect who lied about his alibi.”

      “I still think Simon did it. Maybe Cal had a reason to lie to us about where he was that morning. After all, he wouldn’t have known that we were investigating a murder, so maybe there’s an innocent reason for it. And Simon did work at both hotels where people were killed. If you were going to kill somebody, you would do it somewhere you knew the layout and how to get away, and the person who did this obviously knew where all of the security cameras were. He didn’t show up on the security cameras at all, and the only reason we have a picture of him is because he showed up on the footage from a completely different shop by chance.”

      I nodded slowly. “Maybe, but I would still like to know what Cal was doing that morning that he thought was worth lying to us about.”

      “Do you want to look into that next, then?” Cat said.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I mean, it’s getting to be pretty late by now. Cal should be heading off to work soon, and we can go check out his place. Then, if we don’t find any proof that he’s the killer in his apartment, we can focus on Simon again tomorrow.”

      “Don’t forget, tomorrow we’re also going bungee jumping,” Cat said with a grin, and I shuddered involuntarily.

      “Great,” I muttered.

      The two of us spent a little while drinking our coffees and eating our food, and by the time we finally left the coffee shop, just before they were closing for the night, the sun had just dipped below the horizon and the sky was quickly darkening.

      “It’s nice to be able to walk outside at night again,” Cat said, and I nodded.

      “I’ve had the same thought,” I replied. “I’m so glad Sapphire Village feels safe again. I love it here so much, and not having to worry about the Others when I go out is such a good feeling.”

      Cal lived in an apartment building on the very outskirts of the village, near the large parking lot where visitors to town kept their cars while exploring the pedestrian-only main part of town. It was an older building, brown and made of wood. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had been built in the eighties, and Sophie cast a quick spell on the front door to unlock it and let us into an old, musty lobby with furniture that looked like it had been there since the building had originally been built. I didn’t even want to know what the stains on the large overstuffed chair were.

      “Do you know what apartment he lives in?” I asked Cat quietly, not wanting to be overheard.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I asked a friend of his today who’s a regular at the coffee shop. He lives on the third floor, apartment twenty-two.”

      The building didn’t have an elevator, so Cat and I made our way up the set of stairs to the third floor and very quickly found apartment twenty-two. Instead of stopping in front of it, however, we continued past and made our way to the common room at the end of the hallway.

      “We should go invisible now,” Cat suggested, looking around the room to make sure there were no security cameras. “Once we’re invisible, we’ll go over to his door and knock. If he’s there and he answers, he’ll just think that it’s one of his neighbors playing a prank on him or something, and if he’s not, we can break in and have a look around.”

      I nodded in agreement, and the two of us each cast a spell, turning ourselves invisible.

      “Okay, you there?” Cat asked once she had disappeared.

      I nodded, then realized a split second later that obviously Cat couldn’t see me nod. “Yeah.”

      “Good. Let’s go.”

      The two of us quickly made our way back to apartment twenty-two, and Cat knocked confidently on the door a moment later. I stood there holding my breath, listening out for footsteps, but there was nothing. No answer at all.

      After about thirty seconds had passed, Cat did the same thing again.

      “Just making sure,” she whispered to me. Again, there was no reply, and thirty seconds later I heard a click and the door opened with a loud squeak. I winced at the sound, but Cat had obviously unlocked it with a spell and was going in.

      “Come on,” she whispered to me, and I slipped in behind her and closed the door behind me. We were in.
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      “How do you want to do this?” I asked.

      “We start by making extra sure he’s not here,” Cat said. “You take the bedroom.”

      “Sure,” I whispered, making my way down the short hallway that led to the apartment’s bathroom and bedroom. A quick search told me he wasn’t in either, and I made my way back to the entrance, where I bumped into Cat, hitting my head on something hard.

      “Ow!” I called out.

      “Watch where you’re going,” Cat scolded.

      “What part of you is even that hard?” I asked.

      “You hit my shoulder.”

      “You have the boniest shoulders I have ever come across.”

      “Oh please, my shoulders are completely normal. You’re just a baby. Now come on, let’s try and get some proof that this guy’s a killer.”

      Cat and I split up, and I made my way back to the bedroom to look for clues. Cal definitely wasn’t living the high life; his bedroom had a single twin-size mattress lying on the floor, a pile of clothes in one corner, and a small basket with dirty clothes hanging off it in the other corner. A small side table that had seen better days was laden with paperwork, and I inched my way toward it, carefully stepping around all of the stuff on the floor. Cal obviously wasn’t a stickler for neatness.

      Making my way to the pile of papers, I flipped through them to find that they were mostly junk mail and a few bills. Despite the fact that Cal’s life seemed to be pretty disorganized, the bills all seemed to be up-to-date, and there were certainly no angry letters from collection agencies or anything of the sort.

      I searched the rest of the room, even checking under the mattress. After all, if Cal had kept the gun in here that he had used to kill the first victim, then that would be proof that he was the guilty party. Unfortunately, I had no such luck, and after a few minutes of searching I gave up, making my way back to the living room where Cat was busily going through his computer.

      At least, I assumed it was Cat, seeing as the mouse was moving by itself.

      “Anything?” I asked.

      “No, nothing yet. I found some files where he started writing letters to various members of council, but that’s it. Nothing that indicates he might’ve killed anybody.”

      I sighed. “Nothing in the bedroom either. I mean, I found out he pays his bills on time, but that’s it.”

      The chair in front of the computer magically pushed itself away and spun around to face me. “I do think we’re on the wrong track here. I think it’s more likely that Simon is the killer, especially now that we don’t seem to have very much on Cal.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “I think you might be right about that. Still, let me look around here to try and find the gun, and if we don’t find it, we’ll focus more on Simon again.”

      “Sure,” Cat said. “Sounds like a plan.”

      The two of us continued our search for maybe another twenty minutes before getting ready to go. Disappointingly, neither one of us had discovered anything that might have indicated Cal was the killer. I was starting to come around to Cat’s idea that maybe he wasn’t the killer at all, and that it was Simon instead.

      “Alright, I give up,” I finally said as Cat closed all of the windows she had opened on the laptop. The lid shut itself as if magically.

      “Same,” she replied. “There was nothing on his computer at all that showed he had planned anything like this.”

      “And no gun anywhere.”

      “Well, to be fair, it would have been pretty dumb of him to keep the gun after killing a guy with it,” Cat pointed out. “Chances are that gun is somewhere at the bottom of Sapphire Lake now.”

      “True,” I agreed. “Still, there have been dumb criminals in the past.”

      Suddenly, the noise of the front door squeaking open reached my ears. “Ssh,” Cat muttered, and I turned my head as the door opened and Cal entered, followed by the blonde woman who had made the suggestion about better nightly rental enforcement at the meeting the other night.

      This time, however, they definitely were not talking about rental strategies.

      “Oooh, Cal, you’re so bad,” the woman giggled as Cal pressed her up against the wall and kissed her.

      “Hey, Paul wanted to switch shifts with me. I wasn’t about to let this night go by without having a bit of fun.”

      Great. So this was why Cal was back at home when he was supposed to be at work. He had switched shifts with a coworker.

      Cat took me by the hand, and I immediately understood why. We were going to have to both get out of here without either one of those two lovebirds knowing we were here.

      “Oh, I’ll show you fun. I have three hours before my husband’s coming home, so let’s make the most of them, why don’t we?”

      The woman began dragging Cal down toward the bedroom, but he picked her up and walked her toward the living room. “Let’s do this on the couch instead.”

      Ugh. I imagined Cal didn’t want the woman seeing the inside of his bedroom. At least, if he had any sense at all, that would have been his reasoning. It looked like an eighteen-year-old freshman’s dorm. At least here in the living room there was actual furniture, and it looked like he had at least attempted to straighten up a bit at some point in the last two months.

