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​Note about the story and its author
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“The Spirit of Christmas” is a unique tale penned by Stephen John, forming part of the Miss Fortune World series, conceived initially by Jana DeLeon. A select group of authors, including Stephen John, have been granted permission by Ms. DeLeon to craft their own Miss Fortune Mysteries using her characters. These novels are distinguishable by the ‘Miss Fortune World’ label on the bottom left of the cover.

This narrative is purely fictional. Although it may reference certain established institutions, agencies, events, criminal organizations, and public offices, the characters are entirely imaginary. Any similarities to actual people, living or dead, are purely coincidental, barring public figures. The beliefs and viewpoints expressed in the story are solely those of the characters and do not necessarily mirror or represent those of the author.

While the story does mention some real cities, parishes, businesses, and places in Louisiana, the town of Mistletoe Falls and all its businesses, locations, and inhabitants are entirely fictitious. Any perceived resemblances to actual places or businesses are purely coincidental.

This is the twelfth Miss Fortune Mystery novel by Stephen John. This is a standalone story. We extend our gratitude to Jana DeLeon for permitting a handful of chosen authors to use her characters in crafting their own Miss Fortune narratives. Stylistic choices were made to ensure compatibility with the text-to-speech feature.
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Special thanks to Bob Seay for being the inspiration for the troubadour character who appears in this book. Bob is an excellent writer of many books, my favorite being ‘Dad.’

Also, a shout out to Michael John Sullivan, an award-winning writer and my good friend for more years than I care to remember. Michael writes beautifully written children’s books (check out the Sockkids series) and books of inspiration such as ‘The Shattered Cross.’ It is Michael’s books that inspired me to write ‘The Spirit of Christmas.’  Thanks to Michael for writing the foreword to this book.

I hope you enjoy it. 
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​Foreword by Michael J. Sullivan
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Stephen John is a superb storyteller, and his captivating narrative helped me through a troubled time. Just over a year has passed since my holiday season was shaded by my personal tempest—four strokes within two weeks, shadowing me with two prolonged sojourns in the sterile embrace of the hospital. The cardiologist handed me the thinnest sliver of hope. And for a few fleeting moments, I allowed the possibility of defeat to brush against my heart.

The days unfurled endlessly before me while nights whispered fears into my ear—would the gentle surrender to sleep be my last? In the hush of the dark, sleep became a stranger, elusive in those four to five weeks. Even the nocturnal routine of blood draws at 2 a.m. seemed to conspire against rest. Words stumbled on my lips, the thought of penning down thoughts again filled me with dread, and I felt as though I was but a porcelain figure, teetering on the edge of shattering.

In the silence of those rooms, where I was a lone audience to the dance of shadows on the ceiling, self-pity wrapped around me like a shroud. But then, I found solace where I least expected—in the pages of Steve's enchanting Miss Fortune novels. He tells imaginative stories that combine mystery and intrigue with a good chuckle. Within those pages, I rediscovered terrific characters and found a haven—a warm, familiar refuge that seemed especially poignant during the festive season.

Stephen John bestowed upon me a gift last Christmas—a gift spun from his vivid imaginings. The yuletide has always sparkled as my cherished time. Steve has now gifted me with a holiday mystery, a tapestry rich with characters whom I've grown to consider as kin—Miss Fortune, Ida Belle, and Gertie. They have been my steadfast companions, their tales a beacon of joy woven by Steve's gifted narrative. 

The Spirit of Christmas is a perfect narrative for the holiday season. It is not a book just for Miss Fortune fans but for all who appreciate the magic of Christmas.

To Steve John, my heartfelt thanks for your companionship through those eerie nights.

Michael J. Sullivan

Award-Winning Author of The Shattered Cross
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​Fortune’s First Christmas in Sinful
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For years, I operated within the secretive confines of the CIA, facing peril on covert missions. This chapter of my life closed when the agency, aiming to shield me from terrorists, relocated me to a small Louisiana town under a new identity. Since arriving, I've made this town my permanent home and have completely severed ties with the CIA. Now, I run a modest private investigative service alongside my two closest friends.

Since the people of Sinful entered my life, their influence has been anything but subtle. Surrounded by its endearing, gossip-wielding residents, my previously no-nonsense, straightforward demeanor has faced irresistible challenges—especially around the holidays.

