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      Twelve days. Twelve long, wondrous, magical days filled with food and fun and lots of happy laughter.

      Those were the things the days leading up to Christmas was about. Juniper Holiday was almost convinced that of all the holidays boxed up in a calendar year, the Christmas season was her absolute favorite, with each successive year certainly topping the last—in the lawn-decoration department, at least.

      Every year, Juniper had been determined to add something awe-inspiring and new to her ever-growing feast of visual scenery at the mansion, and this year—this year’s addition was going to be an eye-popping whopper.

      Oh, she had the usual already: star-spangled Wise Men; Frosty and his jolly, happy crew; a hand-carved manger at the center of a tear-jerkingly realistic Nativity scene; mistletoe garlands; Santa’s sleigh complete with all nine reindeer (it bothered her to no end how people could so blithely leave Rudolph out of the annual sleigh flight equation, so she’d corrected that); and string after string of merry, twinkling lights wrapped over everything and strung up everywhere.

      There were also stacks and stacks of hand-wrapped pretend presents beneath fully decorated pine trees which were actually growing on her property, and candy canes galore. In fact, there was an entire red-and-white-striped lane of those carefully crafted faux crooked candies, and they were going to help lead her guests into something extra special this year: the North Pole. Since she was a little girl, Juniper had wondered what Santa’s home would be like if there really were one, and this year, she was going to show the world what she had decided upon… well, her tiny little corner of it, at least.

      Not that anyone in Crescent Cove knew what she was up to. She’d been extra diligent about keeping everything either tented or barricaded while the carpenters and electricians and painters were out, so none of the locals could see what she was planning—but keeping it all a secret was hard. Especially for Juniper, who could barely keep the squeals of excitement off her tongue. She wanted so much to blabber about everything. Luckily, her goddaughter, Victoria, or Tori, as Juniper called her most often, helped to keep her runaway mouth in check, though it often proved most difficult at this time of the year.

      “Juniper? June? Juni, where are you?” Tori called over the music and into the chaos of the most-recently tented area. “I know you aren’t hanging out in the workshop again. I’ve already checked in there.”

      Making her way through the maze of what was left to create of the North Pole scenery, Tori shook her head. “Shouldn’t you be blasting Christmas carols, Juniper?”

      Carols were logical. At this time of year, they made perfect sense—to everyone but Juniper. Poison’s “Unskinny Bop” was blasting through the air when Tori finally located her godmother. She was shaking and shimmying along with the beat until she glanced up and caught Tori staring at her, hands on hips, a disgruntled look on her face. Juniper grinned.

      “Gotta love Bret. You do,” Juniper insisted when Tori shook her head again. “The eighties just wouldn’t have been the same without him.”

      “He certainly makes Christmas at the mansion different with you about,” Tori mumbled under her breath, then over the music, she yelled, “Terrence says the giant snowmen have arrived. He wanted me to let you know so you could come take a look and approve them.”

      “Can’t you do that?” Juniper frowned. “I’m knee-deep in signage that still needs to be painted before the scene can be finalized down here. I don’t want anyone losing their way while they’re looking around at everything, you know.”

      Juniper had come back out here to get some work done after supper, and she really wanted to get the signs done before she went to bed.

      She put the lid on the can of red paint she’d been using. Ludo, one of the mansion cats, had taken a fancy to it and was sniffing around the rim. Juni didn’t want the cat’s pink nose or white fur to turn red with paint. One of the other cats, Loki, had gotten a daub of green paint on his fluffy black tail and didn’t seem too pleased about it. At least Finn was smart enough to steer clear of the paint. He sat over on top of a box, his sleek gray fur unmarred as he watched Juniper with his eerily intelligent luminescent green eyes.

      Tori turned to head back through the construction site to the house. Finn jumped off the box and followed her, careful not to brush against any wet paint. “I could approve the snowmen, I suppose, but if you weren’t going to insist upon doing it yourself like with everything else, why did I waste my time coming all the way down here?”

      “Beats me, Tori-B. Go do it. Take some initiative,” Juniper teased. “And tell Terrence to mind his own business.”

      Tori rolled her eyes and grumbled a response. “Your business is his business, June. He’s your bloody butler, remember?”

      Juniper laughed. “How’s the story coming? Must be a mess if you’re this grumpy so early in the day. Got a twisty-misty plot you need a bit of help with?”

      She dropped her paintbrush on the table and picked up a shop rag to wipe off a clump of red paint that was sliding down her thumb to her wrist. “There! All done. Never mind, Tori. I’m coming up now. I can inspect the snowmen myself.”

      This time when Tori shook her head, she had her eyes closed as well. She should have expected as much, but she never knew for sure where Juniper was concerned. “You love to keep us all jumping, don’t you?”

      “What?” Juniper asked as she came up beside her, Ludo and Loki on her heels. “You’d rather I left you all alone to be bored? Come on, Tori-babe, let’s see what you got! I’ll race you up to the house!”

      “Nope! No. Not doing it, June,” Tori refused then took off at a dead run, her laughter trailing behind her as she sped ahead through the layer of snow on the ground. “Come on! You’re stalling, Juni-baby! Better get a move on! It won’t do your ego any good to let your staff see me beat you in a race again—not to mention all these workers!”

      “Tori Cooper, you cheat! You did that on purpose!” Juniper yelled and took off after her. By the time they reached the back door, with Tori in the lead, of course, they were both out of breath but still sputtering with laughter.

      Lionel floated above the pair, a stern expression on his face. “If you two are quite finished, Mum, Santa is here to see you.”
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      Juniper and Victoria swept into the front parlor to find that it wasn’t just Santa who waited for them but Mrs. Claus and a few elves, too, all decked out in their best audition clothes.

      “Ho ho ho, Merry Christmas!” Santa greeted them jollily. “What do you lovely ladies want for Christmas, hmm? Come on over here and whisper it in Santa’s ear, why don’t you?”

      “Reginald!” the woman playing Mrs. Claus hissed loud enough to be heard across the room. “Be decent!”

      “I am being decent,” Reginald mumbled back, the jolly cheer in his voice now colored by mild irritation.

      Mrs. Claus’s lips pinched into a disapproving pout as she looked across the room at Juniper and Tori, her eyes glimmering with displeasure behind her tiny reading glasses.

      Juniper forced herself to not offer the helpful advice for getting rid of that pinched look as it would surely land her on the naughty list. Instead, she swallowed the words and offered a warm smile to everyone as she greeted them.

      Finn, Ludo, and Loki had followed them into the room, and Ludo got busy sniffing the shoes of the actors. She particularly seemed to like Mrs. Claus’s black Santa boots. Finn made his way to a chair and simply glared at everyone while he groomed himself. Loki weaved around their ankles, his tail flicking in the air.

      “I don’t suppose any of y’all can sing, can you?” Juniper asked.

      The trio of elves immediately started belting out “Here Comes Santa Claus” like their lives depended on it. Juniper stopped them after the first verse. Not because they weren’t good but because she didn’t want to hear the whole song, and judging by their exuberance, they were plenty prepared to do just that.

      “Kind of twangy, but I like it,” she said.

      The elves beamed at her.

      “They were off-key,” Mrs. Claus remarked.

      Juniper turned a super-syrupy-sweet smile her way. “And can you sing, Mrs. Claus?”

      “Yes, I can,” the woman replied, looking pleased as punch that Juniper would ask. Folding her hands in front of her, she sang the first verse of “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.”

      It was all Juniper could do not to wince at the sound of her nails-on-chalkboard voice. In the end, she just smiled and said, “That was… something else.”

      Mrs. Claus beamed.

      “What lovely cats.” Santa bent down to pet Ludo, who had flopped onto the floor in front of him.

      “Do you like cats?” Juniper asked. Anyone who liked cats was okay in her book.

      “Of course.” He moved over to pet Loki on the couch.

      Finn meowed and pranced over by the window, and Santa hurried over to give him equal attention.

      “We like cats too!” The elves split up, each of them homing in on a cat.

      “Me too, of course.” Mrs. Claus beelined for Finn.

      The cats didn’t seem to mind, but it was getting a bit unruly with Santas and elves wandering about the room. Juniper had work to do. She clapped her hands together loudly. “Well, I think that’s all the convincing I need. I have a few things I need to think over before I can make any final decisions, but y’all can expect to hear back from me very soon. Thanks for coming by!”

      Mr. and Mrs. Claus and the elves all thanked her on their way out as Juniper walked them to the door. As soon as they were gone and the door was closed, she spun around and exclaimed, “They were the best!”

      At the same time, Tori remarked blandly, “They were horrible.”

      “Come on, Tor,” Juniper said, rolling her eyes heavenward. “You can’t expect everyone to be able to carry a tune in a rusty bucket. They tried their best.”

      Tori wrinkled her nose. “If you say so. It’s your party.”

      “Of course I do. Don’t you? I mean, that first guy from yesterday… what was his name? Simon? He was too short.” They’d interviewed two other Santas, and Juniper hadn’t been super keen on either of them. Not to mention this last guy came with elves and a Mrs. Claus. Simon had been the first, and he’d only come up to Juniper’s chin. Who could take a Santa that you had to look down on seriously?

      “He was a little small. Didn’t have a big presence,” Tori admitted.

      “And the second guy was just a bit boring.”

      “He was okay. He had a good ‘ho ho ho.’”

      “Yes, but Reginald and his crew are just perfect! I’m going to call the agency and tell Jenn to have them come back tomorrow. We can give them instructions then. Ah, Tortellini, I’m so excited!” Juniper exclaimed, clapping her hands like an exuberant child.

      “You don’t say,” Tori teased.

      “Oh, don’t you turn into a curmudgeon on me now. Save that for after the yuletide fun, dearie. With taxes on the horizon, I’m sure you’ll have plenty to be grumpy about.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Tori said with a scowl.

      Juniper laughed. “Hey now, that ain’t for weeks yet. Right now, all you gotta think about is eggnog and Christmas ham.”

      “You’re making me hungry, hush.”

      Juniper put her arm around Tori’s shoulders and walked her out of the parlor. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s check out those snowmen and then get a nighttime snack into you before you turn into a gremlin.”

      “It’s not midnight, so there’s no chance of that.”

      Juniper’s laughter filled the halls. Ah, yes. This was going to be a splendid Christmas, indeed.
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      Felicity floated along the halls, a serene smile on her face. It was the wee hours of the morning, and everyone was asleep. People wouldn’t start rising for at least a half hour. The mansion was quiet, and she had the halls to herself.

      Christmas at the Holiday mansion was always one of her favorite times. Back when she was alive, she loved putting up the decorations and directing the other servants in putting up the tree. Nowadays, she couldn’t exactly do that. Her fingers always slipped right through the baubles no matter how hard she concentrated on picking them up, and no one besides her fellow ghosts and Juniper could hear her anymore. Well, there was the detective now, too, but she could hardly bring herself to look him in the eye, much less speak to him. He was far too handsome.

      Ah, well. She made herself content with the fact that she was still able to roam the beloved halls of the home that held so many warm holiday memories. Felicity had been around to see the mansion decorated by Juniper’s ancestors. She’d seen the trees trimmed with real candles. She was glad those days were over and none of them had caused a fire. She’d also been around during the gaudy times of tinsel trees, and one year, the mistress had insisted on a pink artificial tree. Juniper liked real trees, and the taller the better. Felicity was glad since that’s what she preferred too.

      Anna, Juniper’s living housekeeper, did a splendid job with the decorations, and her command of the other living servants was spot-on. Felicity liked to think that were she still alive, they would be fast friends. Anna kind of reminded her of her sister, Margaret, in her kindness and fortitude. But unlike Felicity, Margaret had moved on when she died, leaving her sister behind.

      Christmas had been Maggie’s favorite holiday. Had Maggie managed to stick around after her death, Felicity was sure she would love Juniper as well. Why Maggie had moved on, and Felicity had not, was a mystery. Why did some ghosts blip into the afterlife right away and others, like herself, Lionel, and Jacobi, linger here on earth? She had no idea. She didn’t mind, though. She quite liked her life—or should she say death—here at the mansion. What was beyond was unknown, and she was in no hurry to get there. Though she did miss Maggie.

      She gave a ghostly shake of her head to dispel that train of thought, for it often led to melancholy, and focused instead on her initial goal, which was double-checking that Anna hadn’t forgotten to put the train under the tree in the front parlor.

      She floated down the hall, peeking into the library to make sure the garland was draped on every shelf. Then she checked the west parlor to make sure the antique ivory Nativity set was set up and the stockings were hung from the mantel properly. Then on to the billiard room to see the velveteen reindeer display.

      Everything was in perfect order, so she made her way to the front parlor. It was her favorite room! The tree must have been ten feet tall and decorated to perfection. The room was loaded with mistletoe, garland, and lights. The cranberry-and-gold velvet skirt was spread under the tree, and the train track ran around the edge.

      But… why was the train stopped?

      She wondered what the man slumped on the floor thought of it… wait a minute.

      “Oh dear,” she muttered, hurrying to his side. “Are you all right?” she asked, hoping against hope that he would be another who could hear her. Alas, it was not to be. Fiddling with her fingers, she debated what she should do. She couldn’t check him for a pulse. Her hand would simply slip right through.

      Maybe she could get Jacobi, or even Lionel, to help her. No, that would take too long. There was no telling where either of them was currently, whereas she was right here. If the man needed help, he needed it right away. There was really only one thing to do about it, much as she didn’t want to.

      Grimacing, Felicity sank into his body, temporarily possessing him, only to jump out a moment later, shivers racing up and down her spine.

      “Oh, you poor thing,” she said, staring down at him sadly.

      There was no getting around it. Santa Claus was dead.
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      Juniper was in the dining room with Tori, waiting for her to finish nibbling at a Christmas croissant, when Felicity floated through the wall and made her announcement. “Santa Claus is dead, Ms. Holiday. He’s lying under the Christmas tree. I believe he was hit by the train.”

      “Santa? What is Santa doing here?” Juniper looked at Tori, who shrugged. “I told the agency to have him come over today, but it’s six a.m. Kind of early.”

      “Ma’am. Did you hear me? I said he’s dead.”

      “Dead! Right! Gosh, I think I’m getting too used to people turning up dead. Are you quite sure?” Juniper looked at Felicity. Her ghostly face was grim as she nodded.

      Juniper jumped up from her seat and started out of the room. “Victoria, call 911. When they answer, tell them Santa’s dead, but make sure they know it’s not the real Santa, of course. It’s our pretend Santa who just auditioned for us.”

      She was rounding the corner when she called back over her shoulder, “And make sure they don’t send the Duckman!”

      Juniper rushed to the front parlor. She supposed finding Santa prone on the floor should have been shocking, but after finding a real corpse in a casket at her Halloween party and then having Detective Mallard die right next to her at Thanksgiving, she’d been desensitized.

      She knew she only had a few minutes to look for clues before the police came and messed everything up.

      Santa lay on the train track. The train had derailed, and the engine was sticking out of his eye. Gross. But how did he get that way? Surely, if he tripped and fell, that wouldn’t be enough force to kill him? Maybe if an engine smokestack hit you in the eye just the right way, it could kill you? Juniper would have to look that up.

      But what was he doing here, and how in the world did he get in? Had he let himself in? Maybe Terry forgot to lock the door again.

      She did a quick scan of the room. The presents were still there, the tree still decorated. Everything seemed just as she’d left it last night.

      Finn, Ludo, and Loki were sitting in a row over by the window, eyeing the body warily.

      “If only you guys could talk. I bet you know what happened.”

