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Murder at Christmas in Honeysuckle Grove


A Mallory Beck and Tabitha Chase Holiday Mystery





Tabby’s family has busy Christmas plans, which gives her the opportunity to fly across the country and visit West Virginia for the first time. Mallory and Amber both welcome Tabby to Honeysuckle Grove with open arms, but Hunch? He’s not so sure about a woman who unmistakably smells of another cat.


They settle in to celebrate the holidays together, and when Mallory and Tabby open Christmas gifts from under the tree and find an item that has no discernible benefactor, trying to discover its origin and purpose becomes the number one task on their Christmas agenda. Is it a treasure hunt constructed by Amber? Or Alex? Or both of them? 


While they search for clues, Mallory prepares for an upcoming catering event. The mysterious gift’s source doesn’t become evident until a couple days later when Mallory’s and Amber’s catering event turns deadly!


If you’ve enjoyed the Mallory Beck Cozy Culinary Capers or the Tabitha Chase Days of the Week Mysteries, you’ll love this whodunit where the sleuths team up to solve an unforgettable case.
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Chapter One - Tabby
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I wasn’t sure if I was nervous or excited as I made my way from baggage claim to the airport exit. I hadn’t seen Mallory or Amber in almost a year, and I had only met them in person during their one visit to Crystal Cove. What if I didn’t even recognize them? 

We had been emailing for months, of course—at least Mallory and I had—so we weren’t strangers. But I had never been to the east coast, certainly never to West Virginia, and a big part of me still couldn’t believe I had so quickly accepted Mallory’s invitation to visit for Christmas.

But my sister Pepper would be working long hours over the holidays at the Crystal Cove hospital back in Oregon and my parents had decided to visit Europe for the first time. Pepper wanted to stay on my houseboat where she’d have my cat Sherlock for company so there had been nothing stopping me. I still couldn’t get over the fact that my workaholic senator-dad was taking an actual vacation.

I was lost in thought and almost missed the two females frantically waving in my direction. As soon as I set eyes on them, recognition hit. They looked exactly the same as when I’d met them last April, except Mallory’s dark hair now hung a few inches longer, to her mid back, while Amber’s auburn hair had been chopped ultra-short. She wore a bright green hoodie that read: 

TODAY’S PLANS:


1. HAVE FUN


2. DON’T DIE


I grinned and dragged my wheeled suitcase straight for them. I had borrowed an extra-large suitcase from my boss at the café, as not only had I packed Christmas gifts for my hosts, I had to include all the warm clothes I owned. In Crystal Cove, Oregon we rarely got more than a small smattering of snowfall, but Mallory had forewarned me that I could expect a very white Christmas at her house. 

“I’m so glad you could make it.” Mallory came in for a hug, and she instantly felt like a close friend I’d known my whole life. “Too bad Jay couldn’t come,” she said as she released me.

“Jay could have hung out with Mallory’s boyfriend Alex,” Amber put in.

Mallory’s cheeks flushed, as I’m sure did mine. Jay and I had grown close, but it had taken us over a year to go on an actual date. I was certain it would be a decade before we were taking vacations together. 

“I mean, they’re both detectives,” Amber went on. I didn’t know if she was trying to relieve Mallory’s shyness or mine over the subject, or if she just felt the need to explain further. 

“Jay will be swamped through the holidays,” I explained. “Ever since he took the place of our Senior Detective, it’s nearly impossible for him to find time for even a single day off.” 

Amber grabbed for my suitcase handle and started to wheel it toward the exit.

“Oh, I can…” but I trailed off, because she was already out of earshot.

“Don’t worry, I know where she parked.” Mallory winked as we followed Amber at a distance.

“She drove?”

Mallory nodded. “She loves driving, and even though I feel a bit of reluctance when the snow is so heavy, she really is a good driver. Probably better than me. We brought the catering van, as it does better than my little car in this kind of weather.”

I had heard all about their catering van and was excited to get to ride inside it. But when we made it through the parking lot and it came into view, Amber was slamming the back door on my suitcase, and it was immediately apparent that the front cab looked like your average vehicle.

I opened my mouth to ask if I could see inside the back, but Amber was already headed for the driver’s seat. Mallory said, “It’s about an hour to my place, so feel free to have a little nap on the way.”

The van cab contained one bench seat, so it was doubtful that would happen. I told her, “I actually slept quite well on the plane. Besides, I’ve never been to this part of the country and I’m excited to see it.”

Amber rolled her eyes as she said, “All you’re going to see this time of year is white on top of white. I hope you brought sunglasses.”

I produced a pair out of my purse while Mallory took the center seat and I got into the passenger one. As we drove out of the parking garage, Mallory directed Amber, but Amber said, “Calm down, Mom. My GPS is already hooked up.”

I loved the easy relationship between these two. It definitely wasn’t like mother and daughter. Closer to the relationship Pepper and I’d had as teenagers. As they chattered on, filling every second of dead space, I relaxed back into my seat, gazing out the window at the unfamiliar landscape of flat land and stretched-out highways. Most of their conversation came out like an argument, but I already knew them well enough to understand they weren’t truly arguing. They were just being themselves with each other. They weren’t afraid of the other getting offended and leaving. There was an importance between them that almost made me a little jealous.

“She hasn’t been here before,” Amber went on and I clued back into their conversation/argument, realizing it was about me. “We should definitely pick up a grape and gorgonzola pie.”

“I’m making her something more interesting than pizza at the house,” Mallory said. “I just went shopping and I’ve had a pot roast simmering all morning.”