      Cat yanked me aside and I pressed myself up against the wall as Cal and his girlfriend made their way toward the couch. Unfortunately, since they were still within sight of the front door, there was no way to get out without them noticing. The door squeaked loudly enough that even in the throes of passion they would notice if it opened by itself. That wasn’t an option.

      We had to get out via the bedroom.

      I pulled on Cat’s arm and led her down the hall to the bedroom, where luckily the sounds of the two lovebirds in the other room had become somewhat muted.

      “Great, what do we do now?” Cat whispered.

      “We’re going to have to go out the window,” I replied as quietly as I could, making my way to it and looking down. We were on the third floor, and it was a big drop, but at least the back of the building was pretty isolated. There were a couple of bushes, and the building backed onto the forest, so I was fairly certain the odds of anyone seeing anything were pretty low.

      “I’m fine with that. I’d rather jump out of this window and die than keep listening to what’s going on in that living room,” Cat said. “So gross.”

      I laughed as quietly as I could. “Good to see you’re being mature about this.”

      “Fine, well, you can go out there and watch them knocking boots if you want. I’m getting out of here.”

      “I want to get out of here, too,” I said. “How should we do this?”

      “Use magic to float down as slowly as we can,” Cat said. “Imagine yourself being light as a tissue and just floating, then jump.”

      “Oh geez, that’s a huge leap of faith,” I said, feeling the blood draining from my face. I was going to have to cast a spell, not be one hundred percent sure it worked, then jump out of a window, possibly to my death if it failed? I was not a huge fan of this plan.

      “Relax, it’ll be fine. I’ll go first. That way, if something goes wrong, I can cast a last-minute spell to stop you from breaking anything.”

      The sounds from the next room suddenly got louder, and I found myself caring a lot less about my safety and a lot more about getting out of here.

      “Fine,” I said. “Do we go visible again?”

      “Yeah,” Cat replied. The two of us cast our spells, and a moment later Cat appeared before me once more. She swiftly made her way to the window, opened it, and pointed at herself, and I watched as a second later she leapt out from the window. But instead of plummeting to the ground as I’d expected, reflexively letting out a gasp of horror, Cat simply floated down, like she was attached to some sort of invisible mountain climbing equipment. Landing deftly on her feet, Cat turned to look up at me, and I gulped.

      I could do this. I was going to have to do this. After all, at any minute the two people in the living room could come into the bedroom and find that I was trespassing.

      Closing my eyes, I imagined myself floating down to the ground, as Cat had. I imagined myself feeling as weightless and light as a leaf floating in the wind, and as I felt the energy build up inside of me, I cast, for the second time that day, an advanced spell that I had never done before.

      I made my way to the window and as I looked down, my mouth went dry. If this failed, it was going to hurt. A lot.

      Still, I knew how to do magic. And it certainly felt as though I had cast a spell. Hopefully it had worked.

      “Ready?” I called out to Cat. I hoped that if this did all go horribly wrong, she would react in time to stop me from plunging to my death.

      “Go for it,” she replied. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, ignored all of the warning lights going off in my brain telling me that this was a terrible idea, and jumped.

      I expected to feel my heart jumping into my throat, like jumping off a super-high diving board, but instead I just felt like I was drifting slowly, like I was floating. I opened my eyes to see the spell had worked. I was slowly, ever so slowly drifting down to the ground, and about fifteen seconds later my feet reached the soil and I found myself standing on terra firma once more, none the worse for wear.

      A grin spread across my face. “Okay, that was cool.”

      “Right?” Cat replied. “Now come on, let’s get out of here.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice.
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      The two of us decided we had done enough sleuthing for one day, and we made our way back home. When I stepped into the bookshop, my phone binged, letting me know I had a new text message, and color rose to my cheeks when I saw it was from Chase.

      Thinking of you. Super busy with the case, sorry.

      No problem. Come by when you’re finished if you want and I’ll make you some food.

      I figured after a huge day at work, the last thing Chase would want to do was get home and try to fix himself up dinner.

      Thanks. Will do. Talk to you soon.

      I smiled at my phone and grabbed my iPad, thinking that I might try and see if anything new had come up on Facebook during the day. After all, you never knew. There was a chance that someone on social media might put up some information that could come in handy.

      As I scrolled through my feed, however, I suddenly came across something else that was familiar, but that I hadn’t expected at all.

      It was a classical picture of a rather bored-looking woman with a caption underneath, which I recognized. It was one of the lines from one of Archibald’s poems.

      “Why should one fear death? I wish for its sweet embrace, for the empty nothingness to envelop me in its warm arms.”

      I had to admit, I kind of wanted to roll my eyes. Archibald’s poetry was really not good. It was no wonder he never gained the same popularity as the other romantic poets. But it was also funny to see the meme that had been created.

      Then I saw who had posted it. It was one of the biggest and most popular meme pages in the world, and the meme already had over one hundred thousand likes.

      My eyes widened. Archibald’s works were being turned into memes, and they were popular. I couldn’t help myself. I clicked the comments.

      It turned out people liked it! They laughed at the meme, they tagged their friends in it, and some people even linked to Archibald’s book on Amazon.

      This was absolutely not what I had expected at all.

      I clicked onto Amazon and went into my sales reports. Archibald’s book, which normally sold a total of zero copies per day, had already sold over fifty. I couldn’t believe it. In one day!

      How on earth had someone found Archibald’s works?

      Suddenly, it clicked. That customer I had the other day. I went back to the meme page and did a Google search about it. A couple of minutes later, I found a picture of the founder. Sure enough, it was the same guy who had been in the bookstore the other day and who I had told about Archibald’s poetry. He must have decided it would make great meme fodder, and it turned out he was right.

      Archibald’s poems were now going viral on the Internet.

      I had to admit, I wanted to laugh out loud. I wanted to tell the ghost, but at the same time, I also wanted to see where this was going to go. After all, in a couple of days, he might have hundreds of thousands of likes on the post. I decided to keep things quiet for now. There was lots of time to tell Archibald all about this in the future, and besides, I didn’t even know where he was right now.

      My only company was Muffin, who was starting to purr at me, knowing that it was long past his dinner time.

      “Alright, alright,” I said to him, making my way upstairs to the apartment above the bookshop. Muffin dutifully followed after me, immediately making his way to his food bowl and meowing, just in case I hadn’t gotten the hint yet.

      I fed Muffin his dinner—evidently staving off his inevitable death by starvation for another few hours—before getting to work on something to eat for Chase. I rummaged through the fridge trying to find something he would enjoy. After all, all of the cooking skills in the family belonged to Cat. My skills were more along the lines of heating up leftovers and ordering takeout. Luckily, the other day I had decided to get Chinese food, and there was still a decent amount of leftovers in the fridge. I got a bowl ready and stuck it in the microwave in anticipation of Chase’s arrival, so that whenever he got here, he would have minimal wait time before he got to dig in to the giant bowl of food. After all, I figured with the day he must’ve had, he would be ravenously hungry.

      While I waited, I heated up a plate for myself and went back to my iPad, this time actually checking the Facebook group to see if anybody had made any comments about the murders that might indicate that Simon was our killer.

      There was one post made in the general Sapphire Village group which had garnered a whole number of responses. Reading through them, I was surprised to notice that a couple of people had made the link between the killings and were beginning to suspect that perhaps they were committed on purpose by somebody who wanted to get tourists out of town.

      I supposed it must have said something when that was people’s immediate reaction. Although, I was also very aware that this Facebook group was full of people who were always trolling and posting anything just to get a reaction.

      Unfortunately, despite reading a ton of comments from people who all had opinions about the murders, none of them seemed to indicate that anyone knew who had done it or had any real information that might lead to the apprehension of the killer.

      By the time Chase rang the bell about an hour later, I was certainly none the wiser as to who might have killed the two people, but I definitely felt like I had burned off a few brain cells reading a bunch of those comments. There were a whole lot of people in town who needed something better to do with their time than spending it posting in the local Facebook group.