      The three cats simply blinked at her.

      When the EMTs, police, and medical examiner arrived, Juniper went back out into the hallway. About five minutes later, Desmond Mallard walked in her front door for the fourth time in his life.

      “Ms. Holiday. Ms. Cooper,” he acknowledged.

      Juniper pointed him to the front parlor, and she and Tori followed. The medical examiner was just finishing up with his retrieval of Mr. Claus’s body. Desmond shook his head. “If I had children, this would be one day’s work I could never share with them.”

      “Well, I do have children—a goddaughter—and it’s Christmas, Dezzi Duck, and this calamity could ruin everything for her.” Never mind that Tori was a grown woman. Juniper still felt protective of her. Juniper picked up the train engine that had been bagged and tagged earlier. “Can you believe it? The smokestack went straight into his—”

      “June, I’m sure Mr. Mallard knows exactly what happened. One look at the deceased would have told him all he needed to know,” Tori said.

      “Not quite.” Desmond circled the tree, his critical gaze missing nothing. The presents had been removed—evidence, his webbed feet told her—and even the skirt was taken from the tree. “For starters, Ms. Holiday, why don’t you clue me in on what he was doing here.”

      Juniper spread her hands wide. “He wasn’t ‘here,’ detective. Or, rather, he wasn’t supposed to be. Santa and his wife and his jolly trio of elves stopped in yesterday to audition for the Holiday Christmas celebration. I told the agency to have them stop in today, but he must have come in the middle of the night. And where are the elves and Mrs. Claus?”

      “Maybe they killed him,” Tori said.

      Juniper shook her head. “Nope. Too obvious.”

      “I’ll decide what’s obvious,” Mallard said. “Now, where were you when this was happening?”

      “Asleep, I think. Depends on when it happened. Tori and I were in the kitchen eating breakfast when Felicity floated in to let us know about Santa.”

      Desmond arched a brow. “Felicity?”

      Remembering that particular member of her staff wasn’t among the living, Juniper brushed his question away. “You’ve met her once, Detective. She’s not exactly alive, but that’s neither here nor there. She told me Santa was dead beneath the tree, and I went running, of course. Tori, she stayed behind to make the call to 911.”

      “I will need to speak with this Felicity, Juniper,” Desmond insisted. “I presume she is a member of your household staff?”

      Behind him, Tori snorted. “Good luck with that, Des. Meeting Miss Felicity will be impossible since she’s been dead since 1895.”

      His eyes went wide. “Dead? How many more deaths in this house, Juniper Holiday?”

      Juniper rolled her eyes. “Felicity, Jacobi, and Lionel have been with this house for ages, Duckman, whereas you have only been on the force for seven years… or is it five? No matter. I’ll let her know you want to talk with her, but it’ll be up to Felicity to agree.”
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        * * *

      

      Desmond wanted to close his eyes, to tap his heels together and wish himself as far from the Holiday residence as possible, but knew wishing would be to no avail. Was nothing normal with these people? “You are saying this Felicity, the woman who notified you of, er, Santa’s death, is a ghost?”

      Juniper’s chin went up. “I’ve said no such thing. Not to you, anyway. Not to anyone, as a matter of fact, since the last time I mentioned something even similar to what you’ve said I said, it didn’t go over too well with the person I said it to.”

      For a moment, Desmond could do nothing more than stare and blink. His thoughts turned to the fateful Thanksgiving party where he’d been poisoned. They’d said he’d died and the hospital somehow brought him back. He had some vague idea that Juniper was involved. Not in the poisoning but in the coming back. It had left him with an odd side effect. He’d seen ghosts here at Holiday mansion. And weirdly enough, Juniper was the only one that could see those same ghosts.

      With no one else among the living to question, Desmond turned back to Juniper and her goddaughter. “I don’t need to remind you both not to mention the specifics of the case to anyone.”

      “Of course we wouldn’t,” Juniper and Tori said in unison.

      Desmond stared at them for a second then said, “Juniper, could you excuse Victoria and me for a moment? I am afraid I must question her without you being present.” She hesitated, and he said, “Go on. I won’t take but a moment of her time. You, however, I shall deal with directly after.”

      “‘Deal with’? Me?” Juniper did her best possible rendition of appalled. “I do believe, unless something has changed this instant within the law, you’ve a murderer to be asking after. I cannot be dealt with, Detective.”

      “Questioned!” Desmond clarified.

      Juniper made a face at him, but he never knew because he had closed his eyes. “I shall meet with you for questioning later—in your library, if you please. And, Ms. Holiday? Do not attempt to leave the estate. I should hate to have to have my fellows detain and restrain you.”
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      “I should hate to have to have my fellows detain and restrain you,” Juniper mimicked as she paced back and forth in front of the tall windows in the library, making faces to really drive her irritation home. “Ha! I’d like to see them try!”

      Although she had to admit Ackers was stronger than he looked. She’d found that out when she’d been taken in this past Thanksgiving for suspected murder of none other than old Waddlebutt himself. But that didn’t mean she would give in without a serious struggle!

      She snorted and continued pacing.

      “Madam, I would warn you about wearing a hole in the carpet…”

      At the sound of her ghostly butler’s voice, Juniper spun around in time to see him floating into the room through the bookshelves on the eastern wall. “Lion-o! Did you hear what happened? Did Lissy tell you? And don’t worry about the carpet, dear. It needs to be replaced anyway.”

      “I was told, yes,” Lionel said with a nod as he floated over. “Horrible news to be sure.”

      “Were you around when it happened?”

      “No, madam, I was not.”

      Juniper clicked her tongue, her brow furrowing. “Drat. I was hoping at least one of you was so I could tell the Duckman and his ducklings and this thing could get wrapped up quickly. Oh well.”

      She snapped her fingers. “Wait, do you think maybe Jacobi saw anything? Lissy was the one who found him, but she didn’t actually see it happen either.”

      “I wouldn’t know. What of the living staff?” Lionel suggested. “Have they been questioned?”

      “Not that I know of, but I’m sure they will be,” Juniper said. “Detective Mallard will leave no leaf unturned, I’m sure.”

      Lionel gave a nod. “Of course. If you will excuse me, Mum, I will go ask Jacobi if he witnessed anything out of the ordinary,” he said with a bow and floated back toward the bookcase he’d come through.

      Alone once more, Juniper continued pacing the floor. As she mumbled to herself and waited for Mr. Quacks-A-Lot to come in to interr—question—her, the cogs in her head were turning as she tried to make sense of everything that had happened in so short a time frame.

      First, when had Santa come back in? She should probably stop referring to him as Santa in her mind. She knew from the agency that the man’s name was Reginald Sanders. But she’d seen him and his merry entourage out herself, so how had he gotten back in and when? Seemed like he would have had to sneak in in the middle of the night. Otherwise, someone would have seen him.

      Second, what had he been doing in the parlor? Had he forgotten something and come back to retrieve it? But what? She hadn’t seen anything in the room that hadn’t already been there when she’d arrived. And third, why was the detective taking so long with Tori?

      She was just about to march herself back to the parlor to find out, when the door to the library opened and Satan himself came striding in.

      Actually, he reminded her more of Maleficent than Satan. A dramatic air followed the detective around that put Juniper in the mind of a cartoony villain rather than a fallen angel bent on damning the human race.

      “It’s about dang time,” she said. She crossed her arms and glared at him. “What took you so long with Tori, Quack Man?”

      “Why must you always insist on bastardizing my last name, Ms. Holiday?” Desmond asked, his brows furrowed.

      “Why do you have to always be so uptight, Detective?” Juniper countered, lifting one brow in challenge.

      Desmond declined to answer, choosing instead to begin the interrogation, but before he could start with his questions, Juniper waved her hand and said, “Don’t bother. I’m just going to tell you what I know, and we’ll go from there.” She made a production of taking a deep breath and exhaling loudly. “I was outside finishing up some last-minute painting for the North Pole when Tori came down to tell me Terrence had sent her down to let me know the giant snowmen had arrived and needed my approval. We raced back to the mansion, and Tori won, but only because she cheated.

      “Then, when we came inside, Lionel told me that Santa was waiting on me, so I went into the parlor to watch him do his thing. I was pleased to find he had a Mrs. Claus and three elves with him as well. So, they did the thing, and they weren’t great, but they weren’t terrible, either, but I’d already interviewed two other Santas and these were the best of the lot, so I hired them. Except I didn’t tell them I hired them,” she said, frowning at the sudden realization. “Shoot. Do you think maybe that’s why Reginald came back? To see if they got the part?”

      “Who is Reginald?” Desmond asked, fingers flying across the face of his tablet.

      “Santa.”

      Desmond looked up at her, his fingers pausing. “The man in the parlor is not the man who came to audition for the part of Santa Claus.”

      “What? Yes, he is.”

      Desmond’s eyes narrowed slightly. “That man’s name is not Reginald, Ms. Holiday.”

      “That’s what Mrs. Claus called him and also what the agency said,” Juniper said, lifting her chin.

      Desmond sighed. “You’re sure the cadaver that was found in your parlor is the same man who came to audition for the part of Santa?”

      “Yes, Detective.” Juniper paused and thought back. Was she sure? She really didn’t know what the guy looked like without his beard and wig, and with that train jammed into his face, well… “Umm, well, I thought it was him. Okay, maybe I made an assumption. They all look alike with those Santa suits on.”

      Desmond sighed. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he said, “The dead man’s name is Cecil. Cecil Layman.”

      “Okay, so I got my Santas wrong. Could happen to anyone.” Juniper crossed her arms over her chest. “But wait… I didn’t hire this Cecil guy, so why did he come back? Do you think he was using a fake name?”

      To Juniper’s surprise, Mallard seemed to consider this. “Perhaps.”

      “But why would a Santa actor use a fake name?”

      Mallard didn’t answer. Instead, he asked a question. “How many Santas did you have here?”

      “Just three. The last one, Reginald, is the only one that came with a Mrs. and elves.”

      “Or maybe accomplices.”

      “Huh? What are you talking about?”

      “Did you notice any odd behavior with any of these Santas?”

      “Why do you keep answering my questions with questions?”

      “Because I’m the detective here.” Mallard looked up from his tablet. “Did you notice anything strange?”

      Juniper thought about it. “Not really. The first Santa was really short. Not that that’s strange, just seemed weird. Oh! And he was very interested in the garland. The second Santa wanted to know which rooms he’d be acting in, said he liked to set things up properly. And the third one’s entourage was very enthusiastically singing. And they liked the cats. Ran all over the room petting them.”

      “Uh-huh,” Desmond said as if that explained a lot of things, which it didn’t, at least, not to Juniper. “So they all looked around, so to speak.”

      “Yeah, lots of people do. I guess people like to gawk at my things.” Juniper gestured around the room. “Nothing new there. Why are you making it out to be such a big thing?”

      Desmond looked up from his tablet, his expression deadly serious. “Because these Santas may have been casing your house.”
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      “Casing my house? But why would anyone do that?” Juniper asked, frowning. “Everyone knows I’m generous to a fault. You must be mistaken, Mally Wally. Or Waddle McDuckcakes, whichever you prefer. If someone needed or wanted something I have, all they would need do is ask.”

      She could see it was all Desmond could do to keep from rolling his eyes at her speech. Somehow, he managed to refrain.

      “Ms. Holiday, the fact is—” he started, but Juniper cut him off.

      “Don’t you think it’s time you call me Juniper? Or June? Or even Juni?” Juniper asked right before she hefted herself up onto the desk. “I mean, after all we’ve been through together. A Halloween murder, you yourself dying, and now this whole ordeal with Santa…”

      His eyes narrowed. Juniper did her level best to hold back a giggle, but she could sure feel it rising. Keeping her expression as calmly neutral as possible, she motioned for him to continue. “You were saying, McDuckman?”

      “Ms. Holiday,” he continued, stressing the title as he did so. “The fact remains that, regardless of your generosity, you do have quite a number of valuables lying about the mansion. Valuables that any thief worth his or her salt would love to claim to have.”

      Juniper’s gaze skipped around the room, pausing here and there. She sighed. “I suppose you are right, but—are you certain those Santas are thieves? Because I’m not so sure myself. They seemed so jolly.”

      She hopped back off the desk and headed for the tree.

      “Take this, for example. If he were a thief, surely, he would have taken the Fabergé egg my husband bought for me before his death. Or even the antique silver tea set over there on the mantel. Not one of the gifts beneath the tree was touched, and therefore”—she spread her hands wide—“I don’t see much evidence to lend credence to your theory.”

      She spun back to face him. “Oooh, speaking of… Creedence Clearwater Revival! You know them, Quackmeister? They surely did know their jam.”

      Desmond’s brows rose nearly to his hairline, and he shook his head in utter disbelief over her change of subject. “Ah… Ms. Holiday. Are you sure you know what we are doing here?”

      “What? Oh, uh-huh,” Juniper told him, nodding. “You’re asking me questions about a dead guy I know absolutely nothing about. Wasting time, if you ask me. Shouldn’t you have your baby ducks in here dusting for prints or something?”

      “Great,” Desmond mumbled beneath his breath, but she could still hear him. “Now you’re going to try to tell me how to do my job.”

      Juniper shrugged. “Well, it does seem as if you need a little direction.”

      She walked over to him and put her hand on his shoulder as if he were a child and in need of instruction. “Look. Dezman. You have the cadaver. You can find the names of Mrs. Claus and all the elves and all the Santas I interviewed. Go back to town and dig around on your computer. Check the local news for information. Pictures. Heck, see if there have been other recent break-ins, if you’re sure you wanna go that route, before or after a visit from Santa and Mrs. Claus.”

      “You are telling me how to do my job!” he said, both wide-eyed and practically speechless.

      He must have been thinking the same thing she would have thought if she were in his shoes: this woman’s audacity knows no bounds! Well, he’d be right, Juniper supposed. But dash it to heck, he was encroaching on her North Pole time with his silly, leading-us-nowhere questions. She needed to get back to her painting!

      To her surprise, after a very narrow-eyed, ice-cold stare, Desmond started walking toward the door.

      “Wait!” she called. “Are we done? You’re finished with your questions?”

      He barely turned to face her to give her a nod before he continued out the door.

      “Does that mean I can go now?” she called again.

      For the first time in all the days she had known him, Desmond Mallard actually became flustered enough to raise his voice at her. “Yes! Please! Go back to—whatever it is you do here, Ms. Holiday, and heaven help me, I do hope I never have to come back here again!”

      Her laughter was twice as loud as Tori’s gasp of surprise. She’d walked into the room just as Desmond walked out of the mansion, slamming the solid mahogany front door closed behind him.

      “June! What in the world did you do to him? I’ve never, ever heard Desmond yell—even when he was madder than a wet hen or a hornet because of some ridiculous thing you’d said or done. This has got to be… no, there’s no ‘got to be’ to it. This is monumental.”

      Juniper shrugged. “I was just answering his questions, Tori, and offering a few suggestions about the Crooked Claus Case.”

      Nibbling at the nail of her index finger, Juniper looked at Tori, her expression all careful innocence. “Do you think he really got mad this time?”
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      Paintbrush in hand, Juniper belted the words to Poison’s “Something To Believe In” as she added highlights to the candy canes.

      “Can’t you listen to something that is Christmassy?” Tori asked as she joined her in the supersecret area Juniper had set up to finish her decorations. “This is almost depressing.”

      Juniper stared right at her as she finished the song, using the paintbrush as a microphone. When the song was done, she paused the music and twirled the paintbrush between her fingers like a drumstick. “You got a problem with my music, you can go back inside.”