My first Christmas in Sinful was unforgettable, and I mean that it was both difficult and rewarding at the same time. I'll never forget the day Gertie, one of my two partners, pulled up to my house in her barely serviceable Cadillac. Her beat-up car was crammed full of holiday decorations. Twelve giant boxes, bursting with endless Christmas trinkets, were jammed in every free spot of the car while an artificial tree was strapped to the roof.

She knew I had no plans to decorate or celebrate the season, but there she stood, arms crossed, determination etched on her face. I tried to resist, but with Gertie, resistance was a waste of effort. I hadn't hung a single ornament since I was thirteen, the year my mother passed away.

At first, I held firm in my resolve, but Gertie literally took over my house. Before I knew it, we were in the midst of a full-blown holiday makeover.

The tree, now standing tall and majestic in the living room, drew me into it like a holiday magnet. Lights and ornaments found their place on its branches. Gertie insisted on tinsel, though I knew I'd be finding those stray strands well into March.

As she cranked up the holiday tunes and started simmering cocoa on the stove, my mood shifted. With Christmas music from my childhood playing in the background, I found myself enjoying the spirit of the occasion. I caught myself singing along with Andy Williams, who was joyously announcing that it was the most wonderful time of the year. Something about everything that was happening felt right. A warmth spread through me, my living room aglow, the tree a beacon of holiday cheer.

But my fleeting moment of yuletide bliss ended abruptly when Merlin, the feline squatter who came with the house when I moved in, laid eyes on our Christmas masterpiece for the first time.

Merlin's eyes grew wide as saucers when he saw the tree. From the twitch in his tail to the arch in his back, it was clear that he thought this glowing entity was a blinking cat-eating monster. He screeched and attacked.

Before I could process what was happening, Merlin launched himself kamikaze style into the middle of our painstakingly decorated tree. Branches snapped, ornaments shattered, and tinsel flew in a chaotic whirlwind. Down went the tree, taking my Christmas spirit with it.

Even after the tree fiasco, Gertie was undeterred in her mission to immerse me in Sinful's Christmas festivities. Once we'd cleared the debris, she started bugging me about joining her for traditional Sinful sleigh rides and caroling. And when I say 'caroling,' I mean Gertie's off-key warbling, which could easily qualify as a crime against music. Her singing was in the key of H—for 'hold-your-ears,' sending dogs into a howling chorus and having toddlers running for their mamas.

There were more scenes from my first Christmas slapstick comedy special. First came the surprise alligator appearance, which isn't normal for yuletide celebrations. Then there was the hay in the sleigh catching on fire, which added unexpected warmth to the whole ordeal.

And if that wasn't entertaining enough, my eccentric neighbor decided it was the perfect time for a spontaneous naked butt flashing. Because nothing says Christmas like a full moon, right? Sinful's brand of holiday cheer was not what I had grown up with, but I'll admit, it was never dull.

That year, for all its quirks and unexpected events, Sinful offered me a Christmas with a touch of magic. On Christmas Eve, we gathered at the home of Emmaline, mother of Carter LeBlanc, who would become the love of my life. Amazingly enough—nothing went wrong. In fact, everything went right.

While there were indeed challenges, I made new friends and the best boyfriend ever. On this Christmas Eve, I experienced genuine joy. There was the soft hum of carols in the background, interspersed with laughter. Emmaline served traditional Cajun dishes, which were incredible. We sipped mulled wine, also unbelievable, and reveled in the simple joy of being in each other's company.

Carter seemed highly pleased with the recliner I'd given to him. I was caught by complete surprise when he gently fastened a delicate diamond bracelet around my wrist. The glittering gems were a departure from the past when I only received gifts that were meant to shoot or otherwise disable an enemy. That is if I received any gifts at all. This was the first time I was moved by a gesture that symbolized love rather than protection.

Later that evening, Carter and I spent the last hours of Christmas Eve alone in the solitude of my backyard. Seated on old lawn chairs that had seen better days, we toasted with glasses of Dom Pérignon, reveling in the hypnotic glow of the moon. I remember drawing my knees close, reflecting on my journey since I'd landed in this unassuming town. Sinful, in all its eccentricity, gave me a gift I'd never expected: a love that felt as deep as the ocean with friends who cared for me.