      I happily locked my iPad and made my way downstairs to let Chase up, then straightaway grabbed the bowl of food from the microwave, which he ate ravenously.

      “Sorry I haven’t been in touch today,” he said after finishing off half the bowl in approximately three mouthfuls. “It’s been pretty hectic.”

      I waved away his apology. “Don’t worry, I completely get it. Besides, I’m not going to lie, it’s been pretty busy for me too.”

      Chase raised his eyebrows. “Have you and Cat found out anything interesting? Also, were either one of you responsible for the numerous calls that I got about koalas being let loose in one of the local hotels this afternoon?”

      “That one’s on me, sorry,” I said with a grin. “I needed to get a manager out of the room so I could go in and have a look at Simon’s personnel file. Do you know what’s going to happen to the koalas?”

      “I ended up having to call the Oregon Zoo, and they eventually sent someone over to come and get all of them. I also had to answer a whole lot of questions that I had no answer to, namely how over a dozen koalas ended up loose in a hotel lobby in a mountain resort town.”

      I hid my smile behind my hand. I had never expected Chase to get caught up in the aftermath of my spell, but now that he had, I kind of wanted to see how he was reacting to it. “What did you say?”

      Chase shrugged. “That I had absolutely no idea, but that perhaps some sort of animal smuggler was in town and had accidentally let them loose.”

      “Did that satisfy everyone?”

      “As far as I can tell. Although it really wasn’t what I had been expecting to do today while investigating murders.”

      “They were cute, though, weren’t they?” I asked with a smile.

      “It was certainly a better option than a lot of other animals, I will agree with you there,” Chase admitted. “But please don’t do it again. I really don’t like having to come up with lies on the spot to make up for my girlfriend’s magic.”

      “I’ll do my best, but no guarantees,” I said.

      “Well, I guess that’s the best I can expect. Did you at least get any decent information from it?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I discovered that Simon, the person whose file we were looking for, used to work at both hotels where people were murdered yesterday. He’s our main suspect.”

      “He’s the one who was at that meeting you and Cat were at last night?”

      “That’s right. He was the one who created a new Facebook page that advocates nonviolent but illegal methods of trying to convince council to do something, graffiti on walls and that sort of thing.”

      Chase nodded. “I spoke to him this morning. He doesn’t have an alibi for the time of the murders.”

      “Speaking of that, neither does Cal, the man who organized the meeting the other day. Although that said, Cat and I think the reason he lied to us about his alibi was so that he could hide the fact that he’s having an affair with a married woman. So it doesn’t necessarily mean that he was the killer, but it also doesn’t look very good for him, either. We also didn’t find the murder weapon in his apartment, but Cat thinks if he had any sense at all he would have dropped it into the lake immediately after the murder.”

      Chase nodded. “I agree with Cat. I hope it doesn’t come to this, but if we still haven’t found the killer come spring, as soon as all of the ice melts I’ll have the lake searched by divers in the hopes of finding the weapon.”

      “Well, I guess that kind of answers my next question: have you come any closer to finding the killer than we have?”

      Chase shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately, we haven’t. It’s really not looking good. I had uniformed officers pull all of the security footage from any nearby businesses, but the killer doesn’t appear on any of them. The only image we have is the one from the sporting goods store outside of the first hotel that morning, and while it’s likely, I can’t even guarantee that is the killer. It might just be a witness; somebody who happened to be walking by at the same time and who might have seen the real killer.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?” I asked. “After all, it really did look like that man had a gun in his waistband.”

      “You’re right, I do think it was the killer. But in the interests of completing a thorough investigation and bringing the true guilty party to justice, I still have to keep somewhat of an open mind.”

      “So what’s next?” I asked. “What are you going to do now?”

      “Well, the first step is to wait for the medical examiner down in Portland to finish the autopsy of the two bodies. Hopefully she can tell me something that can help me find the killer. But to be completely honest, I’m pretty quickly running out of leads. I do want to look deeper into Simon’s work history, now that you’ve mentioned it, and I’ll see what I can do about an alibi, but so far he seems to be the prime suspect. I just hope that the autopsy will give me something that can help me prove it.”

      So Chase, Cat, and I were definitely all on the same page. We definitely all thought Simon was the most likely suspect, and that now it was just a matter of proving it.

      “Do you have any more of this food?” Chase asked with a cheeky grin. “I’m absolutely starving.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “Let me grab you another bowl.” I hopped up and made my way over toward him, planting a quick kiss on his lips as I picked up the bowl and made my way back to the kitchen counter. Just then, Chase’s phone rang. The two of us groaned in unison; we both knew what that meant. Chase was about to get called back out to do some more police work.

      So much for a little bit of time together.
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      “Yes?” Chase answered into his phone. He nodded a few times, made a couple of noncommittal sounds, then hung up the phone. The look he gave me was grave. “There’s been another murder.”

      “I’m coming with you,” I replied, the Chinese food completely forgotten.

      “Absolutely not,” Chase replied. “This is a police investigation; I can’t have my girlfriend constantly coming around the crime scenes. Besides, I genuinely don’t want you and Cat to get too close to this. You have no idea how guilty I would feel if anything happened to you.”

      “You’re forgetting that I have a significant advantage over almost everybody in town,” I replied, folding my arms over my chest. Of course, there was the one time when it had turned out the murderer in question also had magical abilities, and Cat had to come in and save my life, but I wasn’t about to tell Chase about that now.

      “Still, you’re not trained for this. There is a murderer out there somewhere, and I’m not about to lose you to some psycho because you got too close to this case.”

      “You didn’t seem to have a problem with it up until now.”

      “I always had a problem with it. The thing is, I know that I can’t stop you and Cat from going around and asking questions. And the fact that you are a witch does set my mind at ease a little bit. But the fact is, we are now dealing with a third murder, and if the reports from my other officers are anything to go by, that’s three murders committed by the same person. We are looking at a serial killer.”

      I shuddered involuntarily. Chase was right, of course. If a third person had been killed by the same person, then we were definitely looking at a serial killer.

      “Fine, but you can’t stop me from following you.”

      Chase rolled his eyes. “Please don’t actually follow me to the crime scene. It’s not at a hotel this time, but at the ski hill. The body was found in one of the gondolas on the way back down to the village as they did a final check on them for the night. Give me five minutes, and you can leave after that, okay?”

      I nodded. “Sure thing. Go ahead, I’ll see you later.”

      “Thanks for being so understanding. Sorry this terrible excuse for a date got made even worse.”

      “It’s okay. I have a sneaking suspicion somebody else had a worse night than we did.”

      Chase planted a kiss on my lips, and as he pulled away, he held onto my shoulders and looked deep into my eyes. “Take care of yourself. Be careful. I don’t want you investigating this, but I also know I can’t stop you. But if anything ever happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do with myself. This isn’t someone who’s killed once by losing control. This is someone who has been plotting methodically, who knows what they’re doing, and who is completely willing to kill innocent people to get what they want. He will not hesitate to kill you, or Cat, if he thinks the two of you are getting in his way.”

      I gulped hard and nodded. I knew Chase was right, of course. But whoever was doing this was trying to destroy my new home. They were trying to destroy the town I loved by killing innocent people whose only crime was coming here on holiday to enjoy the same things I got to enjoy every single day.

      No, as dangerous as this was, I knew I was going to do whatever I had to in order to find out who was doing this.

      “You stay safe, too,” I told Chase as he left. He nodded confidently and strode away from the bookshop toward the ski hill and the gondola. I let out a sigh as I watched him leave. I really wished we had been able to prove that Simon was the killer before he had found another victim.
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* * *

      Sending Cat a quick text, letting her know what was going on, I quickly threw a jacket, a hat, and some gloves on, since nights were fairly cold these days, and made my way out into the world once more.