      “I don’t want to go inside,” Tori said, scrunching her nose up and pulling her coat closer to her. “Someone died in there. It’s unsettling.”

      “Honey, dozens of people probably died in that place. It’s old as Methuselah.”

      Tori rolled her eyes. “I doubt it’s that old, Juni.”

      “Close to it.” Juniper’s eyes went wide as a horrible thought occurred to her. “Oh God. I hope he doesn’t haunt the place like the others do.” She pointed the paintbrush at Tori, a glob of white falling to the ground. “Remind me to ask them if that can happen.”

      “Sure thing,” Tori said with raised brows, in a tone that said she would forget about it the second she left Juniper’s side. Actually, she’d already put it from her mind.

      “Right,” said Juniper, recognizing both tone and look. “I’ll just remember to ask them myself.”

      She pointed to a can of paint and motioned to the dozens of yard ornaments that still needed painting. “I called the agency and told them to tell the Santa gang we hired to hold off on coming over. Figured we’d wait a few days on that. So this is a great time to get caught up on painting. Pick up a brush and help me if you’re going to be down here disturbing me. An artiste such as myself cannot work with so many interruptions. You ought to know that, Tori-Bori.”

      Tori mumbled something Juniper couldn’t quite decipher, but she picked up a brush and started painting a reindeer.

      Juniper turned back to the candy canes and said, “I’m turning the music back on. I don’t wanna hear any complaining out of you, got it?”

      “Then don’t play anything I’ll complain about.”

      Juniper snorted and hit Play. The smooth, sexy timbre of David Bowie filled the space. After a bit, the two settled into a rhythm, dancing and singing as they painted. Juniper wasn’t sure if the reason Tori had come down was actually the one she’d given, but she wasn’t going to complain. It wasn’t often the two of them did stuff like this. Tori was usually busy with her stories, and Juniper was busy acting on one spontaneous idea after another. Most of the time, Juniper roped Tori into seeing those ideas through, but Juniper hadn’t told her not to yet, so there was that. And heaven knew Juniper would be more than game to follow along with Tori’s shenanigans… if she ever had any.

      She turned the volume down on the music—which Tori complained about.

      “All right, cheesecake, what’s up?”

      Tori frowned at her over her shoulder. “Huh?”

      Juniper pointed a dripping-wet paintbrush at her. “You don’t get spooked by dead bodies. Why are you down here, really?”

      Tori gave a little sigh, but she kept painting. “It was just weird. That poor man actually died in our front parlor, June. It wasn’t like with Hannah or Desmond. One was already dead, and Desmond, well, he came back.”

      “The parlor will be cleaned, you know.”

      “No, I know, it’s just… I don’t know. It just creeped me out for a second, I guess. I’m good, though. Don’t worry about me.”

      Juniper snorted and rolled her eyes. “I will always worry about you, Tortellini. Even though I didn’t birth you myself, you are every bit my baby. There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do for you, Victoria Cooper, if it’s in my power to do.”

      “Well, don’t get sappy on me,” Tori said, which Juniper knew meant she didn’t want to have a heart-to-heart right now. “I was just icked out for a second. I’m totally going to use this for story fodder, you know.”

      Juniper laughed. “Of course you are. How’s the story coming, by the way?”

      Ever eager to talk about her latest project, Tori launched into plot details that had Juniper biting her lip in anticipation of reading. Eventually, a lull in conversation came, and Juniper found her thoughts circling back to the deceased man in her parlor and the conversation with Detective Mallard.

      “Did the Duckman tell you his theory about Santa casing the house to steal things?” Juniper asked.

      “What? No. Do you think that’s true?”

      “Not sure. I mean, it is weird that he was here. And how did he end up dead? Did he just fall on the train? And why was he in his Santa suit?”

      Tori looked up at Juniper. “Yeah, very strange. If this was one of my books, the detective would have to interview a lot of people to find out what he was really up to.”

      “You know, that’s not a bad idea.”

      Tori stopped painting and turned to look at Juniper. “Now, don’t you go getting any ideas. Detective Mallard will have a fit if you start butting in. Besides, you don’t have anyone to interview, do you?”

      As if Juniper cared what Detective Mallard would think. But she wasn’t about to say that to Tori. It would only earn a stern look from her god-daughter. “Mallard did make it seem like there were more of the costume actors involved in the thefts.”

      “There are a lot of them, though. Where would you start?” Tori went back to painting. “Does seem odd that falling down on the train killed him. Seems like he would have had to fall pretty hard for that.”

      “You think someone else did him in? Hit him with it or something?” Juniper asked.

      Tori shrugged. “Maybe. But who? And why? Nothing was missing, so it couldn’t be a case of two stealing Santas running into each other and one killing the other to get the goods.”

      “All good questions. This whole situation might require a bit of research… I think there may be more going on here than meets the eye, and I’m not totally sure His Duckness is on the right path.”
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      Back at the precinct, Desmond sat at his desk in front of his computer, going through two months’ worth of news reports. He tried to block the fact that it was approximately two months ago when he first was forced to deal with Juniper Holiday personally because Hannah Peterson’s body was found in a coffin in her haunted Halloween guesthouse. He’d had to investigate, but that should have been it. Once the murderer was caught, he should have been able to go his merry way and never think of or face Juniper Holiday again.

      Instead, he ended up dying in her place at her Thanksgiving celebration because he’d drunk poison meant for her. He still wasn’t sure how he’d survived, but he knew Juniper had something to do with it. Now he could see ghosts. And here he was, knee-deep in yet another murder on the Holiday estate, investigating, of all things, the death of Santa Claus this time.

      Desmond couldn’t figure any of it out. The only thing he did know for sure was that anything involving Juniper Holiday was also going to be swimming in all manner of weirdness. Except for her goddaughter, Tori. Despite Juniper’s influence, Ms. Cooper seemed normal… and by that, he meant she was like himself and everyone else on the planet, Ms. Holiday excluded. As far as he knew. And he found he was relieved by that.

      “You got a minute, boss?” Ackers poked his head around the doorframe to Desmond’s office. “I did as you said. Found three other houses with B&Es that turned out to be thefts. You were right. It’s organized.”

      Desmond minimized the window on his computer screen and got up for a cup of coffee. “Explain ‘organized.’”

      When Desmond had seen the dead Santa at the Holiday mansion, he’d remembered about a string of thefts around the holidays, and his detective instincts had gone off. There were lots of hired actors for holidays, and what if they were using their gigs to case the houses then came back later knowing exactly what to steal? He wanted to be certain his theory was correct, though. The last thing he wanted was to waste time sending his men off on a wild-goose chase, although Juniper would love that, he thought. Geese and Christmas kind of worked together at this time of year.

      Ackers filled his own cup with coffee then walked back to the door to drink it while he explained. “Well, they started right around Halloween in the Cove, with Dracula and his ghoulish entourage hiring out to play roles for fright night, then Thomas the Turkey at Thanksgiving with his happy pilgrim friends. Now with this one, we have Santa. All of ’em use the same MO as with what happened out at the Holiday place. Seems to fit right in.”

      Desmond considered what he’d heard. “Any surveillance pictures?”

      Ackers nodded and handed him the file he’d been holding. “I printed it all off—newspaper reports and adverts. A few home-surveillance photos, but they wear their costumes.”

      Desmond set his coffee aside and opened the folder. “If the theft victims hired these costumed actors, it should be easy to just find out who it was.”

      “You’d think it would be, except when the investigating officers did that, the person had an alibi. It seems the thieves switch costumes.”

      “So it’s more than one group?”

      Ackers nodded. “They think it’s a ring. Several groups.”

      Desmond leaned back in his chair. “Juniper Holiday has a lot of very expensive things. More so than anyone in Crescent Cove. Maybe one group of thieves didn’t want the other getting all that nice stuff. Priceless stuff. Stuff worth killing for.”

      Ackers simply nodded.

      Desmond leaned forward again. “You said Juniper told you she didn’t have surveillance or security footage, but do you think that’s true? With all those priceless treasures? Maybe she was just being difficult. I want you to go back there and ask again tomorrow.” It was too close to quitting time to have him go over now. Desmond crushed his now-empty coffee cup and tossed it in the trash. “Take Haverman with you. While you’re out there, I’ll drop by the medical examiner’s office to see if he’s determined cause of death.”

      As soon as Ackers vacated the room to go do as he’d been instructed, Desmond closed his eyes and sighed with relief. Finally. Some solid police detective work with normal leads to follow—and no ghosts! His eyes snapped open, and he quickly scanned the room. Ever since he’d seen those three floating entities at Juniper’s, he’d been on edge everywhere he went.

      Not that he’d seen ghosts anywhere other than at her residence. He hoped it was because no other place in the Cove was currently being haunted, or that the ghosts at the Holiday residence were there because of Juniper herself, but it never hurt to be cautious. So far, there had been nothing, but he wasn’t about to call it until he knew for sure hers were the only ghosts he’d ever be able to actually see himself.

      “Don’t you find it a bit odd that you only decided to come here and look for those details Ackerman found after Juniper Holiday told you to do it?”

      Startled by the voice, Desmond jerked around, expecting… he didn’t know what he’d expected, but it certainly wasn’t what he saw. Harvey Nichols was grinning and shaking his head. Desmond gritted his teeth.

      “Harvey.” He’d forgotten when he’d been at Juniper’s that Harvey had also been there. He vaguely remembered passing him in the hall as he stalked out of the library. Had Harvey been listening at the door? Obviously, Desmond wasn’t checking on theft because Juniper told him to. He’d already known about the thefts and had formulated the theory that the Santas might be casing her house. He’d been the one that had told her!

      “Yep, it sure is funny,” Harvey repeated. “Like she knew how to do your job and all. Don’t you think it’s funny, Mr. Mallard, sir?”

      Desmond shot him a glare. “What is more ‘funny,’ Nichols, is the fact that you seem to have forgotten the protocols that go along with your job.”

      “Mine?” Harvey looked confused, then his eyes went wide.

      “Oh! That’s right, Mr. Mallard, sir. Don’t rub it in when the boss looks bad but does good.” His expression was apologetic. “Looks like I clean forgot that one, sir.”

      Desmond’s stare would have sent either of his other detectives scurrying, but for some reason, Nichols was unaffected. “Now that you have remembered, why not head on back to your own office? Unless you need me to assign something else for you to do.”

      “Oh, no, Mr. Mallard, I already have plenty of work…” He broke off, his expression now sheepish, and pointed toward the door. “I’ll just be off to do it now.”
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      It was late, and Juniper couldn’t sleep. She kept tossing and turning in her bed, her mind tumbling. She told herself she did not need to try to solve this case, she should leave it to Detective McDuck, but the idea of leaving it up to him irritated her. Yes, it was his job, but if she left him alone to do it, she wasn’t having fun.

      Plus, she kind of wanted to see if she could get to the bottom of it before he did. Like she had with the Halloween case. And the Thanksgiving case.

      Okay, yeah, she was going to do it.

      Flinging the covers back, she hurried downstairs to the front parlor where the grisly scene had gone down. The place had already been dusted for prints and a million pictures snapped, so she wasn’t worried about disturbing the crime scene, and it had been thoroughly cleaned, because like heck was she going to let blood stain her pristine floor.

      Cracking open the door, she flipped on the light and went inside. Everything was as it had been for as long as Juniper could remember setting it up this way. The chairs and the couches were still exactly where they should be. The rug… well, the rug had been taken to be cleaned, as there was a bit of crimson on it, just a speck.

      Not one of her valuables was out of place.

      What in the world had happened here?

      Padding barefoot to the couch, she sat down, disturbing the three cats who had been napping. Ludo stretched lazily and climbed into her lap. She absently petted his fur while she looked over the room. Loki climbed up onto the back of the sofa and settled on Juni’s shoulder. Finn leapt down and glared at her as if to scold her for disturbing his sleep. Then he trotted over to the window.

      Scanning the room, Juniper frowned. If Santa had intended to steal from her as Desmond seemed to think was the case, how had he ended up dead, and if someone had killed him, why leave him? If she were in the killer’s shoes, she would have tried to get rid of all evidence, and that would include the body. But she didn’t know for sure if someone had killed him. Could it really have just been a grizzly accident? Maybe he had a heart attack and ended up falling into the train.

      Finn meowed as if knowing her thoughts and agreeing.

      “I know, right?” She turned to look at the cat, who was sitting under the window, staring at her with those intelligent eyes.

      “I wish I had something solid to go on!” She continued talking to Finn while Loki and Ludo purred away. “Stolen goods left behind in a panic or something! I don’t even have any suspects. Or do I? Were all three Santas in on it? Or maybe Mrs. Claus and the elves played a part. Was it some sort of Santa rivalry gone wrong, or just one thief doing away with another?”

      Mew! Finn reached up and scratched the velvet wallpaper under the window.

      “Cut that out. It’s antique and irreplaceable.”

      Scraaatch!

      Juniper turned and gave the evil eye to Finn. Loki jumped down from the back of the couch, and Ludo stood and stretched before curling up in the corner of the couch.

      Juni got up and marched over to Finn. “You cut that out!” She knelt down to inspect the wallpaper to see if he’d done any damage. Not that she was really that upset, but they didn’t make wallpaper like that anymore, and she was a bit sentimental about it.

      That’s when she noticed the scratches on the windowsill. “Huh, will you look at that. These look fresh.”

      The window was unlocked. She raised it, letting a gust of cold air into the room. More fresh scratches were on the inside of the window frame about halfway up.

      “What a strange place for scratches.” She looked down at Finn. “You knew these were here?”

      Finn gave her a look that Juni imagined was the equivalent of a cat rolling its eyes.

      She closed the window, rubbing her arms against the cold. “Well, I guess that’s how Santa got in.” She tried to remember if Cecil had come over to the window during his audition. Had he unlocked it when she wasn’t looking?

      Either way, she now had another clue. One that Detective Mallard didn’t have. But it was likely he had a lot of clues that she didn’t have, which meant Juniper had to be on top of her game if she wanted to crack this case before he did. He was already hours ahead of her, so she had some catching up to do.

      Patting Finn on the head, she headed toward the library. She had a long night ahead of her.
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      “Juni. Juni, wake up.”

      “Mmrgch.”

      “Your face is smashed into the keyboard, and you’re drooling.”

      A snore rent the air.

      Tori sighed and looked heavenward for a moment, seeking divine guidance or intervention. Morning Juni was not easy to wake up, nor was she the easiest to deal with. Tori put her hand on her godmother’s shoulder and gave it a good shake. “Juniper! Wake up!”

      Like a beast rising from the deep, Juniper slowly braced her hands atop the desk and pushed herself upright with seemingly great effort. She breathed in deep through her nose. Her eyes were still closed. Tori waited impatiently for Juni to gain consciousness.

      Finally, Juniper opened her eyes. Tori knew not to talk to her yet. It wouldn’t do any good and would only serve to make sure Juni started off the day on the wrong foot. She placed a steaming cup of coffee in front of her like a sacrificial offering and turned to leave. “Breakfast is ready.”

      Several minutes later, Juniper appeared in the kitchen. Her hair was a mess, and she still looked like she was minutes from falling asleep again, but at least she didn’t look like a mythical beast of old, eager to cause havoc and destruction for having its slumber disturbed.

      Sabrina, the cook, greeted her with a plate of fried ham, eggs, and buttered toast. Tori waited till she had most of it in her before she attempted conversation.