I was home, truly home.

That realization forever shifted my perspective on the holidays. I was my usual pragmatic self during the year, but Christmas was a different story. Now, as the festive season rolls in, I welcome it wholeheartedly, and I am ready to embrace, celebrate, and create a treasure trove of new memories.
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​Spirits and Suspicions
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Three weeks before Christmas

The quiet tapping of raindrops was the only signal that this morning was unusual. Gray clouds loomed overhead, hinting at a chillier day than usual in our little Louisiana town. They whispered promises of a snowy December, something Sinful hadn’t seen since 2004. Dressed in my coziest sweatpants and a warm thermal T-shirt, I embraced the brisk morning air, my running shoes cushioning each step.

Today, I veered away from my usual scenic route around the park, choosing instead to jog towards the heart of Sinful. December had cast a spell over the town, transforming it into a festive wonder straight out of a holiday postcard. A gentle crunch of frost underfoot kept rhythm with my pace.

The lampposts along the way stood like proud sentinels, adorned with vibrant banners of red, blue, gold, and green. Fairy lights twinkled from above, casting a magical glow on the frosted dawn. As I approached the town center, my pace naturally slowed, drawn in by the enchanting holiday atmosphere. The town of Sinful in December was charming, each shop window and porch telling tales of Christmas past and present, their whispers making me feel truly at home.

Nearing Francine’s Café, the heart of our little community, I was greeted by the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the soft hum of early morning town chatter. Through the café window, framed by festive lights and a hint of condensation, I spotted Ida Belle and Gertie deep in conversation. The intensity of Gertie’s gestures and Ida Belle’s thoughtful frown piqued my curiosity—unusual for them to be out so early.

I slowed to a stop and made my way inside. Gertie caught sight of me and waved with such enthusiasm she nearly toppled her coffee. “Fortune!” she called out.

Ida Belle smiled warmly. “Merry Christmas, Fortune.”

With a playful raise of my eyebrow, I approached their table. “Did I miss an invite to this early bird coffee meetup?” 

Ida Belle shook her head, her voice low and conspiratorial. “No, we were just discussing a call Gertie received last night last night from a mutual friend named Agatha Tremaine.”

“Agatha Tremaine?” I echoed. “I don’t know the name. She from Sinful?”

“No, she’s from Mistletoe Falls,” Gertie answered.

I’d heard the name, but knew little about it, “Mistletoe Falls?” 

Ida Belle leaned in, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “It’s a charming old town, driven by their holiday festivities. Their Christmas celebration is the highlight of their year!”

Gertie nodded eagerly. “Mistletoe Falls was founded by Jonas T. Royal and his wife in 1920. They have a majestic 90-foot loblolly pine in their town square they call Old Piney.”

Ida Belle nodded, “Every December, they place a magical ornament called L’esprit de Noël atop Old Piney, then decorate the whole tree. It’s a sight that bathes the entire town in joy.”

“A magical ornament?” I repeated. “You mean that metaphorically, right?”

Gertie shook her head, “Not at all. It’s an age-old glass and crystal ornament, glittering and visible for miles. There are stories about it that are truly magical.”

Okay, I was intrigued, “So, this call from Agatha that have to two talking—what’s that about?” 

Gertie’s tone dropped to a whisper. “She was distraught. L’esprit de Noël has vanished.”

“Vanished?” I repeated, stunned. “From the top of a 90-foot tree?”

Gertie snapped her fingers, “Just like that. One day it was there, and the next, gone.”

Ida Belle sighed deeply. “Without it, Mistletoe Falls might lose not just a century of tradition but their holiday-driven economy too.”

My skepticism was evident. “One ornament causing all that havoc?”

Gertie leaned in, “Think of it like Lincoln’s face disappearing from Mt. Rushmore. No one would go to North Dakota anymore.”

“Mount Rushmore is in ‘South’ Dakota,” Ida Belle corrected.

Gertie waved off the correction. “Whatever. My point is, there’s more to it than just the missing ornament. Agatha hinted at another problem, but she was too upset to go into details. Ida Belle and I were just talking about making a drive out there.”

“You’re going?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“We thought we’d help, off the record. No fees,” Ida Belle confirmed.