      It was just after nine, and I found myself wondering about the logistics of the murder. After all, the ski hill had closed around four in the afternoon. How on earth was there a tourist still wandering around up on the hill, and why was the gondola still running?

      I met up with Cat in her café, going in through the back door, and looked at the crowd forming at the bottom of the hill through the window. Flashing blue-and-red police lights dotted the night like the world’s most depressing light show, a number of looky-loos obviously wanting to get as close a look as possible at the tragedy unfolding.

      “Do you know why the gondola was running tonight?” I asked, and Cat nodded.

      “Sure. It runs pretty late, most of the time. After all, during the day, the gondola is for moving skiers, snowboarders, and sightseers up the mountain. But after it closes, they use it for all of the more administrative tasks, like getting food up to the lodge, and cleaning supplies, and basically everything else they need up there.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.”

      “Plus, a lot of the staff don’t actually ski or snowboard, so they have to get down as well. Then, at the end of the night, once they’ve confirmed that everyone on the mountain has come down, they do one last check of all the gondolas to make sure nothing like this has happened, and then they shut them down.”

      “So it was totally normal for the gondola to be running at this time of night.”

      “Absolutely,” Cat replied. “I’m here a lot of the time when they shut it down.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So that was normal. Have you heard anything else about it?”

      “No,” Cat said, shaking her head. “I’ve been in the back making batches of batter to put in the oven in the morning. I honestly didn’t have a clue anything was going on until you texted me. We should go out and have a look, though.”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.”

      The two of us left the café and made our way toward the crowd.

      “Do you think it was Simon, then?” I asked Cat, and she nodded.

      “Has to be. I mean, Cal skipped work, didn’t he? He wouldn’t be up there. He’s probably still on that couch with his girlfriend.”

      “I didn’t see anything in Simon’s file at the hotel that said he worked for the mountain, though.”

      Cat shrugged. “Maybe he just didn’t put it on his resumé, thinking it wasn’t relevant? But he’s lived in town for long enough that he’s surely worked for the mountain in some capacity. Almost everyone who has lived here for long enough works for them eventually, since they’re by far and away the main employer in town.”

      I nodded. “Still, it would be nice to have confirmation. Let’s see what we can find out.” The two of us shuffled through the crowd toward the yellow police tape. It blocked the entrance to the main gondola building, and the police had covered all of the windows with black paper to prevent people like Cat and me from looking in. Great. We definitely weren’t going to be able to get any information from here.

      Looking around, however, I suddenly noticed a short, blonde woman leaving out one of the side exits, crying. She was wearing a staff jacket and obviously worked for the mountain. I pointed her out to Cat, who immediately nodded and began shuffling that way toward the woman.

      The woman immediately snuck out from the crowd, and Cat and I reached her a second later.

      “Excuse me, hey, are you alright?” Cat asked her. “You look like you could use a coffee. Or a hot chocolate, if you’re not a late-night caffeine drinker. I own the cupcake shop just over there if you want to have a bit of a break.”

      The woman looked up at Cat and broke down into tears. “Oh my goodness, you have no idea how much I could really use a coffee.”

      Cat wrapped an arm around the woman protectively and led her straight over to the coffee shop.

      “It’s going to take me a few minutes to get the machine up and running, but let me get you a fresh-baked cupcake while I do that,” Cat told the woman, motioning for her to sit down wherever she wanted. The woman picked one of the booths at the back and practically collapsed into it, while I made my way to the counter and grabbed some napkins for her to wipe her tears with and took the cupcake from Cat.

      “Here you go,” I said to her gently, placing the items in front of her.

      “Thank you so much,” she said through tears. “It’s just so awful. So incredibly awful.”

      “I can only imagine. You saw the body, then?”

      She nodded. “I was the one who came across it. I was working at the bottom of the gondola tonight. One of the men at the top radioed down that he was coming down for the night, and he did, and then we got started on doing the final check on the gondolas for the night. We were just about done, when I looked into one gondola and I saw … I saw …” Her voice drifted off, and she burst into tears once more.

      I patted the woman’s hand reassuringly. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      “Not for him, it isn’t. I can’t believe it. I had met him earlier that day, too.”

      “Did you?” I asked, my interest piqued.

      “Yeah. He had a bit of a problem with his pass in the morning. It wasn’t scanning properly for some reason, so I sent one of the other workers back to guest services to get him a different one and had a bit of a chat with him.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “This sounds just awful to say, but to be honest, he was kind of awful. He kept hitting on me. He told me he was an ex-MMA fighter, and that now he ran his own company and made tons of money. It was really crass. He told me he was visiting from Vegas. I couldn’t wait until he got his ticket, and when he did, I was relieved. I was actually relieved I wouldn’t have to talk to him anymore, and now he’s dead!”

      The woman broke down into another set of tears, and I put a comforting arm around her.

      “Hey. Hey, it’s not your fault, okay? He sounds like he was a bit of a creep, but that probably has nothing to do with why he died.”

      “I know,” the woman said. “I’ve been telling myself since I found him, Celeste, none of this is your fault. You’re not the one who killed him. But I can’t help but feel bad that I had such negative thoughts about him just before he turned up dead. And for me to have been the one who found him, too.”

      Cat came over that moment with a steaming mug of coffee and placed it in front of Celeste.

      “It’s a vanilla latte,” she said. “I can make something else if you’d like, but I thought maybe a little bit of sugar might help.”

      “That’s wonderful, thank you,” Celeste said, looking up at Cat and shooting her a grateful smile. “I really appreciate all of this.”

      “Of course,” Cat said. “I can’t imagine what it must have felt like to have gone through something like that.”

      “It was absolutely awful,” Celeste said, shaking her head. “I mean, I suppose it could have been a lot worse. It really just looked like he was sleeping. Honestly, when I first saw him, I thought it might have been somebody who had gotten drunk on the mountain, gotten lost, and managed to stumble back into a gondola before we closed. But then I went to shake him awake, and the way his head just lolled over, I knew he was dead. I ran out of the gondola and pressed the emergency stop button, then I called the police.”

      “There didn’t happen to be any message or anything written inside the gondola, did there?” Cat asked, shooting me a look.

      Celeste shook her head. “No, nothing like that. Honestly, I would’ve thought it was a heart attack or something, but when his head moved, there was a bruise along his neck, like he’d been strangled. Sorry,” she added apologetically. “I’m a huge fan of true crime podcasts and TV shows. Although, I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to watch them in the same way now, after having gone through this.”

      “Don’t think about that right now,” Cat said reassuringly. “Drink your coffee. If you do need to talk about it, though, please, let us know. The two of us were the ones who found the body in the hotel the other day, so we actually know exactly what you’re going through.”

      “Thanks,” Celeste said to us with a smile. “The two of you seem like you’re handling it pretty well, so I’m hoping that after a couple of days I’ll be feeling a little bit better as well.”

      “Absolutely,” Cat said. “I’m sure you will. And if not, there are lots of resources here in Sapphire Village that you can use to get professional help.”

      “I just can’t believe somebody killed that man. I just can’t believe it.”

      “Are there any cameras at the top of the gondola?” Cat asked. “Maybe whoever did this will have been caught on tape. Then the police will catch him quickly, they’ll arrest him, and you can move on a little bit more easily.”

      Celeste nodded. “There are some, but not as many as there used to be. A couple of years ago, after the mountain got bought out, the new company in charge decided they didn’t want to spend as much money on security, and they had a couple of the cameras taken out. But there is still one that covers the entrance and the exit to the station at the top.”

      Cat and I shared a look. From the sound of things, the person who did this knew their way around the mountain as well, and I had a sneaking suspicion that the man wasn’t going to show up on the security footage at all.