      “Why were you asleep at your desk?” she asked, taking a drink of her orange juice.

      “I was up late doing some research,” Juni answered around a mouthful of food. “Found out our happy Santas might actually be a bunch of thieves—they hire themselves out on the holidays and rob their employers blind.”

      “Detective Mallard thought something like that was going on.”

      Juniper waved her toast in the air. “Yeah yeah, McQuackers thought so, but I know so. I found articles on the computer. It’s not just Santas either. Draculas, Pilgrims. All the costumed actors that hire out for parties seem to be a gang of criminals.”

      “I’m sure it’s not all of them,” Tori said. “Oh, wait. Do you think some of the actors that came on Halloween scoped the place out first and sent the Santas in to steal from us?”

      Juniper munched on crispy bacon while she considered this. “Maybe, except it doesn’t seem like anyone stole anything.”

      “Santa dying might have changed their plans.”

      “Yep,” Juniper said then downed the rest of her coffee before continuing. “I looked up all the actors the agency sent, and none of them have a criminal record, so the murder of Santa was a first for one of them.”

      “It could have been an accident,” Tori said, shrugging one shoulder.

      “Doubtful,” Juniper replied. “There is nothing in that room to cause an accident. And you saw how he went out.” She shuddered. “Horrid. Though I suppose he might have just keeled over naturally. Kind of a long shot, though.”

      “But you have no clues to go on.”

      “Ahhh, that’s where you’re wrong.” Juniper’s eyes sparked with excitement. “I was in the parlor last night, looking around to see if I might have missed something, and I noticed that the window was unlocked, and it has scratches on the inside as if something was dragged through it.”

      The hairs on the back of Juniper’s neck prickled, and she turned to see Finn sitting in the hallway, glaring at her. “Well, actually, Finn alerted me to look at the window.”

      Tori frowned and looked at the cat doubtfully. “So you think Santa crawled in through there?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure ’bout the scratches. Santa had a lot of padding.”

      “Maybe his belt buckle scratched it.”

      Juniper considered this. “Don’t think so. There were scratches on the sill but also on the inside of the window casing on the sides.”

      “Huh, weird. I see those wheels turning, but Juni, you know you could leave this alone and let Detective Mallard solve it,” Tori said. “Since, you know, that’s his job and all.”

      Juniper snorted. “Ha! Like I’m going to let that happen.”

      Tori stared at her godmother in astonishment for a moment. “This is a game to you, isn’t it?”

      Juniper grinned. “What took you so long to figure it out, Victoria?”

      Tori sighed. “Fine. So what’s your next move?”

      Juniper pushed up from the table. “I’m going to go finish painting those candy canes.”

      “What? No rushing off to interview witnesses or steal autopsy reports?”

      “Oh, I plan to interview witnesses. And I may have to steal the autopsy report too. But first, I’m going to get busy with my hands and let my subconscious come up with some ideas on how to best solve the case.”

      Tori nodded. “Doing work like that always helps with my books too.”

      Juniper extended her hand to her god-daughter. “Great. Then why don’t you help me out? We’ll get the painting done faster and both get in some thinking time while we’re at it.”
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      “Tori, what happened to the ladder? I had it leaning against the side of the guesthouse.” Juniper asked. “I need to paint the red stripes on the pole for the sign.”

      Juniper had stopped on the walkway and was standing with her hands on her hips, staring at the guesthouse, which she’d turned into Santa’s Workshop for the holiday. “It was right there, leaning against the side wall two days ago.”

      Victoria shrugged. “There’s a lot of footprints in that area. The workmen might have needed it for something else, or maybe Terrence had it put away.”

      “Maybe, but I need it.” Juniper’s brows lowered, and she frowned. “Go find him and tell him to bring my ladder back. There’s no way I’m going to let the death of Santa Claus ruin my Holiday Christmas celebration. We only have three days before the party.”

      Taking out her cell phone, Tori made a quick call. “Okay, I asked him to bring it back. With my cell phone. Right here in my pocket. Just like the one you have, June.”

      As if she wasn’t even slightly cognizant to the hint Tori was not so subtly lobbing at her, Juniper asked, “Well? Is he coming with it, or should I put everything down and go back for it myself?”

      “He’s bringing it. He said he hadn’t removed it, though. Are you sure you didn’t bring it back up yourself and just forget you did it?”

      “Like I forgot the words to ‘Carry on Wayward Son’?” Juniper snorted. “Come on, Miss Sassy-Pants. You know I would remember moving an eight-foot ladder.”

      Tori frowned. “Well, if you didn’t move it and Terrence didn’t have it put away, how did it get up by the house?”

      Juniper shrugged and headed toward the door. “One of the workers probably moved it. Let’s get the paint set up while we’re waiting.”

      Juniper got straight to work prying off the tops of the paint cans with a screwdriver. “Here, take one of the sticks and start stirring. I want to get the candy canes done today.” She handed a wooden paint stirrer to Victoria.

      “I hope this work helps with my writing. I have three more chapters and am a bit stuck.” Tori stared into the paint as she swirled it in the can.

      “And I hope it helps with figuring out who killed Santa. I really do think I need to talk to the other Santas and Mrs. Claus and the elves.” Juniper picked up a paintbrush off the sawhorse and tested the bristles to make sure they weren’t stiff. “Where in the world is Terry? I’m ready to get started. Peek out the door and check on him, will ya?”

      “Yep.” Tori peeked out the door, but Terry wasn’t anywhere in sight. She walked around to the side to get a better look. Something under the holly bush drew her eye, and she bent to pick it up. It was a wadded-up ball of paper. One of the cats had probably been batting it around. Hopefully it wasn’t anything important, she thought as she unfolded it.

      “Wow.” It was a sketch of the ginormous Christmas tree in the front parlor, but there were boxes drawn on it here and there. What in the world was June planning with this? She hadn’t mentioned anything to Tori.

      Tori went back into the guesthouse to ask Juniper, but before she could get any words out, Terry burst through the door. His face was red, his hair disheveled in a most undignified and unbutlerlike manner, and his breath was ragged.

      “Ma’am, I’m afraid there’s another dead Santa!”
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      Juniper and Tori followed Terrence up to the back of the mansion. Who knew the butler could run so fast? He always moved so slowly and methodically in the house.

      This area of the house was where the conservatory jutted out from the back. It was only one story high, and the workmen had secured a tarp from the roof to the ground to hide the mechanical Santa’s workshop display Juniper had them working on inside the conservatory from prying eyes. It was going to be an amazing scene for partygoers to look in at through the floor-to-ceiling arched windows that would all be lined with twinkle lights.

      “The ladder was leaning against the side here.” Terry pointed to the ladder that was still there. “And when I moved it, the tarp slid off and… well… you can see what it revealed.” He pointed toward the roof.

      A redbrick chimney stuck out of the roof, and out of that stuck two legs complete with Santa pants and boots.

      Tori gasped. “Is that a person?”

      Terry nodded. “Afraid so. Must have gotten stuck in there.”

      “Are you sure he’s dead?” Juniper asked.

      “Quite sure. I climbed up to check for a pulse. There wasn’t one, and I left things as undisturbed as I could for the police,” Terry said.

      Juniper fisted her hands on her hips and looked up at the chimney. It was a gruesome sight. She could only imagine what it might feel like to get stuck and die in a chimney. “What in the world was Santa doing up there in the chimney?”

      “Too early to deliver gifts,” Tori said.

      “Do you think he was breaking in?” Juniper asked.

      “Given what we’ve found out about the thieving Santas, I’d say that’s a good bet.” Tori said. “The two deaths must be related. Which means we might be contaminating a crime scene right now.”

      The three of them looked down at the snow. The area between the guesthouse and where they stood had been trampled down, not only by them but also by the workmen who had been working on the display. But leading over to the side of the house, Juniper saw two sets of footprints.

      “Look!” Juniper pointed at the prints. “Two people were here. And if I’m not mistaken, those prints look like Santa boots.”

      “Which means that maybe our Santa had some help getting stuck up in that chimney,” Tori said.

      “That’s why the tarp was over the chimney. Someone was trying to cover this up. The tarp was only supposed to be on the roof and covering the windows.”

      Tori nodded. “We’d better call the police.”

      Juniper whipped out her phone and hadn’t even started to dial when the sound of a car door closing drew her attention.

      Tori took a few steps back so she could see the driveway from behind the house. “Wow, that was fast. It’s Haverman.”

      Juniper looked own at her phone. “Seriously? I didn’t even dial. Does McQuackers have some kind of psychic connection to know we’re going to summon the cops now?”

      Tori didn’t answer. Instead, she waved vigorously toward the driveway. “Over here!”

      Haverman came around the side of the house, looking surprised to see them all standing there.

      “Good afternoon. Detective Mallard sent me to collect whatever security footage you may have from the day you found Santa dead beneath your Christmas tree.” Haverman glanced from Tori to Terry to Juni.

      Juniper shook her head. Couldn’t the guy see the Santa boots sticking out of the chimney? Not much of a detective. “We don’t have surveillance.”

      Haverman frowned. “You don’t consider that valuable for the protection of your home?”

      Juniper shook her head. “Nope. We have our dog and three cats for that.”

      The detective looked surprised by her answer. “And if those don’t work?”

      “Never mind that.” Juniper pointed toward the roof. “I think we have bigger problems.”

      Haverman looked up, and his eyes widened. “Is that Santa?”

      “Yep.”

      “Is he…”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh dear. I better get Ackers over here.” Haverman whipped out the police radio attached to his hip and jogged toward the car.
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      What happened next was something of a fiasco in Juniper’s opinion.

      Haverman, Ackers, and some of the uniformed police that came careening into the driveway managed to get poor Santa down. Juniper couldn’t be sure, but she thought it was Reginald, the Santa that had come with Mrs. Claus and the elves.

      Haverman made repeated calls to Detective Mallard, all of which went unanswered. Juniper was happy about that. It was much easier to listen in on the clues and police business without McQuackers there.

      “This is a crime scene right here.” Ackers spread yellow crime scene tape from one corner of the house to the other.

      “You think the perp killed Santa here and stuffed him in the chimney?” Haverman looked up toward the roof. “Why would anyone do that?”

      “Why would anyone kill Santa in my front parlor?” Juniper couldn’t help but ask.

      “Looks like strangulation,” one of the EMTs piped in as they zipped up the body bag.

      “Huh.” Acker shrugged. “Maybe the killer stuffed the body in the chimney, hoping to hide it, and it got stuck.”

      “Yech.” Tori wrinkled her nose.

      Juniper nodded. That would not have been good had Santa gotten stuck halfway down. They might not have noticed him for days.

      “Too bad the crime scene is trampled.” Ackers pointed to the tamped-down snow.

      “But there are footprints in this fresh snow.” Haverman walked carefully over to the prints. Juniper had been wondering how long it would take them to notice.

      “Looks like a large boot—must be our victim—and then there’s a smaller one.” Ackers put his foot next to the larger print. “Looks like a size thirteen, but this other one is probably an eight or nine.”

      “And they lead over there.” Haverman pointed around the corner of the house, and everyone walked that way, being careful to stay far away from the original footprints, which were now being photographed by one of the uniformed police officers.

      “They lead to the front parlor!” Tori turned to Juniper. “The window where you saw the scratches.”

      Haverman whirled around to look at Juniper. “Scratches? I don’t remember anything about that.”

      Darn! Juniper hadn’t exactly been trying to keep the information from the police, but she did enjoy having more clues than they did. “I just noticed them. We were thinking that’s how the first Santa got in.”

      “Looks like the first Santa and the second Santa might have been together,” Ackers said.

      “And they had a falling out,” Haverman added.

      Juniper frowned. “But if that’s the case, then who killed the other Santa?”

      “Maye the real Santa came in his sleigh and didn’t like imposters.” Tori pointed to two thin tracks barely noticeable in the snow.

      Haverman shielded his eyes against the sun to follow the path. “Looks like they go down the hill past the guesthouse and into the woods. What’s down there?”

      “The end of the property. About an acre back is Old Forest Road.”

      Haverman turned back in the direction of the footsteps. “Hard to tell where the sleigh marks came from. It’s almost as if they appear here out of nowhere.”

      “And more importantly, where do they go?” Tori asked.

      Haverman turned to Juniper. “I need to call this into Mallard. But before I do, are there any other things you haven’t told us about, like the scratches on the window?”

      Juniper shook her head and held up her hand. “Nothing, I swear.”

      “Oh! I might have something.” Tori fished a paper from her pocket. “I found this on the property this morning over by where the ladder should have been. At first, I thought it was just Juni getting up to something again—she does tend to obsess over her celebrations. But then, I wondered… why the boxes?”

      She handed the paper to Haverman. “Maybe you or Detective Mallard can figure it out? I looked, but I didn’t see anything I thought would be significant.”

      “Do you recognize the picture or, rather, what’s in it, Ms. Cooper?” he asked while he snapped on a pair of latex gloves then unfolded the paper to have a look himself.

      “Of course. It’s a picture of our Christmas tree.”

      Juniper leaned over his shoulder. “Our tree? It sure does look like it, but why?”

      “Looks like they are singling out certain areas,” Ackers said.

      “Or certain ornaments.” Juniper glanced into the room through the window. “Especially the ones at the top. We’d better get Detective McDuck here. I think I know what the Santas were after.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Merry Christmas, Detective,” Graham Richardson, medical examiner of cadavers of all types, greeted as Desmond walked in.

      “It’s a bit early for that, isn’t it?” Desmond said, adjusting his jacket.

      “Christmas is eleven days away, Detective,” Graham replied. Closing the file he’d been reading, he turned to face Desmond. “What can I do for you?”

      “Have you determined the cause of death for one Cecil Layman?”

      Graham’s brows shot up. “Ah, that one. Yes, I have. It’s pretty grisly, actually. The poor guy suffered a ruptured eye and severe cranial damage via the antique train found lodged in the wound. Seems he was bashed in the eye socket pretty forcefully. The train had enough weight to it that it wouldn’t have been hard to do serious damage in a short amount of time, or even with a single blow, as seems to be the case. A rather unfortunate way to go.”

      Desmond’s brows lowered. “Indeed. And there were no other wounds on the body?”

      “No,” Graham said, giving a shake of his head. “In fact, aside from being dead, the fellow was in excellent health. I’ve sent a copy of the files to your office.”

      “No defensive wounds?” Desmond repeated.

      Graham shook his head. “None.”

      How did the man manage to get bashed so hard in the skull so as to be killed and not see that coming? Surely, he would have struggled with his killer. Unless he was already incapacitated somehow or the killer had some way to project the train with such force so as to be skull crushing.

      “Thank you.” Desmond turned then, to walk away, but Graham’s next words had him halting.

      “Are you going to Juniper’s Christmas celebration, Detective?”

      He turned and pinned the man with a look. “The less time I have to spend in that woman’s presence, the better. No, I will not be attending her celebration this year, or any other year if I can help it.”

      That he had attended her Thanksgiving dinner was not something Desmond was going to think about, mainly because he had died due to someone poisoning Juniper’s coffee and him drinking it instead. He wouldn’t be making that mistake again. Between that and the whole ghost business, he was beginning to think the woman was his own personal bad-luck charm.

      Graham tsked and shook his head, apparently unmoved by Desmond’s vehement claim. “That’s a shame, Detective. Juniper always goes out of her way to make her Christmas celebration a bit more magical.”

      Desmond offered a tight smile. “I’m sure she does. Ms. Holiday has a tendency to go above and beyond in anything she does.”