“And you didn’t think to ask me?”

Ida Belle hitched a shoulder, “We figured you’d rather spend the holidays with Carter, considering you have no ties to Agatha or Mistletoe Falls.”

I paused, then smiled. “Well, Carter’s away at a conference. I’m free as a bird, and if it’s important to you, it’s important to me. Let’s help them save their Christmas.”

Gertie’s eyes lit up. “Really? You’ll come?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

Gertie grunted softly, “Well, there’s the whole thing about a ghost.”

I furrowed my brow, “What? What’s this about a ghost?” 

Ida Belle rolled her eyes, but Gertie blurted out, “It’s more of a protective spirit than a ghost.”

I leaned back, intrigued and ready for whatever this adventure would bring. “Let’s hear all about it. I’m all in for a Christmas mystery.”

Gertie leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Okay, the town's abuzz. They're tying L'esprit de Noël's disappearance to Jonas T. Royal's legend—the founder himself, or rather, his spirit."

Laughing, I couldn't help but draw a few glances in the café. "Really? You’re chasing ghosts now, Gertie?"

Gertie blinked, "You mean 'we', don't you, Fortune? You're in this with us."

"I'm having second thoughts now."

"Told you," Ida Belle chimed in.

"Ida Belle," I said. "Can you lay this out for me?"

She sighed, the sound carrying a weight of resigned acceptance. "Old towns, old tales, Fortune. But you know, many people in Mistletoe Falls believe it wholeheartedly. They think Jonas's spirit reclaimed the ornament."

"For what possible reason?" 

Gertie shrugged, "Don’t know. We'll have to go and find out."

Ida Belle added, "The spirit of Jonas T. Royal is nothing new, Fortune. Some folks claim his spirit's been making appearances for years."

I leaned back in my chair, "Let me get this straight. When you say 'spirit', we're talking full 'Oooooh, ooooh' style?"

Gertie's head bobbed before nodding. "I guess that's what they're suggesting."

I did a double take, "So, the spirit of Mistletoe Falls' deceased founder is our prime suspect?"

Gertie nodded, "‘Initial’ suspect. You might say he's a spirit of interest."

"That sounds... a bit far-fetched.”

Ida Belle shared a knowing look with Gertie, both of them seemingly unfazed.

Gertie gave me a look that mixed admonishment with amusement. "Keep an open mind, Fortune. We need to head there and see for ourselves."

I sighed lightly, the corners of my mouth turning up slightly. "While the legend is intriguing, we're not exactly ghost hunters. Let's promise to start with the more tangible leads first, when we get there, focusing on suspects that exist in 'this dimension'."

Gertie acted as though she had been of the same mind all along. "Of course but learning as much as we can about the legend will help us understand the townsfolk's reactions and beliefs."

Ida Belle nodded in agreement, "We usually find what we're looking for, don't we?"

"Alright," I said, rising from my seat with a renewed sense of purpose. "Let's get to Mistletoe Falls and solve this mystery. We'll find the thief and bring back L’esprit de Noël, even if it turns out to be a ghost."

"Not a ghost, Fortune... a spirit," Gertie corrected me.

"Aren't they the same thing?" 

Gertie shook her head. "No, spirits are different. They don’t meddle in our world as you might think. They're more subtle than that."

"Okay, so when do we leave?" I asked.

Gertie's face lit up with excitement. "Pack up, we hit the road by 2:00 p.m. We should make it in time for the evening service at the Harmony Community Center."

"Church? On a Monday night?" I raised an eyebrow.

"Absolutely," Gertie exclaimed. "They hold services every night in December. And the Sunday services? They're like a revival—everyone's up and singing, and their house band? Rumor has it they were once Lyle Lovett's backup."

Ida Belle chuckled, "Not exactly. One guy once auditioned for Lovett’s band, didn't make it. And he's not even in their current worship band lineup."

"So, what you're saying is there's no real connection to Lyle Lovett at all," I concluded.

Gertie dismissed the detail with a wave of her hand. "Well, the band is still fantastic. Can't wait for you to hear them."

"They might not be as excited to see us, though," Ida Belle interjected. "Remember the last time, Gertie? Pastor Joy Evergreen suggested you might find spiritual fulfillment elsewhere."
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