      At the same time, I couldn’t help but feel like I was missing something. Something Celeste had said rang a bell deep in the depths of my brain, but I couldn’t figure out what.
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      About half an hour later, Celeste had finished her coffee, and thanking us, said she was going to make her way back home to try to get some sleep. Cat and I saw her off before turning back to the scene before us.

      “Do you know anybody who works at the mountain who might have seen this guy today?” I asked Cat, and she nodded.

      “Let me text a guy I know. He works for ski patrol.”

      A minute later she got a reply and held up her phone. “He’s going to come over now. I promised him a free cupcake; at this rate I’m going to have to make another batch before I open up tomorrow, but if we can figure out what happened here tonight, it might just be worth it.”

      The man who walked into the shop about twenty minutes later I recognized from the housing meeting that Cal had been running. He was one of the people who was vocally on Simon’s side when it came to the way the town should handle the housing problem.

      “You’re Nick, right?” I asked, and the man nodded. He had short cropped red hair and a Jay Leno chin, with blue eyes that sparkled in the light.

      “I recognize you,” he said with a light Irish accent. “You were at Cal’s meeting with Cat.”

      “That’s me, I’m Alice,” I said, holding out a hand for him to shake, which he did.

      “So what do you ladies want to know? I’m assuming it has something to do with what’s going on out there?”

      Cat nodded as she handed Nick a cupcake, which he quickly dove into. “That’s right. From what we can tell, someone else has been murdered, but it sounds like he was on the hill long after closing.”

      “And you want to know exactly how that could have happened,” Nick said. “Well, I can definitely help you out with that. There was a private party in the restaurant behind the lodge after closing today. Some sort of charity event, mainly hosting a number of people from Vegas. The party started at around two and ended around seven. All of the attendees were warned that they weren’t going to be able to ski down at the end of the party, since all of the mountain operations that take place after closing had already started. Besides, they were all drunk, and mixing drunk people with all of the hazards you can find on a mountain at night after closing—a total lack of light, groomers, alcohol impairment, lack of familiarity with the area, and that sort of thing—is an absolutely terrible idea.”

      “We have one witness who told us she spoke to the man earlier today, and he told her that he was from Vegas,” I said.

      “So he was probably part of this group that took part in the charity event,” Nick said.

      “But if the charity event ended at seven and the body wasn’t found until around eight-thirty, that’s a lot of time for him to be missing,” I pointed out.

      “It depends on whether or not anybody would have missed him, though,” Cat replied. “After all, from what Celeste told us, I bet he was single and so he would have gone to the charity event by himself. And sure, he would have met people there, or maybe he knew people there, but they probably all would have left thinking he was fine. It’s not like he would have had a wife or girlfriend waiting for him ready to sound the alarm.”

      “I guess so,” I said.

      “My bet is somebody managed to corner him and kill him either just before the event ended or just after it, and then stashed the body somewhere and hid until all of the staff had gone down. Then he put the body on the gondola so that it would be found during the final check—or possibly even in the morning—and skied down by himself and left before the body was even discovered.”

      “If you’re right, then that’s an insanely organized murderer,” I said. “Can you think of any way in which Cat’s theory doesn’t work?” I asked Nick, who fingered his stubble carefully as he thought it over.

      “From a ski patroller’s perspective, it makes sense. We had one patroller stay on the mountain until after the party had ended, but as soon as it was confirmed by the staff that all of the attendees had left and that they were closing up for the night, the patroller would have skied down himself to do a final clearing and left for the night. After that, it would have absolutely been possible for anybody hiding inside the lodge to ski down by themselves without anybody noticing them.”

      “Okay, thanks, Nick,” Cat said. “If you find out anything about who might have done this, can you let me know?”

      “Will do,” Nick said, getting up and leaving while Cat made her way back to the coffee machine yet again.

      “I need a jolt of caffeine to help me figure out what’s going on,” Cat said. “Do you want one?”

      I nodded and looked out the window at the ever-growing crowd of people outside while Cat worked on the coffee. Again, I couldn’t get the nagging feeling that I was missing something out of my head, but I couldn’t figure out what.

      Cat sat down across from me, handing me a coffee, and I sipped the delicious liquid happily.

      “We should make some for the cops after,” I suggested, and Cat nodded.

      “Good plan. You should text lover boy and let him know that if anyone from his crew wants to come in for coffee, the front door is open.”

      I nodded and did as Cat suggested, getting a thank-you reply from Chase a moment later. I leaned back in my seat and sighed, and Cat gave me a curious look.

      “This is really turning out to be a hard case to solve, isn’t it?” she said.

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “I can’t help but feel that we’re missing something, though,” she said. “Like something somebody said should have clicked, but my brain can’t quite figure out what it is.”

      “I’m so glad you said that. I feel exactly the same way,” I replied. Standing up, I began to pace around the room. “Do we know where Simon is tonight?”

      “No idea,” Cat said. “Although, if he’s working, then that’s a pretty good alibi right there.”

      “You stay here in case anyone comes by and needs coffee. I’m going to go check and see if Simon’s at the hotel.”

      “Text me when you find out where he is.”

      I nodded as I grabbed my jacket and practically ran out the door.
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* * *

      The hotel where Simon worked was only a few steps away from Cat’s coffee shop, so it really didn’t take very long for me to run over there and make my way to the front desk. Today, the lobby was practically empty; I assumed most of the people staying here were currently either in their rooms looking out the window or out in front of the police tape trying to get a look at the drama that was going on.

      The same woman who had been behind the desk the other day was still there, and I made my way over toward her.

      “Good evening, how can I help you?” she asked with a polite smile.

      “Hi, I’m wondering if you could tell me whether or not Simon Ulrich is working tonight. He works in maintenance. I just really need to speak with him.”

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “He’s not, no. I just have to get a hold of him because of a family emergency, and he’s not answering his phone.”

      “Let me find out if he’s around for you,” the woman said, stepping away from her desk. I really hoped I had pulled off the lie convincingly; Cat was a lot better at this sort of thing than I was, but hopefully the fact that I mentioned a family emergency was going to get me through.

      Plus, to be completely honest, I didn’t expect Simon to be in today. After all, he was the killer, wasn’t he?

      That was why, about three minutes later, when the woman came back to the front desk followed by Simon, my mouth dropped open.

      He looked at me curiously, and I motioned for him to follow me, which thankfully he did. I didn’t want the lady at the front desk knowing that I had lied about the family emergency. The two of us made our way to the large fireplace on the other side of the lobby, and I sat down on one of the couches, with Simon taking a seat across from me.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “Patricia says there’s some sort of emergency?”

      “Don’t worry,” I replied. “There is nothing really wrong. I just wanted to make sure that you were at work. How long have you been here?”

      “My shift started at five,” he answered, giving me a curious look. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “There’s been another murder, and up until now you were one of the prime suspects,” I said. I wanted to see how Simon would react. He laughed out loud.

      “Well, that’s a complete joke. I would never kill another human being. Heck, I’m a vegan. Who on earth thought that I would kill anybody?”

      I figured at this point, honesty was the best policy. After all, I never knew what sort of information Simon might actually have that could help us. It was probably nothing, but hey, at this point, what did I have to lose? After all, our two main suspects couldn’t have done it.

      “I think whoever has been killing people has been doing it to try and get tourism to drop in Sapphire Village, to try and fix the housing situation,” I replied. “You’re on record as thinking that it’s okay to break the law to try and get things done, so naturally, you were one of the main suspects.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Sure, I think writing letters to Mayor Frank is a stupid idea, but that’s a huge leap to murder. I might be advocating breaking the law, but only laws that don’t really affect anybody, like graffiti. I would literally never advocate murder, and I would never commit a murder myself.”

      “There’s also the fact that you used to work at both hotels where people have been killed.”

      “Tons of people have worked at those hotels,” Simon replied. “They’re two of the biggest hotels in town. And I’m definitely not the only person to have worked maintenance around here. You’re new to Sapphire Village, right? The thing about small towns is there aren’t that many employers around. You live here long enough, you generally work for all the big places in town.”