      “That she does,” Graham answered, smiling. “That she does. Well, I’ll let you get back to your duties, Detective. I hope you find out who did this. No one deserves to go out like Cecil did. And so close to Christmas too.”

      Desmond gave a nod and hurried out, wanting to avoid a potential conversation about Juniper Holiday. It was bad enough he had to deal with her due to the murder case currently going on—how everyone else seemed to only be able to sing her good graces was beyond him. She seemed to be a saint among them, or a celebrity at the very least, though why, Desmond had yet to understand. If anything, she was obnoxious and nosy… but perhaps only with him. She did seem to take an inordinate amount of pleasure in getting under his skin and getting involved in his work, which she had no business doing.

      He was convinced Juniper Holiday would forever be a thorn in his side.

      He had put his phone on do-not-disturb mode so he could complete his business with the medical examiner, and now he pulled it out to see several messages from Haverman. He called the detective.

      “Boss, you’d better get over to the Holiday residence. We have another dead Santa.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, on the dot, Mallard pulled up in front of the Holiday mansion. Haverman, Ackers, and Nichols were all waiting for him outside. They proceeded to take him over to the conservatory and fill him in on the second dead Santa and the footprints leading to the house.

      When they were done, Terry ushered them into the front parlor, where Juniper was scrutinizing the tree.

      “So, let me get this straight. Two Santas broke into the house and both ended up dead.” Mallard gave Juniper a pointed look.

      “Yeah, but we think there might have been someone else involved too,” Juniper said.

      Mallard raised a brow. “Oh, are you a detective now? How do you figure that?”

      “The footprints.” Juniper motioned toward the window. “Clearly, two people went between here and the conservatory. I think if you check, you’ll find that Cecil’s boots match one of those prints.”

      Mallard sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Perhaps. We’ll leave that to the detectives, shall we?”

      Juniper bit back a sarcastic comment.

      “There’s this too.” Haverman handed the bag with the tree diagram to Mallard.

      “What am I looking at, Haverman?”

      “A picture of Juniper Holiday’s Christmas tree. I think our suspects were going after those fancy ornaments.”

      Desmond walked closer to the tree. He pointed to a gold ornament on a lower branch. “This one. How much is it worth?”

      Juniper shrugged. It was solid gold, but His Duckness probably didn’t know that. “About two thousand.”

      Mallard’s brows shot up. “Ms. Holiday, this is not a game. I have a murder to solve and a possible thieves ring to bust. Now. How much is it worth?”

      “I’m serious. It’s solid gold.”

      “This one?” he asked, pointing at one with embedded blue stones.

      “Sapphires, probably ten grand.”

      “And this one?” He jabbed his finger at the ruby-and-emerald ornament.

      She pursed her lips. “That’s an expensive one, probably twenty-five thousand.”

      “Is there anything else in this room in that range of value or higher?” Desmond asked, folding the paper with sharp motions before sticking it in his jacket pocket.

      “Yeah. There is.”

      Juniper walked over to the mantel, where various knickknacks and picture frames sat, displaying moments in time that could never be gotten back and were revisited only in memory. She pointed at a tiny porcelain elephant and listed a price that made Desmond’s eyes widen. She did this with everything on the mantelpiece then moved on to the pictures hanging on the walls. Even the rug was worth thousands. When she was finished, she turned to Desmond and said, “Why go after the ornaments when they could have taken anything in this room?”

      “I don’t know, Ms. Holiday,” Desmond said, his words slightly clipped. “But it isn’t so much the ornaments that I’m worried about. It’s the fact that there are thieves on the loose in my town, which means the people I’m supposed to pro—” He stopped abruptly, pressing his lips together.

      Juniper wanted to smile. The Duckman had almost admitted he cared for the people in this cozy little town. Going over to him, she put a hand on his shoulder. “You can let people know you have a heart, Desmond. It makes you more relatable.”

      Haverman cleared his throat. “Anyway, the ornaments are still on the tree. Looks like Cecil met his maker before he could grab them.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.” Juniper stood back and angled her head to see the very top of the tree. “I think some are missing. Look at the boxes on the drawing. They indicate ornaments at the very top of the tree, and I think that some are missing up there. I didn’t notice it at first, because it’s hard to see all the way up there.”

      Desmond’s gaze narrowed in on the top of the tree. “Huh, I say that’s actually clever.”

      “Clever?”

      “Yeah, I see what they were doing now. They purposely intended to only take ornaments from the top because they figured no one would notice. It almost worked, too, if someone didn’t leave that paper behind.”

      “I wonder if the Santas got into a fight over it. I found it over near where the ladder should have been. Or it might have fallen out of one of their pockets during the scuffle,” Tori said.

      “But how would someone get those ornaments way up there?” Ackers asked.

      Juniper snapped her fingers. “The ladder!” She ran over to the window and threw it open. “I couldn’t figure out what these scratch marks were on the sides of the window. I bet Santa got into the house through the window and dragged the ladder in with him.”

      Mallard inspected the scratches then walked back to the tree. “So Cecil used the ladder to get the ornaments at the top. He must have fallen off the ladder. That explains a lot, because the medical examiner said he would have had to be hit with that train with a lot of force in order to cause a deadly injury, and he didn’t have any defensive wounds indicating he fought off an attacker.”

      Haverman looked at Mallard, then at the tree, then at the window. “If that’s the case, how did the ladder get back over by the conservatory, and where are the missing ornaments?”
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      “I thought he’d never stop quacking,” Juniper said once the police had left.

      “He came to some good conclusions.” Tori crossed her arms over her chest and gave Juniper a look. “And for once, you seemed to work with him instead of antagonizing him. What gives? I know that means you’re up to something.”

      Juniper planted an innocent look on her face. “Moi? Never. Okay, well, maybe a little. I feel like I need to crack this case before another Santa ends up dead, and I don’t trust the dynamic ducks to do that. Not to mention I need all this drama behind me so I can finish things up for the party.”

      “Juniper Holiday, what are you planning? You know you should leave the detecting to the cops. You could be in danger, and I can’t babysit you. I have a book to finish.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t be in danger.” Juniper walked over to the window. “See the footprints outside? Well, one set is smaller, and what kind of people have small feet?” Juniper pointed to her own feet.

      “Small people?” Tori ventured.

      “Exactly! And remember Simon, the first Santa? He was height challenged. I figure if there really is a ring of thieves and two Santas have already been killed, it stands to reason the other Santa might be involved.”

      “And you’re going to go over and have a chat with him.” Tori raised her brow.

      “Of course. Just a friendly chat. Nothing to worry about. Nothing dangerous.”

      Tori shook her head. “Well, I know I can’t stop you.”

      Finn came trotting over. He looked at the window then up at Juniper. Juniper picked him up. “Don’t worry. I gave you credit for making the discovery.”

      Meow! Ludo came running into the room with Loki in hot pursuit. Barclay, Tori’s beloved Jack-Russell-and-Chihuahua mix, bolted in behind them, barking. Her tail was wagging, and her brown eyes sparkled with excitement.

      “What in the world?” Tori scooped up the little dog, who forgot all about the cats he’d been chasing and smothered her face in kisses.

      “What’s Ludo got?” Tori nodded toward the cat, who was batting something. Whatever it was slid across the floor like a hockey puck and ended up under the couch.

      Juniper got down on all fours and reached under the couch. “It’s thin, feels like glass.” She managed to get her fingers on it and slid it out.

      “Stop!” Tori’s yell startled Juniper. She turned to look at her god-daughter. Tori put Barclay down and rushed over to Juniper. “That could be evidence.”

      Juniper’s gaze jerked back to the item. “Oh.” She squinted then leaned closer. “It looks like the lens from a pair of eyeglasses.”

      “It sure does.” Tori pulled a tissue out of the box on the table and picked up the lens. “Perhaps even a pair of spectacles like Santa wears.”

      “Was Cecil wearing spectacles?” Juniper glanced over at the tree where the Santa had been lying and tried to remember if he’d been wearing glasses or not.

      “Hard to tell with that train mashed into his face, but didn’t all the Santas wear them in their interviews?” Tori asked.

      “I think so. Seems like it’s part of the Santa outfit.” Juniper shook her head. “Too bad the police missed this. Honestly, they don’t do a very good job, which is another reason I need to take matters into my own hands.”

      Tori’s face softened. “Well, the cats get into cracks and crevices that humans overlook. I’ll just put this in a baggie, and we can hand it over to them.”

      “Huh, you can since you like McQuackers so much. I have a Santa to interview and no time to waste. I need to figure out who the killer is in time to finish up the painting and decorating for the party!”
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      Simon Weatherby lived in a 1960s ranch house in an older but well-kept-up neighborhood. The snow had been meticulously shoveled from the driveway and walkway. The green shrubs that lined the neatly painted white house were dusted with snow. A few holly bushes with bright-red berries gave it a Christmassy look though the Christmas decorations on the outside of the house were sparse.

      Juniper didn’t know what she’d expected. Given that Simon was a Santa, she thought maybe there would be a blow-up sleigh and reindeer or maybe a big display on the roof or at least a gazillion lights on the tree. At least there was a wreath on the door, even though it was just a subtle wreath of greenery and a simple red plaid bow.

      She knocked and a voice bellowed from inside. “Come in! Door’s open!”

      Juniper hesitated. It was a little odd to just invite someone into your house like that. Perhaps Simon was expecting someone else? She opened the door and peeked her head in.

      “Mr. Weatherby? It’s Juniper Holiday.”

      “I’m right here in the living room. Come in!”

      Juniper looked over in the direction of the voice to see a white-haired man sitting on the sofa. He had his feet soaking in a basin of water on the floor in front of him. He must’ve noticed the confused look on her face, and he laughed. “Sorry about not getting up to let you in, but I’m on my feet day and night, and they need a soak. Epsom salts do wonders, you know.”

      Juniper stepped inside. The house looked like it had been decorated in 1965 and hadn’t been updated since. The floor was covered in a tan sculpted rug. Across from her was a wall of smoked mirrors, and the furniture boasted floral fabric.

      It wasn’t shabby, though. In fact, it looked like it had been kept in pristine condition. Juniper wondered if there was a Mrs. Weatherby around keeping house or if Simon was a meticulous neat freak. Wasn’t that the sign of a disturbed mind?

      Maybe Juniper shouldn’t be so quick to rush into the house alone with him. But she wanted answers, and the man looked pretty harmless with his feet in a bubble bath.

      Simon looked quite different than when he’d interviewed as Santa. Juniper could still recognize the white hair and blue eyes, but he wasn’t nearly as round and jolly as he’d looked in the Santa suit. In fact, he was rather trim. Today, he was wearing a light-green golf shirt and tan pants that he had pulled up to his knees. Juniper craned to see into the bucket for a glimpse at the size of his feet. Unfortunately, there were so many bath bubbles in the water that she couldn’t see his feet at all.

      “Please, have a seat.” Simon gestured toward a brocade chair. “What can I do for you? Did you decide to hire me? I didn’t get a call from the agency.”

      “No. Well… maybe.” Juniper would have to hire someone, after all, and she was running out of Santas. “That’s not really why I’m here. It seems there’s been a little issue with the Santas I’ve interviewed.”

      Simon’s eyes narrowed. “An issue?”

      “Yes.” Juniper fidgeted in her chair. There was no easy way to say this. “A couple of them have ended up dead.”

      Simon looked appropriately shocked. “Dead? How?”

      “Apparently, there are some sort of shenanigans going on with the Santas.” Juniper left it at that, hoping it would encourage Simon to speak up if he knew something.

      “Those costume actors are a strange crowd. I’ve heard rumblings of something shady going on, but I tried to stay out of it,” Simon said.

      Juniper glanced over at the door. Maybe Simon had some of his shoes piled up at the doorway. Unfortunately, there were no shoes over by the doorway. Everything was neatly picked up.

      Simon had seemed surprised when she’d mentioned the dead Santas. Then again, if he was the killer, he’d hardly act like he knew about them.

      “That’s smart,” Juniper said. “Would you happen to know anything in particular about Cecil Layman and Reginald Sanders?”

      “Are those the Santas that are dead?” Simon asked.

      Juniper nodded solemnly.

      Simon made a face and sloshed his feet around in the tub. Juniper practically jumped out of her seat to see if she could get a gander at his feet, but they were still under the bubbles. “I’d steer clear of those two and anything they were involved in.”

      That wouldn’t be hard, since they were dead. “I don’t think I have to worry about them anymore. I’m more concerned with some of the others.”

      Simon sighed. “It’s hard making a living as a costumed character. There are only so many holidays people want to hire us for. I’ve heard rumors about thefts. Of course, I would never get involved in anything like that.”

      “Of course.”

      “I hear there can be somewhat of a rivalry between those that do. If you know what I mean.”

      Simon looked over at Juniper, and she nodded.

      “It’s very competitive in the character business. Some of us have to take second jobs. For example, I work at the sporting store.” Simon pointed to his outfit. “Some others have to wait tables. The other day at the mall, I saw that Amelia Dowd has a pop-up store that sells jewelry and such—Baubles and Bubbles or something like that.”

      Juniper frowned. “Amelia Dowd?”

      “Yes, I think you interviewed her as a Mrs. Claus.”

      “She must’ve been the one that came with Reginald. I thought they were really married.”

      Simon laughed. “Hardly. Some of the actors go in groups, sort of like a package deal. I think they hooked up with some of the elves to try to make their gigs better.”

      “They came with singing elves. Did Amelia know Reginald well?”

      “I’m not sure, but they did team up a few times for gigs.” Simon glanced at the old-fashioned clock on the mantel. “Guess I’d better get going. Would you mind getting my shoes from the hall closet?”

      Juniper practically ran to the closet. She opened the door to see shoes stacked neatly in a row. “Which ones?”

      “The brown cowboy boots.”

      She picked up the cowboy boots. These couldn’t be Simon’s! She turned to him and held the boots up. “You mean these?”

      “Those are the ones.” Simon lifted a giant size sixteen foot out of the bubble bath and wrapped it in a towel.

      As Juniper handed the boots over, she could barely hide her disappointment. Simon’s feet were too big to match that extra set of footprints outside her window.

      Juniper made a quick exit, eager to get home and try to finish up the work for the party. Her phone rang before she even got out of the driveway.

      “Ms. Holiday? This is Amelia Dowd. I wonder if you could come over? I might have some information about Reginald Sanders.”
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      Desmond wasn’t getting very far in the case of the slain Santas. He needed time to think. And he also needed lunch and caffeine.

      He decided to stop in town for some coffee, and there was no better place for a robust dark roast than the WitchRoast Café. Desmond thought the name WitchRoast a rather clever play on words, twofold, and wondered if the rest of the town appreciated it as much as he did.

      At the counter, he ordered a flat white and a ham-and-cheese croissant, paid, then went to sit at one of the all-black bistro tables near the front windows. As he waited for his order to be called, he let his thoughts wander back to the case.

      They hadn’t found any prints on the train or the ladder. No surprise there since both Santas were wearing the Santa suit, complete with gloves. At least the mystery of how Cecil’s face met the train with enough force to kill him had been solved. He’d checked back with Graham Richardson, and falling from the height of the ladder would do the trick. But did he fall, or was he pushed?

      “Howdy, stranger. Mind if I sit here?”

      Before he could object to his table being occupied by anyone other than himself, Victoria Cooper sat down in front of him. Desmond was at a loss for words.

      “Flat white. Ham-and-cheese croissant,” someone called at the counter, and something in Desmond’s brain kicked in.