      I nodded. “Okay, fair enough. Sorry for doubting you. But hey, on the bright side, you have a rock-solid alibi for this new murder.”

      Simon shook his head sadly. “It’s an absolute tragedy. Between this, the murder yesterday, and the woman falling off the hotel balcony, what an absolutely awful week for this town.”

      “I agree,” I said quietly. “It’s why I’m trying to figure out who did this. I might be new here, but I love this place, and I’ll do anything to protect it.”

      “Well, I have to get back to work, but I hope you find who did this. I really do.”

      I nodded and watched as Simon walked off, going back to his maintenance job. Suddenly, something he said struck me. If you live and work in this town long enough, you end up working for everybody. Then, everything clicked.

      I jumped up off the couch and grabbed my phone, immediately dialing Chase’s number. I knew who the killer was.
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      “Come on, pick up, pick up,” I pleaded as I rushed out of the hotel. Eventually, however, I reached Chase’s voicemail, and I hung up the phone in frustration.

      When I found myself out in the cold once more, I knew I could do one of two things. I could make my way back to the cordon and try to get Chase’s attention. That was the smart thing to do, and it’s what he would’ve wanted.

      Of course, another part of me wanted to try and track down the killer myself, but I had promised Chase I wouldn’t do that. And I wanted to keep my promise.

      Running toward the cordon, I found myself facing a large, burly-looking police officer with his arms crossed.

      “I need to speak to Chief Griffon,” I insisted, but the officer stood his ground.

      “I’m sorry, the Sapphire Village police chief is too busy at the moment to speak with anybody not directly linked with this case.”

      “This is linked to the case,” I replied. “I need to speak with him, now.”

      “Yeah, yeah, so does everybody else here. He’ll be in the station in the morning. You can speak with him then.”

      “It’ll be too late then. I need to talk to him now.”

      “Sorry, missy,” the officer said, pushing out his chest to try and look more intimidating. It definitely didn’t work on me. “You’re just going to have to wait.”

      “Well, I’m sure Chief Griffon will love to hear how you’re personally responsible for stopping him from finding out who murdered the man in that gondola tonight,” I replied. “I’m sure it’s going to do wonders for your career.”

      For the first time, the man suddenly looked around, like someone else should tell him what to do, like he was wondering whether or not he was making the right call here.

      “What’s your name?” he asked after a moment of hesitation.

      “Alice,” I replied. “Just go and tell Chase that Alice is here, and she knows who did it.”

      “You step over this line at all, and I’ll have you arrested,” the man threatened, but he did turn and pass into the gondola building. It looked like my plan had worked.

      I hopped in place on the balls of my feet in anticipation, and sure enough, about thirty seconds later Chase came out, spotted me in the crowd, and motioned for me to follow him around the corner.

      I did as he asked, and as soon as we were in a quiet spot with a little bit of privacy, he turned to me.

      “You know who it was?”

      “Michael Volaki,” I replied. “It has to be him.”

      “Why? Do you have any proof that we can use in court?”

      “For one thing, I can almost guarantee you that the jacket he was wearing when he killed the first victim was one from his contracting company. I thought it was a triangle, but it was a letter V. I saw the logo in smaller the vest he was wearing at a coffee shop. It has to be the same one.”

      “Okay, that helps,” Chase said.

      “Apart from that, it all seems to be fairly circumstantial. But he worked as a maintenance man for one of the major companies in town, which means that he probably did some work for both hotels where the victims were killed, and he would have known his way around them. And now he works as the man in charge of all the groomers for the mountain. He would have been on the hill tonight after closing time, he would have had the opportunity to go to the main lodge, he would have known where to hide a body without it being found, and he would have been able to place the body in the gondola and then simply been able to return to work. That’s where Cat’s theory fell down. I don’t think the killer skied down by themselves; I think he just went back to his office and kept working.”

      Chase nodded slowly. “All of that makes sense. But what about Simon Ulrich?”

      “I saw him less than fifteen minutes ago,” I said. “He’s been working for hours; there’s no way he’s the killer.”

      “I wish we had something more concrete to go on, like the murder weapon or something,” Chase frowned. “I believe you when you say he did it, but proving it is an entirely different matter.”

      “Why don’t we go up and confront him?” I asked. “After all, he almost certainly thinks he’s getting away with it. He was at Cal’s meeting the other night, but he pretended to us that he was simply there to support his employee rather than because he believed in the cause.”

      Chase nodded slowly. “I can do that, yes. It’s going to take a while, though; obviously we can’t start the gondola again until the body has been moved, and we can’t do that until the medical examiner has arrived from Portland.”

      I grinned. “I actually have a better idea.”
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* * *

      “I can’t believe you talked me into this,” Chase said. “I’m equal parts terrified and excited.”

      “Well, that’s a lot better than the first time I got on a broom, when I was just straight-up terrified, and then I almost died. But don’t worry; I’ve gotten a little bit better since then.”

      “I sure hope so,” Chase said, grabbing my waist a little bit tighter. We had gone back to the bookshop, where I grabbed a broom, and then made our way to the forest behind the shop, where nobody would be able to see us. After all, I figured just flying on the broom with Chase was probably going to be enough magic for him for one night, and I didn’t want to add an invisibility spell as well. And that meant we had to be a little bit subtle while flying around town, since questions would probably be asked if the local residents found the chief of police flying around with a witch above the town.

      “Is this what your life is like all the time?” Chase asked. I could feel him looking down at the town underneath us as I tried to stay fairly low to the trees to minimize the chances of anybody seeing us.

      “To be honest, I generally do my best to fly as little as possible,” I replied.

      “Why? This is so cool. It’s like sitting on the side of a chopper, but you feel even more like you’re flying yourself.”

      “I don’t like heights, and the first time I flew a broom, I just about died after crashing into a giant marshmallow tree in my grandmother’s front yard.”

      “Fair enough. I guess that’ll make anybody a bit nervous about it. But we have to do this more often. This is the coolest thing ever.”

      I had to admit, seeing how enthusiastic Chase was about riding the broom gave me the warm and fuzzies inside. It was nice seeing him this excited, and it was cool to be able to share something from my magical life with him.

      As we flew over the mountain, I dared to ride up a little bit higher, and looking down on the lights of the town, with just a few lights on the mountain as well—from groomers, and from the main lodge at the top where a few people were still working—I couldn’t help but fall in love with this place all over again.

      It just made me more determined to stop Michael Volaki, who was obviously intent on ruining everything that was wonderful about Sapphire Village.
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      Being careful to fly in a way that no one would actually spot us, I flew Chase and myself down to the main lodge at the top of the gondola. The lights were all out inside, but about fifty feet away, surrounded by groomers, was another administrative building, this one looking far less homely and much more industrial. This one, however, had a few lights on.

      I landed the broom and shoved it behind a large sign lying against the side of the building. After all, I didn’t want anyone asking questions, and the middle of a ski resort didn’t exactly seem like the place where a broom would just be lying around outside.

      We made our way inside the building, Chase ahead of me, and began to follow the lights down the hall. This was definitely an administrative place, with a few faded old pictures on the wall of what Sapphire Mountain used to look like back in the seventies, lots of extra mountain equipment spread out all over the place, and emergency kits. It appeared this was also ski patrol headquarters, on top of a general administration office.

      Michael Volakis’ office was on the second floor, according to a small directory on the wall, and eventually Chase and I climbed the stairs and made our way to it. As soon as we stepped in, he looked up from his computer, a look of casual curiosity on his face. I had to admit, he certainly didn’t look like a guy who had just committed three murders.

      “I’m afraid you two can’t be in here,” he said. “How did you get here, anyway?”

      “I’m here on police business,” Chase said, holding out his badge.

      “Oh?”

      “Michael Volakis, you’re under arrest for the murder of three people,” Chase announced. I had expected he was going to go with the element of surprise. Maybe if he simply arrested Michael, he would admit to everything. Turned out I was right.

      “Alright, alright, I’ll come with you,” Michael said, getting up from his chair. I raised my eyebrows in surprise. That was definitely not the reaction I was expecting.

      “You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, one will be provided for you,” Chase continued.

      “I know my rights. I don’t need a lawyer. Let’s just get this over and done with,” Michael said, following us out.

      “Does that mean you’re admitting to killing those people?” I asked as we made our way back down the empty halls to the front of the building. I briefly wondered how on earth we were going to get back down, but Chase headed  toward a snowmobile and luckily found the keys sitting inside the ignition. Evidently, it was not his first time on the mountain, and he had thought of this plan earlier.

      “Yeah,” Michael shrugged. “I did it. But hey, you caught me.”

      “Right, I’m going to handcuff you before we head down,” Chase said, making his way toward Michael.

      “No problem,” Michael said, holding out his wrists. Just as Chase looked down to grab the handcuffs, however, Michael launched toward me and hit me in the face so hard I saw stars.

      “Ow!” I cried out, covering my nose with my hands. Pain seared through my face as tears welled up in my eyes. Michael began to run off as Chase turned toward me.

      “Forget me, get him!” I called out. Chase hesitated for a split second, then nodded and ran after Michael, who was rushing off into the night.

      I moved my hand from my nose to see blood; my nose was bleeding. That was nothing. I quickly imagined the bleeding stopping and pointed at my nose. With a quick flash of magic, my nosebleed was gone.

      The pain wasn’t, but what was pain compared to stopping a murderer?

      Shaking my head to clear it a little and start focusing again, I chased after Michael and Chase, who were running toward one of the cliffs over to the side, where skiers and snowboarders weren’t allowed to go.

      I had a sneaking suspicion I knew exactly what Michael was going to do. He was about to try and kill Chase and pretend that it was an accident the entire time. Then he was probably going to come after me, too.

      I had to stop him.

      Michael had stopped by the cliff while Chase was making his way toward him. I turned and slinked away. I wanted to get behind Michael. If I could scare him, it might just give Chase the advantage he would need to knock him down for good.

      At the same time, I was well aware that I didn’t have very much time. Chase was making his way toward Michael, and it wasn’t going to take long before things came to a head between them. The last thing I wanted was for Chase to come out of this injured, or worse.

      Luckily, Michael seemed to be completely focused on my boyfriend and didn’t even notice as I made my way around in a large loop behind where he was standing. I could always use my magic, so long as whatever I did had no lasting impact and could be explained away as being something I did as a regular human. However, I decided that wasn’t going to be the best plan – there was going to be no way to explain it away - and instead I looked around for something I could use as a weapon.

      There wasn’t very much in the area, since we were a few hundred yards from the building now and on a part of the mountain that was closed to skiers and snowboarders. In fact, the bamboo pole indicating that it was a closed area was basically the only thing around, and I decided that was better than nothing. Grabbing it out of the snow, I made my way toward Michael, listening as he shouted over the wind at Chase.

      “It’s been like this for as long as I can remember. You know what it’s like. You’ve been here for long enough. Things have always been hard, but they’re harder than ever now. The resort is too busy, and things have changed. The spirit of this place has changed. The only way we can keep going forward is by reducing the number of visitors that come here, and it’s obvious that nobody in charge wants to see that happen. So I decided I was going to make it happen.”

      “But why?” Chase asked. “You’ve lived here for so long. Surely the housing issues don’t really affect you.”

      “They might not affect me directly, but they affect me. My daughter just moved to Portland because she can’t afford to buy a place here. The overall vibe of the town has changed. It’s no longer about having fun for the young people; now it’s about working three jobs so that they can afford rent on a shared room. I might personally be doing okay out of it, but I love this town, and I don’t want to see it destroyed and turned into another soulless husk like certain places in Colorado.”

      I had to admit, it was strange to realize that Michael and I had the same motivation here. We both loved the town, and we both wanted to do what was best for it. The problem was Michael’s strategy involved killing people, and I was absolutely not willing to accept that that was what it was going to take to change Sapphire Village for the better.

      Creeping up toward him, I was happy to note that the wind covered up the sound of my footsteps on the hard snow. I winced with every step as the snow crunched beneath my feet, but Michael seemed completely oblivious. Looking over at Chase, I noticed his eyes widen just a tiny bit as he spotted me, but to my immense relief, he quickly looked away and back at Michael. Whatever I was about to do, he wasn’t going to get in the way.

      “You had so many other options, though,” he said, evidently deciding to keep Michael talking while I got closer. “Even Simon had a plan that didn’t involve killing people.”

      “And it would have done absolutely nothing, just like all of those other plans that people have had over the years that did absolutely nothing to improve affordability in town. No, I had to do something that was going to have a lasting impact, and now, when people discover that even the chief of police died in a tragic accident, they’re really not going to come and visit.”

      Michael suddenly charged toward Chase, who flattened himself on the ground before Michael was able to tackle him over the edge of the cliff. I ran toward the two, hitting Michael over the head with the bamboo stick, but it turned out to be less than useless, as it snapped as soon as I hit him.

      Chase got up off the ground and immediately tackled Michael. The two men fought on the ground while I looked on helplessly, desperately trying to think of something to do. But it was like I was frozen in place, and I could only look on in horror as Chase fought Michael. Chase was fit and knew how to fight, but Michael was desperate and flailed his arms and legs around like a mad man, making it impossible for Chase to really get a good hold on him.

      Suddenly, one of those flailing arms hit Chase in the face, and he stumbled backward just long enough for Michael to stand up.

      Michael focused on me suddenly, and a creepy smile plastered onto his face. I didn’t like that smile at all.

      “No!” Chase shouted as Michael ran toward me, grabbed me in a giant bear hug, and hurled us both over the edge of the cliff. I could see Chase running after us as we fell, Michael cackling with laughter as the two of us plunged over the cliff to our inevitable deaths.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Luckily for me, I had already been in a very similar situation earlier that day.

      Time was much more of the essence this time, but I managed to cast the spell that turned me light as a feather, and I saw Michael’s laugh turn to confusion and horror as he realized that of the two of us, he was the only one about to die. After all, it didn’t matter if he saw me use magic now. Who was he going to tell?

      As soon as he hit the snow below, the light extinguished from his eyes, and I knew he was dead.

      “Alice! Alice, no! Oh God, please be okay, Alice!” Chase called out repeatedly from the top of the cliff.

      “I’m all good,” I called out to Chase. “I’m fine.”

      “Stay there, I’m coming to get you.”

      A minute later I heard the roar of a snowmobile coming to life, and shortly thereafter Chase arrived next to where I was standing. As soon as he turned off the snowmobile, he leapt off it and enveloped me in the biggest bear hug I had ever experienced.

      “I thought you were dead,” he whispered in my ear as he held me close. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I told you, I have advantages other people don’t have,” I said with a weak smile, and Chase’s laugh broke as a couple of errant tears escaped his eyes and he hugged me once more.

      “I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

      “You don’t have to think about it,” I replied. “I’m here, and I’m fine, and Michael is dead.”

      We stood like that for a minute, holding each other, before coming back to earth and realizing that there was a whole lot of explaining we were going to have to do, especially now that we had a fourth body on our hands.

      I was just exceedingly happy that I wasn’t the fifth.
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* * *

      The next day was exactly as hectic as I imagined it would be. Between having to give an official witness statement, coming up with excuses as to how Chase and I got on the mountain, and answering questions for everyone else, it felt like the longest day ever. By the time four in the afternoon rolled around, I made my way to Cat’s café, where she had closed up for the day and was starting on the baking for the next day.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t invite me to go up with you and Chase to confront the murderer,” she complained as I sat down.