      “That’s me,” he said to Victoria.

      She gave a half smile. “You better go get it, then.”

      Desmond cleared his throat, suddenly feeling rather warm beneath his collar, and, with a mumbled “Excuse me,” went to retrieve his order. Sitting back down, only slightly more under control, he said, “Would you like something?”

      Tori shook her head. “It’s already on the way.”

      Desmond arched a brow.

      “Me and Juni come here quite often,” she explained. “Quincy knows we are creatures of habit and keeps a running tab for us on top of throwing our preferred drink together whenever we walk in.”

      “I wasn’t aware that cafés kept tabs for their customers,” Desmond said then took a bite of his croissant.

      “I make exceptions for people I like,” Quincy said as he set Tori’s colorful drink down in front of her and then left.

      Desmond blinked, and Tori laughed.

      Not knowing what to make of it, other than the sound of it made him react in ways he shouldn’t, Desmond thought it best to turn the conversation to something other than small talk and pleasantries. “Is there a reason you decided to sit at my table, Ms. Cooper?”

      “There is, actually,” she said then took a deep drink of the frozen concoction in front of her, promptly hissing and pinching the bridge of her nose right after she swallowed.

      She blinked, her features holding traces of pain, and said, “Sorry. Brain freeze. Ooh, that one hurt. Anyway, ahem, there is a reason I sat at your table, Detective Mallard.”

      “You can call me Desmond,” he said without thinking. Then, at her knowing look and half smile, quickly explained, “I’m at your godmother’s residence enough. It only makes sense.”

      She gave a chuckle. “I won’t ask if the courtesy extends to her.”

      Desmond said nothing, waiting for her to explain her reason for joining him.

      “I found this after the earlier uproar,” she said, sliding a baggie with a glass lens across the table to him. “It might just be from one of the dead Santas, but it could also be from the killer.”

      Wiping the buttery residue from the croissant off his hands, Desmond reached for the bag and held it up. “Looks like an eyeglass lens. Neither of the Santas was missing one.” He looked at her. “Thank you.”

      She winked and stood up to leave, patting him on the shoulder as she walked by. “Merry Christmas, Desmond.”

      He looked back down at the baggie. Merry Christmas, indeed.
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      Victoria watched her rearview mirror until the cafe was out of sight then allowed the little self-satisfied smile to play on her lips. After a couple of seconds, it turned to a grin. Surprising Desmond with the lens had been fun in an uplifting-of-the-spirits kind of way, and hers had been sort of down lately.

      She shook her head and pushed a CD into the player and let the music fill the car’s interior. Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing” spilled from the speakers, and she immediately began to sing along. Her volume wasn’t as loud as Juniper’s would have been, of course, but Victoria was willing to bet the result was much the same: music made her feel better all the way to her soul. Her heart, however, was another matter entirely.

      The look on Desmond’s face when she’d pushed that baggie over to him replayed in her memories. He’d seemed both surprised and relieved, and Victoria guessed one to be because of her godmother—she’d helped him despite it being obvious Juniper Holiday didn’t like him enough to go out of her way to deliver potential evidence—and the other to be because she’d delivered him a good solid lead.

      She felt kind of like a hero… showing up with information the good guy could use to hopefully save the day—if the day was savable, that was—but she didn’t really understand why it was more the fact she was helping Desmond than helping the case get resolved that made her almost giddy. Well, unless one counted the rise it would get out of Juniper. Getting a rise out of her godmother was always worth it, Victoria admitted. Probably because, though it was easy to do, Juniper’s reactions were always fun.

      Three well-timed zerps from her cell phone, followed by another three, let Victoria know a call was coming through.

      “Juniper! I was just thinking about you. How was your visit with Simon?”

      “It was okay. Unfortunately, he’s not the small-footed Santa. He’s got hooves the size of an elephant.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad.”

      “But he did verify that some of the other costume actors are up to no good, and then, just as I was leaving, I got a lead.”

      “A lead?” Maybe Juniper was taking this a little too seriously. She was starting to sound like a detective.

      “Mrs. Claus called and said she had some info on Reginald. So I’m going to swing over there before I head home, but I was hoping you could swing by Dusty Buns and bring a box of doughnuts? When I get back from Amelia’s, I’m going to work overtime to finish up the decorations, and I need to put together my playlist for the party. I’m sure I’ll get hungry listening to all those songs. I’m gonna want a snack. You probably will, too, since you’ll be plotting again.”

      Victoria glanced in the rearview mirror. She’d already passed Dusty Buns, so she pulled over onto the side of the road. “Sure. You want mixed? Or half and half?”

      “You choose,” Juniper told her. “No, I changed my mind. Get three powdered, three dusty, three chocolate dipped, and three glazed regular. Um, can we get coffee? No, it’d get cold anyway. I’ll just have Sabrina make up a pot. She does almost as good as the guys at WitchRoast. Which reminds me. Maybe I should ask Quincy—”

      “June? I’m on the side of the road and need to turn around,” Victoria interrupted. “Gotta go now. I’ll talk to ya at home.”

      Before her godmother could respond, Victoria ended the call then pulled a U-turn to head back into town. She thought of Juniper’s reasoning for needing (or wanting) a snack. Because she’d get hungry listening to music. “Not. Nobody needs doughnuts to sort a playlist. She’s planning on dancing up a storm tonight and needs the sugar for energy.”

      Victoria pulled in at the Dusty Buns bakery and switched off the engine. “I’ll have to wear earplugs the whole time I’m plotting tonight, or my story is gonna go off the rails again.”

      Before she made it into the store, the “going off the rails” portion of Ozzy Osbourne’s “Crazy Train” was already playing as a thirty-second snippet in her head, which she shook to clear so she would be able to remember Juniper’s desired order for the doughnuts.

      “Hi, Prunella! Please tell me the doughnuts aren’t already sold out. Juniper is predetermining an attack of her sweet tooth tonight and asked me to pick up a dozen.”

      Seeing who her customer was, Prunella Preenly left the hidden stool behind the counter and flew down to the doughnut case. “We have plenty, Ms. Tori. Hey, that’s almost punny. Ms. Tori. Mystery. Ha ha!”

      Victoria bit back a grin. “June wants them in threes this time. Powdered, dusty, chocolate dipped, and glazed. Can you do that?”

      “I can do that and one better. Seeley came up with a new variety she wants everyone to try, so I’ll give ya another three.” She scooped up the order as she talked, popping the still-hot doughnuts into baggies. “It’s called the Sprinky Dink. Let us know what you think of it.”

      Victoria nodded and took the bags from the counter with one hand while tapping her credit card against the reader with the other.

      “Will do, Pru. I’ll have June call ya,” she said, pushing the door open with her hip while she slid her card back into her hip pocket, a song snippet from “On the Road Again” already starting up in her head as she headed to her car.
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      Amelia Dowd’s house was only two streets over from Simon’s. It was simple and quaint. It even had a little white picket fence out front with a snow-covered garden to the side. There were curtains on all the windows. The lawn was tidy, and the shrubs in front of the house were glittering with white lights.

      Amelia met her at the door. Juniper barely recognized the woman. Instead of the dowdy Mrs. Claus outfit, Amelia was wearing jeans, a cranberry-colored sweater, and black leather boots that went halfway up her calf with a stylish stiletto heel. Instead of the snow-white bun she’d had at the audition, a halo of dark curly hair framed her round face. Her green eyes were accentuated with stylish tortoise frames, and her expression seemed wary as she invited Juniper inside.

      “My condolences on Reggie. Were you friends?” Juniper asked.

      Amelia snorted. “Hardly.”

      “Oh, I just assumed since you came as a package deal.” Juniper glanced around the tidy Cape. It was an open floor plan with a fireplace in the middle. The living room had a gray microsuede sectional and an antique trunk as a coffee table. A pine hutch in barn red sat in one corner of the dining room, boasting a display of antique flow-blue china. The kitchen was updated but not extravagant. The place was homey and inviting. Which was a lot more than Juniper could say for its owner.

      Amelia gestured for her to sit. “Reggie knew how to work the system. He got more gigs if he could put together an ensemble of actors.”

      “Still, it must have been a shock to find out what happened to him and Cecil.”

      Amelia shuddered. “It sure was. And you must feel just awful having two dead Santas at your home.”

      Juniper made a face. “It is rather gruesome. My god-daughter was a bit freaked out. That’s why I want to get to the bottom of this. I mean, I wouldn’t want a third Santa to end up dead at my place.”

      “I can imagine. So you’re trying to figure out who the killer is?” Amelia’s gaze drilled into Juniper. Had she heard Juniper was at Simon’s? News traveled fast in Crescent Cove. Then again, Juniper’s car was quite recognizable. Amelia could have driven past and seen it.

      “I figure it can’t hurt to ask around.”

      Amelia leaned forward. “Have you discovered anything?”

      “I heard that some of the actors had sticky fingers.” Juniper watched Amelia’s reaction. Maybe she was part of the theft ring? But the woman only shook her head.

      “These costume gigs don’t pay a lot. Some of the actors decided they’d moonlight.”

      “Right. Like Simon working at the sporting store and you with your booth in the mall.”

      Amelia frowned. “Who told you about that?”

      Juniper shrugged. “I just asked around. Is it a secret?”

      “I suppose not. It’s a legitimate job, but some of the actors weren’t so legit.”

      “That’s what I heard. And I also heard Cecil and Reggie were among them.”

      “I don’t like to talk ill of the dead, but they were up to something,” Amelia said. “The police have been here asking all sorts of questions, of course.”

      “When you called me, you said you knew something about Reggie. Did you pass that on to the police?” Juniper would tell Mallard if Amelia hadn’t, but maybe not until she checked it out herself.

      Amelia pressed her lips together. “Naturally, I told them, but I got the feeling that they didn’t put much credence in it. And frankly, I’m a bit worried myself. I mean, if someone is targeting costume actors, I could be at risk.”

      Juniper nodded. So that was her angle. Clearly, she must be a good judge of character if she felt like the Duckman and his ducklings needed a little help. Well, Juniper was more than happy to provide that help. “I don’t blame you. I think we will all breathe a sigh of relief when the killer is caught. Now, what did you know about Reggie that you think could help?”

      Amelia twisted her hands in her lap. “Well, I wouldn’t normally say anything, but considering that things have turned deadly, I think it’s okay for me to talk about it. I overheard Reggie talking about pulling off a few thefts at wealthy homes. I don’t condone that, of course.”

      “Of course.” Juniper wondered if one of those homes was hers. “But Reggie wasn’t the only one targeting wealthy homes.”

      Amelia made a face. “No, he wasn’t. Some of the actors think they should get all the spoils. But Reggie had an advantage because I think he had an accomplice.”

      Juniper’s brows shot up. “That would explain a lot. But who?”

      Amelia shrugged. “I’m not sure, but it would be someone who he gets the jobs with.” She pressed her lips together then lowered her voice. “Perhaps one of the elves.”

      “The singing elves?”

      Amelia nodded. “They aren’t as innocent as they look.”

      Juniper had thought a rival Santa had killed both Reggie and Cecil, but what if it was the accomplice? What if the accomplice wanted all the goods for themselves and decided to do away with the competition?

      “Well, this certainly has been enlightening.” Juniper stood. “Is there anything else?”

      “No, I think that’s it. I do hope you can help find the killer.” Amelia walked her to the door.

      “Believe me, so do I.”
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      Meanwhile, back at the estate, a girl of about twenty with long red curls slipped in through one of the many back doors to the mansion. She knew that Juniper and Tori weren’t home, so she wasn’t too worried about getting caught, especially since no one was paying attention to the construction workers on the grounds, which the girl was dressed as to blend in.

      But, unbeknownst to her, someone was watching her.

      She crept carefully through the empty halls, darting into nooks and hiding behind doors so as to avoid any staff that might be lurking about. If any of them asked any questions, she would simply say she was looking for something to do with one of the displays she was working on.

      From her previous visit, she had a vague idea of the layout, but still she lingered for a few moments in the glorious library, inhaling the musty scent of old books and dreaming about curling up in the tufted leather chair next to the window to settle in for an afternoon of reading.

      But such leisurely activities weren’t for her. At least, not right now. She had a mission, and if she didn’t complete it, she could be in big trouble.

      She made her way through the house to the front parlor, cracked open the door, and went inside, carefully closing the door behind her.

      Her invisible friend watched her attentively, noting how she didn’t touch anything but crawled about on the floor near the tree and around the couches, muttering to herself when she didn’t find what she was apparently looking for.

      Suddenly, a chime rent the air, and the girl nearly smacked herself silly trying to answer the phone in her pocket without drawing attention to herself. “I told you not to call me!” she hissed into the receiver. “No, it’s not here. Yes, I’m sure! I’ve just spent the past five minutes crawling around on the carpet like a lunatic looking for it! Yeah, well, I don’t have time to go through the whole mansion. This place is huge.” She paused, rolling her eyes as the person on the other end talked. “Yes, I’m aware my fingerprints could be on it. I’m doing my best.”

      A noise outside the room made the girl pause and hang up the phone. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited a few seconds, and when the danger seemed to be far away from her, she made for the door, cracking it open just barely enough to see into the hallway beyond to check the way was clear. That assessed, she left the room.

      Felicity followed her all the way back to make sure she went back the way she came, and then she hurried through the floors to find Lionel and relay the information she had just found out.

      The three ghosts took up their stations, hovering at the door, waiting for Juniper to return.
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      “She came in through the side door!”

      “She was crawling on the floor!”

      “Someone called her, and she said she couldn’t find it…”

      “It was her, Ms. Holiday. The redheaded elf!”

      Juniper held up both hands as if she needed space—which she did—and silence, which she also needed, at least for a moment. “Wait, please! Don’t everyone talk at once! Lionel. You saw someone here?”

      “Good heavens no, Ms. Holiday. I was keeping an eye out at the gate in case your detective friends decided to return.”

      Juniper closed her eyes then opened them again. “Malla-tonin is not my friend, nor are any of his ducksters, but thank you, Lion-O. Now, who actually saw?”

      “It was me, Ms. Holiday,” Felicity told her. “Followed her all the way down to the front parlor, I did, then made sure she only took the same route back out.”

      “But how did she get in here in the first place?” Juniper’s tone sounded both irritated and concerned. “Someone—pardon me, but it must be said—someone human surely would have recognized an unauthorized entry. So, where are they?”

      Looking around the entry, she said, “Where are the human staff?”

      “Busy, madam,” Jacobi explained, “and the girl is gone. Felicity watched until she made her way back out of the mansion. I saw her leave out the back.”

      “Wait. Jac, did you see where she went? Did she have a car?” Juniper asked, hopeful.

      “I did not, madam.” Even his ghostly voice sounded disappointed.

      “The lady was dressed like one of your construction workers,” Lionel explained, “which is likely why her presence was not questioned.”

      “Mrs. Claus said Reggie had an accomplice, and she thought it was one of the elves,” Juniper said. “I can’t believe I’m going to do this, but I’ll have to call the quackers back.”

      “Clearly, she was searching for the lens, madam,” Felicity told her. “But Tori already gave it to the detective. I think she was trying to recover evidence that might point to the killer.”

      Juniper nodded. “Thank you. That’s very valuable information.” Turning to leave, she said, “I’ll have Tori call McDuckster. She definitely likes him better than I do. I’ll give her the deets, she can pass them along to Feathers, and I can finally get back to Santa Land and getting everything perfect for the Christmas party!”
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        * * *

      

      “Juni! Juni! Yoo-hoo! Are you in here?”

      Unfortunately, Juniper heard Fedora’s call as she was between songs. She’d barely started painting, for crying out loud! At this rate, she wouldn’t be finished until next Christmas.

      She put down her paintbrush and wiped her hands on the cloth at her hip.

      “I’m over here, Fedora. Don’t tell me that goddaughter of mine set you up for this.”

      “Set me up for what?” came Fedora’s voice, sounding confused. Juniper couldn’t see her face, or any other part of her, really, as she had yet to come around the corner of Candy Cane Lane. “I brought the stencils you asked for, June. Was I not supposed to yet?”

      Juniper snapped her fingers. “Right.” She needed those for the snowflakes on the backdrop. “I’d forgotten about them, Dora. Thank you for bringing them.”

      “Oh, you’re welcome, Juni. It’s a pleasure to help,” Fedora said in her usual cheery voice. Juniper didn’t think she’d ever heard her truly angry in all the long years she’d known her. Fedora was just that kind of person. Sure, she could get irritated and let you know it, but anger seemed a foreign concept to her.

      Finally, Juniper could see her friend walking through the maze of organized clutter Juniper still hadn’t found a proper place for. She was still using most of it, so she let it be.

      “Goodness,” Fedora said, wiping her gray-streaked bangs from her eyes. “Haven’t you about got everything ready, June? You’ve only got—”

      “Two days. I know. I’d be closer to done if I didn’t keep getting interrupted,” she said without thinking.

      Fedora’s face fell. “Oh. I didn’t mean to interrupt, Juni. I—”

      “Not you, Dora,” Juniper said, shaking her head. “I’m actually glad you’re here.”

      Fedora blinked owlishly. “You are? Why? The stencils can’t be that important.”

      Juniper laughed. “They’re actually more important than you think, but that’s not what I was talking about.” She leaned back against the workbench behind her, crossing her arms. “I’m sure word has gotten out by now about what happened here a few days ago?”

      Word always got out when something bad went down, no matter how hard McDuckbutt tried to keep it quiet. It was simply the nature of the thing.

      “Yes,” Fedora said sagely, nodding her head. “Murderous thieves are on the loose, it seems.” She put her hand to her chest. “Juni, quite frankly, I’m just glad you and Victoria are all right. You seem to be inviting quite a bit of trouble lately.” She paused to press her lips together. “I hope you aren’t being haunted. Have you made one of your ghosts mad at you? Are they stirring up trouble, do you think?”

      Juniper laughed to herself. Fedora actually believed her about the ghosts, whereas Tori only humored her. Now, though, she had someone else who could see them, and dang blast if it was the last person she ever wanted to share that particular ability with. And while she would love to tell Fedora all about how that came to pass, she didn’t think Mallarino would appreciate being outed just yet, seeing as he still hadn’t fully come to terms with it himself.

      “It’s not the ghosts, Dora—goodness, are you still holding those stencils? Lud, put ’em down. Yeah, just—uh-huh, right there should be fine. Yes. Behind the—yeah. Okay. It’s not the ghosts,” she repeated once she had Fedora’s attention again. “They are just as baffled by the whole thing as I am.”

      “What happened exactly?” Fedora asked, perching on a thankfully dry reindeer. “All I know is what I heard on the news, and we both know that isn’t the whole of it.”

      “I’ll tell you, but why don’t we work while we do this, hmm? I’ve still got a lot of painting to do, and then there’s the setup. You wanna stick around and help with that too?”

      Fedora eagerly agreed to help Juniper paint, but while Juni wielded a brush, Fedora was armed with a spray can full of fake snow, which Juniper instructed her to use at will. While the two were having a merry little time, music playing in the background, though at a lower volume than if Juniper were listening to it by herself, she relayed all the information to Fedora she could think of about the Claus Christmas Caper Gone Horribly Wrong.

      “Gosh, that’s just terrible.” Fedora stared at Juniper. “But it sounds like you know who the culprit is. That’s good.”

      “Yeah.” Juniper gnawed her bottom lip. It was good but also seemed a bit too easy. Oh well. It would be in the hands of the police soon. Not her problem.

      “I hate to think of the Santas getting so greedy.” Fedora stood back and sprayed, getting the fake snow over pretty much everything.

      “I guess they don’t get paid much. Some of them take on extra jobs like waiting tables or having booths at the mall.”

      “Goodness!” Fedora dropped the can of paint. “I almost forgot. I got you a little gift at one of those booths at the mall.”

      Fedora reached into the pocket of her vest and pulled out a small gold-and-silver gift-wrapped box.

      Juniper was truly touched. “Fedora! You didn’t have to do that. I already have everything I need.”

      Fedora blushed. “I know. It’s just a little bauble to show how much I appreciate you giving me a sneak peek of your party setups all the time.”

      Juniper would have thought Fedora wouldn’t come back after discovering a real corpse in the casket at her Halloween party, but that hadn’t fazed her.

      “Well, thank you very much.” Juniper started to undo the ribbon when her phone trilled. It was Victoria.

      “Juni, come on up to the house. Detective Mallard is here, and he wants to see you.”
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      Desmond was leaning against the front edge of her desk when Juniper walked into her office.

      “I was hoping Tori would relay the information you’d need—not me. Why do you need me here, Detective? I know it’s not because you miss me.”

      Desmond sighed. “Because as much as the paranormal presence in this house is normal for you, Ms. Holiday, I find it quite, uh, icks me out.”

      Juniper’s snort-giggle combo was not lost on the man. His eyes narrowed, and his lips became a taut, flat line. “Laugh if you want. I don’t care. Just stay there and call them in—or down, or whatever. I need to ask a few questions.”

      Juniper cocked her head to one side and peered up at him. “Oh, really? And will their answers hold up in a court of law? Given their current nonliving status, I highly doubt it.”

      She already knew every member of her staff was there—both the living and the non—so there was no need to send for anyone. All six of them, hovering just outside the office door, adhered strictly to Holiday household protocol. Not one of the living would enter unless she bade them to do so or in the case of an actual emergency. The dead followed her everywhere, but they weren’t interested in being questioned. They’d come for answers instead. “So, what do you want to question them for?”

      “Ms. Cooper has said the girl was seen inside the house by the lady ghost—Felicity. She also told me your ghost cook fellow saw her leave. Pardon me, but I forget his name.”

      “Jacobi.” Juniper supplied the name but volunteered nothing else. “You have the information. You know the girl was here, sniffing around the front parlor. I assume she was looking for the eyeglass lens. You already have that, though. Shouldn’t you do what investigators do and bring her in for questioning? You can get her name and address from the agency that sends the actors over. Or do you need me to do that for you too?”

      Desmond straightened. “Very well. You’re going to be obnoxious. I’m going to pretend I’m like one of your ghosts and vanish.”

      He stormed out of the room and made it all the way to the front door. His hand was on the knob. It was already turned. All he had to do was pull it and leave. But he heard them. Masculine laughter and a feminine giggle. Turning, he saw the Holiday human staff standing near the door of the office he’d just exited. But the ghosts… they must have followed him, because they were floating right in front of him.

      “Juniper!” he called. “They are watching me! What are they waiting for?”

      She walked through the doorway, took one look at the situation, and shrugged. “You promised to vanish, Duckbutt. I think they just want to see how you’ll do it—your way, by walking out that door, or theirs.”

      Her grin was both cheeky and unrepentant. Desmond turned on his heel and stomped out, leaving the door standing open behind him.
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      Desmond couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this furious. Why Juniper Holiday managed to get under his skin so easily was something he had yet to figure out. She was not unlike the scores of people before her, doing things her own way with little thought to how others perceived them. Desmond didn’t have a problem with that. In fact, he would even admit in this tiny fraction of time that he was envious of their ability to live so freely.

      He seemed to be the odd one out in the world because he liked order. He liked rules. He liked having to do things a certain way. It kept his mind occupied and his thoughts free of the clutter that would surely fill it were he to throw out every rigid guideline he lived his life by.

      He also liked solving things. Finding out the “why” of a problem. He could have chosen several different jobs that would have satisfied that need, sure, but people fascinated him. Especially the ones who did horrible things.

      He spent hours trying to figure out what possessed them to commit such atrocious crimes. So far, he hadn’t been able to give himself a satisfying answer. And until he did, he would continue to hunt down the bad guys and put them behind bars so they couldn’t hurt themselves or anyone else for a very long time.

      Juniper Holiday was no criminal, nor was she a killer, but heaven help him, she drove him mad. He tried not to spend so much time trying to figure out the “why” of her because it irritated him so badly, but a “why” he needed an answer to right now was her need to constantly go against him or throw a wrench in his plans. It was like she had a personal vendetta against him.

      Though he had to admit he appreciated a new clue, he couldn’t very well tell the others that ghosts had noticed a redhead breaking into the Holiday mansion. Lucky thing it was already in their plan to bring in the other actors that had come to the house with Reggie that day. They’d already interviewed two of the elves, and the third, Wendy Albright, was now sitting in the interrogation room nervously twisting her long red curls.

      Mallard entered the room with a manila folder in his hand and sat across the table from her.

      “Ms. Albright, how are you today?” Mallard started off with a pleasant tone. That usually put the suspects at ease and increased the possibility of them slipping up.

      “Okay. I’m not sure why I am here though.” Her eyes darted around the room, looking everywhere but at his face, an action which typically indicated the suspect had something to hide.

      “We just have a few questions. I’m sure you’re aware of the Santa deaths.” Mallard tapped the folder.

      She looked at the folder, her eyes growing wide. “I heard about them.”

      “What have you heard?”

      “Nothing. I mean word gets around, of course, but I don’t know anything specific.”

      Mallard opened the file and frowned at it. “How well did you know Reginald Sanders?”

      “Not very well.”

      “But you auditioned at the Holiday mansion with him, didn’t you?”

      “Oh, yeah. That was just a job, though.”

      “And did you go back to the Holiday mansion, perhaps to help Reginald steal some valuable ornaments?”

      “No!”

      Mallard nodded slowly and pretended to study the files in the folder, letting Wendy stew for a bit. He didn’t think she was the killer, but he did think she knew something. Sometimes, you had to let people think about things for a while, though.

      After a minute, he said, “Maybe you went back for some other reason?”

      “What other reason would I have to go back there?”

      “Perhaps to retrieve something.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic bag with the eyeglass lens inside and slid it halfway across the table.

      She became even more nervous, her hand shaking as she reached out to slide the bag toward her. “That’s not mine. I don’t wear glasses.”

      “Could you have been looking for it for someone else?”

      The door opened right on cue, and Ackers poked his head in. “Got a print from the lens, sir.”

      “Did you check it in AFIS?”

      Ackers nodded. “Nothing came up.”

      Mallard turned to Wendy. “I guess we’ll need to print you, then. And if we find a match, I guess that will mean that you just lied to me. And there can only be one reason for that. You’re the Santa killer.”

      Wendy shook her head violently. “No!” She held her hands up in front of her. “Okay, it might be my print on there, but I’m no killer. You were right. I did go into the Holiday mansion looking for it, but it was for someone else.”

      Mallard nodded to Ackers, who backed out of the room.

      “Why?”

      “I was being blackmailed. I might have touched the glasses, but I swear I didn’t kill any of the Santas.”

      Mallard nodded. “Okay, I believe you. Now, why don’t you tell me what happened and who was blackmailing you?”
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      “Isn’t that just like the Duckster to storm out?” Juniper said to Finn shortly after Detective Mallard left. The cats had wandered into her office and were currently doing their best to prevent her from using her computer. Finn sat in her lap, Ludo lay on the keyboard, and Loki kept prancing in front of the screen.

      She tried to peer around Loki’s fluffy tail to see the results of the search she’d been doing on Wendy Albright.

      Meow! Finn batted at her pocket, and Juniper remembered the gift Fedora had given her.

      “I almost forgot!” Juniper pulled out the small box. “Guess I can open this now. I’m sure Fedora won’t mind.”

      She untied the silver ribbon and lifted the top of the box. Inside, a pair of emerald-colored earrings glittered on a bed of black velvet.

      “How pretty! Fedora shouldn’t have!” Juniper picked out one of the earrings. The stones were a rather unusual shape and very sparkly. They looked almost real. But they couldn’t be. Real stones would be much too expensive. Surely, Fedora wouldn’t spend that much on a little gift.

      But wait… the stones looked vaguely familiar.

      She stood abruptly, dislodging Finn from her lap. He gave a meow of displeasure, but Juniper was already out of the room. She rushed to the front parlor and looked at the top of the tree.

      Those stones looked exactly like the ones that were in a silver-and-emerald ornament she’d gotten several years ago in Paris!

      And that ornament was one of the ones missing from the tree!

      Juniper looked in the box again. It couldn’t be the same stones, though, could it? She looked at the top of the box. Inside was a business card. Baubles and Beads, Crescent Cove Mall.

      “Oh no! I might have given the wrong killer to the duck-namic trio. I need to find out for sure.”

      Seconds later, Juniper was in her car blasting “One Way Or Another” by Blondie and heading toward the Crescent Cove mall.

      The mall was bursting with shoppers. Juniper was shoved by Santas, elbowed by elves, and almost run over by two people in a reindeer costume. She had her head on a swivel, looking for the jewelry store as she pushed her way through the crowd, dodging bag-laden shoppers rushing to the next sale. Finally, she saw Amelia at a booth in the middle.

      The store was just a small kiosk in the middle of the mall, but it was loaded with jewelry of all types. In the back was a locked glass case with more expensive items. Was that the ruby from one of her ornaments in one of the bracelets?

      Amelia looked up as Juniper approached.

      “Juniper! What a pleasant surprise!” Amelia leaned over the counter and lowered her voice. “I heard the police arrested one of the elves. I certainly hope we can all feel safer now.”

      Juniper jerked her gaze from the bracelet to Amelia. Duckman had already arrested the elf? She needed to put things right, but first, she had to be sure. “That’s good news.”

      “Indeed. Can I help you find something? I’m having a thirty-percent-off sale on certain items.” Was it Juniper’s imagination, or had Amelia shifted her position so as to hide the display case with the ruby bracelet?

      “I’d like to see that bracelet with the ruby in the case back there.”

      Amelia’s eyes darkened. “That one isn’t on sale…”

      “I have plenty of money for it.”

      “I think I already sold it. You might like this better.” Amelia picked a bracelet out of another case.

      Juniper took the opportunity to lean over the counter and look at the other woman’s feet. She still had the stiletto boots on, but Juniper was good at gauging size, and her feet were pretty big for a woman. “I bet your feet are about a size ten, aren’t they?”

      Amelia looked down and frowned. “Yeah, what’s that got to do with anything?”

      Juniper already had her phone out, looking up the chart comparing women’s shoe sizes to men’s. A woman’s size ten was a man’s size eight. The same size of the smaller footprints outside her window!

      Now Amelia was looking at her suspiciously. Juniper knew she had to act fast if she wanted a confession.

      She pulled the box of earrings out of her pocket. “My neighbor bought these for me. Funny thing, though. The stones in them seem very expensive. And they look familiar.”

      Amelia’s expression turned quite unfriendly. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at. I pride myself on fair prices.”

      “I’d say some of these prices are more than fair. In fact, that ruby in the bracelet is worth tens of thousands. Perhaps you didn’t realize how much the gems were worth when you took them out of the ornaments to make them into jewelry. That doesn’t make you a very good thief.”

      Juniper had to admit the plan was pretty good. She wasn’t too happy that Amelia had ruined her ornaments, but taking the stones out and putting them into various pieces of jewelry was a great way to disguise them. The police were looking for stolen ornaments, not jewelry.