      “Hey, you had promised the cops free coffee and cupcakes. You were busy. Besides, I figured it was already a win that Chase was going to let one of us go up with him to confront the murderer. I didn’t want to stretch our luck.”

      “But confronting murderers and getting into trouble over it is our thing,” Cat complained, and I laughed.

      “Personally, I hope it’s something neither one of us ever has to do again.”

      “And if we do, I hope it’s not near my birthday, because you totally forgot to come bungee jumping with me today.”

      My hand jumped to my mouth as I realized Cat was completely right. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!”

      Cat laughed. “Don’t worry about it. To be honest, while I wanted to do it, the best part of it would have been spending time with you, and we really did get to spend a whole lot of time together solving these murders, didn’t we?”

      I made my way toward my cousin and took her into a big hug. “You’re my best friend, Cat. My best friend in the whole wide world, and I promise you, I will come bungee jumping with you whenever you want, but I also reserve the right to use that spell a third time to stop me from falling.”

      Cat laughed. “You’re definitely not getting out of the adrenaline rush that easily.”

      The two of us made our way back to my place a little while later. Chase had texted that he would be by whenever he could get away, but with the additional murder from the night before coupled with Michael’s death, which was being called a suicide—Chase didn’t want me hounded by the media or to have either one of us answer questions about how Michael died from the hundred-foot fall while I survived—meant that he was even busier than usual at work.

      “Where have you been all day? You’re normally open today,” Archibald complained as the two of us walked in. “There have been people hounding the door all day. Leave it to you to close on the one day that your store is actually popular with people.”

      “Oh! That reminds me,” I said to Archibald, running to the back to grab my iPad. I opened Facebook and went back to the meme page, where I quickly found the page I had seen before. It had thousands more likes, and even more on Instagram. “Look, this is all the people that have seen your poem and like it.”

      Archibald’s eyes widened. “Those people like my poetry?”

      “Yes. You can see the text above there.”

      “How many likes have Byron’s poems got?”

      “None. They weren’t even deemed worthy to make a meme out of.”

      Archibald looked incredibly chuffed with himself. “So these thousands of people, they have all liked my poetry?”

      “That’s right,” I said to him. “And these likes, they come from all over the world. There are people with a Facebook account in the middle of nowhere who have now read your poetry and like it.”

      Okay, I was well aware that the meme was mocking Archibald’s poetry more than it was admiring it, but the ghost had no idea this was the case, and it was technically true that all those thousands of people had liked the post.

      “I’m famous! I’m the most famous poet in the world right now!”

      “You definitely are,” Cat said with a grin. “Congratulations, Archibald.” I had never heard her call him by his full name before; Cat normally enjoyed annoying Archibald by calling him Archie.

      “I must go and tell the others! They’ll never believe me when I tell them this wonderful news, but they need to be told. For hundreds of years I bided my time, and now it has happened. Hundreds of thousands of people are reading my poems, and I have finally reached my true potential!”

      “Bye, Archibald,” Cat said with a wave.

      “Thank you, Alice! You have introduced me to the works of the great Agatha Christie and finally brought my works the recognition they have deserved for hundreds of years. How can I ever repay you?”

      “Go and enjoy this moment,” I said with a grin. “Go and tell everybody that your works are famous now.”

      “Goodbye, witches of the New World. I shall never forget this.”

      Archibald disappeared suddenly, and I couldn’t help but feel a pang in my heart as I realized that the annoying, frustrating ghost who lived in the bookshop was probably never going to come back.

      “He’s going to cross over now, isn’t he?” I asked Cat, and she nodded.

      “He certainly is. All he has ever wanted, for two hundred years, was for his works to be recognized and for him to be as popular as the other romantic poets. He has finally achieved his goal, which means it’s time for him to move on.”

      “I’m going to miss him,” I admitted.

      “Are you really?” Cat replied, giving me a curious look. “Archie was the world’s most annoying ghost.”

      “Sure, he could be frustrating. But he was funny, too. Like when he would try to haunt customers and fail completely because he couldn’t do anything except float around uselessly.”

      “You have a lot more patience with him than I did,” Cat said with a grin. “But regardless, he’s definitely gone for good.”

      I smiled at the bittersweet ending for the resident ghost. As much as Cat was right and Archibald could be fairly annoying, I had come to appreciate the ghost, and his presence around the bookshop was going to be missed.

      Of course, Cat was right, too. It was better for Archibald that he pass on to whatever came next, rather than dwell in continued misery in this world for hundreds more years. He had finally gotten the recognition that he so desperately wanted.

      I was absolutely thrilled for him. Archibald’s dream had finally come true.
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* * *

      I woke up the next morning on the couch, leaning against Chase. He had come to my place late that night, and we had fallen asleep while discussing the events of the previous couple of days and watching terrible late-night television. As soon as I opened my eyes, I closed them again, breathing in deeply as I simply enjoyed the feeling of lying with him here on my couch. This was absolutely my happy place, and things could not have been more perfect.

      “Hey, you awake?” Chase asked softly, and I murmured out a yes as I burrowed myself even further into the crook of his arm.

      “How long have you been awake?” I asked.

      “About an hour,” he replied. “I like watching you sleep.”

      “I like sleeping here.”

      “I thought you were dead, the other night.”

      “Well, don’t worry. It takes more than that to get rid of me.”

      “I’m glad,” Chase said, lightly stroking my hair. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s that I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      I opened my eyes and looked up at him. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t have a ring or anything, but standing on top of that cliff the other day, thinking you were dead, I knew one thing for certain. I would have given anything, including my own life, for you to be alright. And now that you are, I know I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Alice, will you marry me? You can pick out whatever ring you want if you say yes.”

      I laughed and punched Chase lightly on the arm. I didn’t need a ring to be the happiest woman in the world right now.

      “Of course I will.”
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      A couple of months later, I was lying on one of the couches in the bookshop, reading a book while waiting for my next customer to arrive, when someone walked in. I recognized him straight away from a photo I’d seen a few months earlier, and my heart skipped about ten beats.

      “Alice?” Justin asked. He was older now, his dark hair flecked with grey, but it was undoubtedly him.

      “Yeah,” I replied quietly. “How did you find me?”

      “Your cousin tracked me down. She told me about you, and told me that you would never dare to find me yourself.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. That was Cat, all the way.

      “That’s probably right.”

      The two of us stood awkwardly for a minute. After all, what do you say when you meet your father for the first time after he had gone over two decades without knowing you even existed?

      “So listen,” he said finally. “I live in Colorado now. I have a wife, and a couple of kids. Their names are Jess and Tom, and they’re fifteen and thirteen.” Great. It was time for the speech where Justin explained that even though he would love to get to know me, he had a real family now, and I was just going to have to leave him alone, like I had all those years ago. I immediately felt my heart sink to the floor, but tried to convince myself that it was going to be ok. After all, I had made it this far without knowing him. Then, Justin continued. “I understand completely if you want nothing to do with me. But if you do, well, I’d like to get to know you. I can come up sometimes, and maybe we can grab coffee? I don’t know if you ski, but if you do, we can go do that. If you don’t, I completely understand, too. And maybe in the future, if you’re comfortable with it, you could come down to Colorado and meet my wife, and your half-siblings. Only if you want, though.”

      I smiled. “You know, I would absolutely love to get to know you.”

      A huge grin spread across Justin’s face, and I immediately knew I was going to like this man. For the first time in my life, I was going to have a father.

      Yeah, the future was definitely looking bright.

      
        The End

      

      This was the sixth and final book in the Magical Bookshop Mysteries, so rather than linking to a future book in this series, I would recommend that you give Back to Spell One, the first book in the Western Woods mystery series, a try. Click here to read Back to Spell One now. I do hope you enjoyed Alice’s adventures! Thank you for coming on this journey along with me.
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