      “I think you must be mistaken.” Amelia gestured around the small kiosk. “My jewelry is imported from Turkey. Maybe they look similar to something you had in your ornaments, but they aren’t yours.”

      “There’s no use in lying, though you are very accomplished at it. I suppose that comes with being an actress. I think you were setting up the elf. Is that why you really asked me to your house, so you could set her up?” Juniper asked.

      Amelia crossed her arms over her chest. “I did no such thing. I don’t appreciate these accusations. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “There is one thing you didn’t lie about. You said Reggie had an accomplice, and he did. But it wasn’t the elf. It was you! You were at my house the night the Santas died. You have the stones from the stolen ornaments. Not only that, but when the police compare your Mrs. Claus boots to the tracks in the snow, I’m sure they will find they match!”

      “You! I knew you were too nosy for your own good!” Amelia pushed a large earring display on top of Juniper and vaulted over the counter.

      Juniper was temporarily blinded by gemstone dangles and ear wires in her face but tried to give chase anyway.

      She brushed a starfish-shaped earring that had been dangling from her knit headband out of her eyes just in time to see Amelia run smack-dab into the arms of Detective Mallard.

      “Amelia Dowd. You’re under arrest for the murders of Cecil Layman and Reggie Sanders.”

      Juniper walked up to them, picking a series of gold hoops off her sweater. “Nice catch, Duckman. Looks like I helped you apprehend the real killer. I’d love to help you bring her in, but I have a Christmas party to finish getting set up for.”
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      Back at the station, Mallard sat in the interrogation room for the second time that day. This time, the person across the table was Amelia Dowd.

      Juniper had been her usual smug self at the mall. Desmond hadn’t bothered pointing out that he’d already figured out the killer was Amelia and that’s why he’d been in the mall in the first place. He’d been on his way to bring Amelia in. Sure, Juniper had gotten there seconds before, but she didn’t really have any evidence. Her amateur sleuthing could have caused Amelia to get away. It was just good timing that Mallard got there when he did.

      But he knew it wouldn’t do any good to point that out to Juniper. She thought she knew better than him. It was all well and fine to go on hunches, but getting the concrete evidence that would stand up in a trial like Mallard had to do took time and a certain expertise.

      At least they’d gotten the killer in the end.

      Wendy Albright had confessed that the lens belonged to Amelia. It was part of her Mrs. Claus costume, but they were also prescription glasses. She’d been wearing both the costume and the glasses the night of the Santa slayings.

      Wendy had said that Amelia had made sure Juniper was out of the house when she’d sent her over to retrieve the lens. Wendy had handed the glasses to Amelia the previous day, and Amelia used the fact that her prints could be on them to blackmail Wendy into going inside to retrieve the lens.

      “So you called Juniper to your house so that Wendy Albright could sneak into the Holiday mansion.” Desmond had turned the recorder on earlier and was going through his series of questions for the confession. Strangely enough, Amelia seemed rather willing to spill her guts now that she’d been taken into the station.

      “Yes, of course. I didn’t want to risk going there myself. That girl will do anything for an extra five.”

      “You seem awfully cooperative, Ms. Dowd.”

      Amelia shrugged. “That’s because I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Your boot prints from your costume match the footprints in the snow, and you’ve just admitted that you sent Wendy Albright in to retrieve the eyeglass lens you lost that night. Not to mention you had the gemstones from the stolen ornaments in your possession,” Desmond pointed out. “By the way, why were you selling those stones so cheap?”

      Amelia scrunched up her face. “How much were those worth? Reggie said they were only worth a hundred or so each. I figured I’d sell them for a little less to move them out fast and not call attention to myself. But Juniper seemed to think they were worth a lot more.”

      Desmond snorted. “I’ll say. Maybe Reggie was lying to you. But now you’ve just incriminated yourself again because if you were talking to Reggie about the price of the stones, you must have been in on the theft.”

      Amelia’s eyes narrowed. “Why, that no-good louse! He was trying to weasel out of paying me my fair share!”

      “So you killed him?” Desmond prompted.

      “No! I swear I didn’t.”

      “Then why don’t you explain how he ended up dead?” Desmond pushed the recorder closer to her.

      “It all started like this. About a year ago, some of the actors decided that it would be easy to take a few things here and there on their gigs. But soon, a few things weren’t enough. They started to organize into theft rings. Reggie ran one, and Cecil ran another.”

      “We gathered as much.”

      Amelia nodded. “I didn’t get involved in the thefts, but sometimes, I would sell off some of the goods for a fee.”

      “An accessory,” Desmond noted. “Tell me about the heist at Juniper Holiday’s house.”

      “Everyone knows how rich Juniper is. Reggie thought it would be a great opportunity. Of course, the Santas wanted to cut the rest of us out as usual. But Reggie needed a getaway person, and he asked me. Said he’d pay me ten percent of his haul, which he estimated at about four thousand.” Amelia’s eyes narrowed. “I guess he lied about that.”

      Desmond shook his head. “There’s no honor among thieves.”

      “Right! Anyway, I parked on Old Forest Road just like Reggie told me to and hoofed it through the forest to the mansion. I was surprised to find Cecil and Reggie arguing at the side of the guesthouse. I didn’t want to get involved, so I watched them from behind a tree.” Amelia paused as if visualizing the scene.

      “Go on.”

      “Well, it was just so shocking to see Cecil kill Reggie. And of course, I had my deal with Reggie, not Cecil, so with Reggie dead, there was no money for me. But I quickly realized that I could still get my money because I was a witness to the murder. I even took some pictures with my phone to prove it.”

      Desmond scribbled that down on his notes. “We’ll be sure to check your phone for those.”

      “Cecil dumped Reggie onto an old sled and dragged it over to the side of the house then lugged him up the ladder and dumped him in the chimney!”

      “And you didn’t stop him or call the police?”

      Amelia’s face turned red. “Well, no. I mean, I couldn’t help Reggie at that point, and how could I blackmail Cecil if I called the police?”

      “Right. Okay, go on.”

      “He covered Reggie up with a tarp the workmen had been using to cover the side of the conservatory then carried the ladder over to the room where the tree was. I had seen Reggie unlock the window when we’d been there auditioning, but I have no idea how Cecil knew it would be unlocked. He pushed the window open and slid the ladder in then climbed in behind it. I thought an alarm would go off, but nothing did. That woman should really get a security system.”

      “Tell me about it,” Desmond said. “So, you climbed after him and killed him to take the ornaments for yourself.”

      “No! Well, that’s partly right. At first, I was going to just watch from outside and take more pictures for evidence to blackmail him with, but I got so mad about the Santas cutting the others out that I climbed right in and demanded my fair share.”

      “So how did he end up dead?”

      “I’m getting to that part. We argued. He didn’t want to give me anything. So I decided I would just take some. I climbed up the ladder and tried to grab one of the ornaments he had in his hand. He wouldn’t let go, and we had a little tug-of-war, and then… he fell.”

      “Fell or was pushed?”

      To Desmond’s surprise, Amelia’s eyes misted over. “He fell. I tried to grab on to him, but he thudded onto the floor. And the train… it was horrible!”

      “And you watched him die on the floor?” Desmond asked.

      A tear rolled down her cheek. “He was dead instantly. I might be a thief, but I’m not a murderer.”

      “Yet you ran out instead of calling an ambulance or the police.”

      “How would it look if I did? I’d broken into the house. But I swear, Cecil killed Reggie, and Cecil’s death was an accident.”

      “Okay. Then what happened? The ladder wasn’t in the room when the body was discovered.”

      “I put the ladder back over by the conservatory. The thing is heavy, by the way. I figured if I did that, it might confuse the investigation. Then I got on the sled with the ornaments and slid down the hill to where my car was on Old Forest Road.”

      “And where is the sled now?”

      “It’s in my garage. I hefted it over the wall since I didn’t want to leave it there.”

      Desmond made a note to check her garage. It would be more evidence if they found Juniper’s sled in there.

      Desmond sat back and looked at Amelia. She had a pleading look on her face as if begging him to believe she hadn’t killed Cecil. He wasn’t sure if he believed that Cecil simply fell, but either way, Amelia had some responsibility.

      He pressed the button under the desk for the intercom to the viewing room. “Haverman, come on in and book her!”

      Desmond left Haverman to it in the interrogation room and headed to his office.

      “Good job, Detective Mallard,” someone said from behind him. “I’ll be sure to let the captain and the police chief know they should definitely keep you around.”

      Desmond turned to see who had spoken—it was a voice he recognized. He stopped dead in his tracks, literally feeling the color leave his face as he fought with what he believed versus what he could see with his own two eyes: The ghost of captains past?

      Without a word, Desmond nodded and turned on his heel, headed for his office at a faster-than-usual pace.

      “What’s the hurry, Detective, sir?” Harvey Nichols called. “Looks like you seen a ghost!”

      Desmond turned to look at Nichols. How could he possibly know…? Of course he didn’t know that Desmond had actually seen a ghost. It was just an expression. “Got lots of work to do!”

      Desmond continued to his office, shut the door, and collapsed in his chair. He was afraid there was only one way to deal with the ghost business, and that involved a visit to Juniper Holiday. It was a visit he dreaded making because, well, this visit would be taking place of his own free will and choosing. This time, he was going to speak to her because he wanted to—because only Juniper would know the cure, and he must have one.

      If that meant attending the Christmas party at the Holiday mansion, so be it. He simply had to stop seeing the ghosts.
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      Two days later, Desmond approached the Holiday mansion with trepidation. The drive up to the estate was nearly blocked by all the cars lined up on the side of the driveway. Desmond remembered that Juniper liked to invite everyone in town on Christmas, and it looked like the whole town had accepted this time, if the amount of vehicles packed everywhere was any indication. He hesitated before parking his car, thinking maybe he should just come back another time, but the memory of seeing that ghost of a long-dead police captain changed his mind.

      It was now or never.

      Pulling his sleek sedan as close to the door as he could in case he needed to make a quick exit, he parked the car, turned off the engine, and got out. As soon as he cracked open the door, he could hear music thumping from somewhere inside the mansion. He’d heard it in the car before he’d gotten out, but it was much louder now. There was a reason a certain neighbor was always calling in noise complaints.

      Desmond hesitated, resisting the urge to get in his car and leave. Unfortunately, and this was not known to any but a select few in the Cove, Desmond had temporarily lost his life at the last Juniper Holiday party he’d attended. He wondered if perhaps his brief stint on the other side was the reason he was seeing dead people now. Hopefully, Juniper would be able to tell him.

      He didn’t want to think what he would do if she didn’t have the answers he sought.

      The party inside was bustling and jovial, everyone smiling and laughing together. Christmas lights brightened the room, Santa “ho ho hoed” over by the fireplace, and the smell of fresh pine permeated the air. Everyone looked to be having a great time. At any other time, Desmond would at least try to enjoy himself, but today was not that day. Today, he needed answers.

      Today, he needed Juniper Holiday’s help.

      After what seemed like far too long a time, he spotted her near the giant Christmas tree in the ballroom. It glittered and sparkled with decorations galore. Through the giant windows, with their gold-and-red drapes pulled back to frame the display on the lawn just so, was the North Pole, complete with Santa’s Workshop. Even in his slightly panicked state, Desmond thought it looked stunning. Perhaps he would even have a chance to experience it for himself after his conversation with Juniper… which needed to happen right now.

      Without his usual calm, he strode up to her, leaned close, and said, “I need to talk to you. Now.”

      She gave him a look that showed exactly how much she did not appreciate his tone, and he tempered it with a “Please.”

      When it looked like she would refuse on principle, he added, “It’s important, or I wouldn’t even be here.”

      That got her.

      Excusing herself from the conversation she’d been in before he’d rudely interrupted, Juniper motioned for him to follow her to the library. There, she shut the door and commanded him to sit and explain himself.

      He did. He told her about how seeing ghosts was starting to affect his work, that he’d seen one before he’d come here, after he’d sent Amelia to lockup. She interrupted him, of course, asking if she’d confessed, and he’d given her the rundown of the interview.

      Finally, he said, “Did… did you—ahem, that is to say…”

      “Are you trying to ask me if I died at one point and came back, Detective, and that’s how I see the ghosts?” Juniper asked to put him out of his misery.

      “Yes,” Desmond said, his shoulders dropping with relief. “Yes, that exactly.”

      She chuckled. “You’d like it if I said yes, wouldn’t you? It might explain a thing or two, wouldn’t it?”

      “You mean your absolute disregard for everything but doing things your own way? Yes,” he said with a nod. “It would explain so much.”

      “Well, too bad,” she said, smacking her knee with the palm of her hand and giving a cackle, “’cause that ain’t what happened, Duckboy!”

      Desmond both deflated and looked like an angry, grumpy cat. He started to stand, saying, “I don’t know why I bothered.”

      Juniper put her hand on his shoulder and pushed him firmly back down. “Now, now, don’t run away just because you get your tail feathers tweaked.” She held up her finger in the universal sign for “wait” when he looked like he was about to interrupt, and when he settled, his lips twisting like he’d tasted something sour, she continued. “You have got to learn to roll with the punches, Duckarooni. Some people, like myself, are gonna end up twisting you in knots if you don’t.”

      She settled back in her chair and took her glass of cherry wine in hand. “Now,” she began once she’d gotten settled, “you want to know if there’s a way to stop seeing ghosts, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “As far as I know, there’s not.”

      The poor fellow actually looked stricken at the revelation.

      Juniper decided to go easy on him. “Look. I know it’s not easy to get used to, and sometimes, it scares you, like when they appear from out of nowhere and you weren’t expecting them. But it does get easier to deal with over time. Before you know it, you’ll be conversing with them just like you do regular, living folk. It’ll be up to you whether or not you give a whit about people’s opinions of you, ’cause you’re gonna get stared at, especially if you happen to run into one in a public space and have gotten real comfortable around them.”

      She laughed then, remembering an encounter on a public street years ago. “Ah, but it can be fun messing with people too,” she said, winking.

      “Perhaps for you, it is, Ms. Holiday, but I have a certain reputation to uphold.”

      Juniper rolled her eyes. “Good lord, listen to you. The way you talk, it’s like you’re a man of the cloth and got caught doing something you shouldn’t.”

      She leaned forward, bracing her elbows on her knees, and took a long swallow of her wine. Holding his gaze, she said, “You’re a person first, Desmond. Act like it. And don’t you dare say you are or you don’t know how, ’cause then I’ll smack you.”

      She stood, her red velvet dress settling and smoothing around her feet as she did so. “All right, are we done here?” 

      Desmond gave a sigh and put his hands on his knees. “I suppose so, though I have to say, your pep talks are horrendous.”

      Juniper laughed. “You’ll thank me later.”

      Desmond looked like he wanted to refute her claim but said nothing.

      Sensing their heart-to-heart moment was done, Juniper headed for the door. “You can stay in here for however long you need to.”

      Felicity met her outside the library. “How is he, ma’am?”

      Juniper waved her hand as she walked down the hall. “Oh, he’s gonna be just fine, Lissy. In fact, why don’t you go talk to him? Help settle him into the whole seeing-ghosts business?”

      Felicity’s face lit up. “I will!”

      Juniper hummed to herself as she continued down the hall then tilted her head back and laughed when she heard a startled yelp come from the library.

      “Merry Christmas, Detective,” she said to herself. “Welcome to the party. Life’s a whole lot more fun on this side of normal.”
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