Amber rolled her eyes. “You’ll just want to make her biscuits and gravy or something boring.”

“You ladies are making me hungry,” I said, chuckling.

“See?” Amber said, only looking away from the road for a half a second. She really did seem comfortable behind the wheel. “We should at least stop and get her a pepperoni roll.”

Mallory conceded, and I wasn’t sure about the sound of a pepperoni roll, but Mallory was a chef and she’d been teaching Amber to cook for over a year, so I trusted them when it came to cuisine. 

Without being directed, Amber took the next exit. I was pretty tired and achy from the flight and in all honesty just wanted to get back to Mallory’s house. But if these two had come to an agreement about anything, I probably shouldn’t get in the middle and start them arguing again. 

I expected Amber to pull up to a restaurant and was surprised when she instead pulled up to a minimart called the Frontier General Store. Amber opened the driver’s door, and before I could reach for mine, Mallory popped out on the driver’s side and said, “I’ll just be two shakes. Stay warm inside.”

Amber left the heat running, and Mallory was back quickly with three pepperoni rolls that, I had to admit, smelled absolutely amazing. 

She passed the first one to me. “Now they’re not very big, but they are filling, so I only got you one. I’m making you dinner at home so I don’t want to ruin your appetite.”

They weren’t huge, that was true, but my first bite into the crispy bun and spicy meat was a real treat for my mouth. If this was takeout, and only my first experience with food on this trip, I was eager to see—or taste—what the rest of my trip would hold.

Soon we headed up into the mountains, and the time passed quickly with me telling them about my family’s plans for Christmas and them explaining how Amber had gotten an internship with the local police department during her breaks from college where she was studying forensic science. She had been looking at colleges on the West Coast when she’d visited Crystal Cove, but I guessed the internship had given her a reason to stick close to home. She would be working on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, so the two of them planned to cook for me tonight and tomorrow morning. 

When Amber took the exit into Honeysuckle Grove, the colored Christmas lights lit up buildings against a mountainous snowy backdrop. It was after six and the sun had set. The architecture was such a contrast to Oregon—many colonial-type buildings and, as we made our way from the town center, several log cabins came into view as well. While Mallory’s house seemed to be beautiful-yet-average as we arrived at it, it was more sprawling than the suburban houses in either Crystal Cove or Portland, with plenty of land surrounding it.

After Amber parked, I headed for the rear of the van for my suitcase. Mallory opened the back door and I asked, “Any chance I can have a peek inside?”

Amber scoffed. “If you want to look at plain stainless-steel counters and pretty much nothing else, go for it. You’ll enjoy it more when we’re actually using it on the 26th.”

I looked to Mallory, but before I could form a question, she answered it.

“I was going to tell you… and I really hope you don’t mind. We got a last-minute booking to cater a party for the family of one of Amber’s friends on the 26th.” 

“Not my friend,” Amber said, sounding a little indignant.

Mallory rolled her eyes. “Sorry, one of Amber’s former high-school classmates. The Petersons have a party at their mansion every year. It’ll be a great opportunity to get our catering business in front of an upper-class clientele. This is the first one they’ve asked us to cater.”

Amber shrugged a shoulder, and a look of distaste came over her face. “Cindra Peterson’s a snob if you ask me.”

Mallory went on as if Amber hadn’t spoken. “You totally don’t have to come if you’d rather relax, but if you’re up for it, we thought it would be fun if you joined us.”

“I’d love to!” I said, without even taking time to think about it. Not only would I get to hear about their great new catering business, but I’d also get to experience it.

“Too bad we don’t have an espresso maker, or Tabby could really help us step up our game,” Amber said.

I nibbled my lip to keep my smile at bay, because little did they know that they would have their own espresso maker after Christmas morning. It was packed snuggly in my luggage, and already wrapped in shiny blue Christmas wrap. “Yeah, too bad,” I said, turning to my suitcase and hauling it out of the van to avoid them seeing the grin on my face.

Mallory led the way to her front door. The driveway and front walkway had been shoveled, but the thick blanket of snow over everything else made the neighborhood appear quaint and untouched. I followed, shivering at the crisp air that had to be a good ten degrees colder than Crystal Cove. 

Just inside the door, we were greeted by a gray cat, taller and thinner than Sherlock, and with shorter fur. He looked like he had a permanent scowl on his face, if that was possible with a cat. 

“Did you miss us, Hunchie?” Amber cooed, sweeping the cat off the floor and into her arms.

“That’s my cat, Hunch,” Mallory explained. “He’s a great little sleuth, but doesn’t have much patience for anybody except for Amber.” She sounded a little forlorn and the way the cat just accepted how Amber had him curled up like a baby in her arms, I didn’t doubt this was true.

Still, the part of me that missed my own cat made me move closer and say, “Hi, Hunch.” I held out my hand for him to sniff it, and as soon as he got a whiff, he struggled to get out of Amber’s arms to smell more. “He must smell Sherlock on me.”

“Can you imagine getting both our cats working on a case together?” Amber asked, stroking Hunch casually, as though she didn’t notice his intense interest in my fingers.

“That would be a trip,” Mallory agreed.

I attempted to bring my hand up and over Hunch’s back to pet him, but he wrenched his neck to keep sniffing at my fingers, so I decided to just let him investigate the way he apparently did best.

When Mallory showed me to my room, Hunch stayed at a distance, but watched my every move. 

“Come on, Amber. Let’s let Tabby get settled. We can get the sides ready to go with my pot roast. I’m sure Tabby will be ready to eat by the time she’s unpacked,” Mallory said, leading Amber back down the stairs.

Surprisingly, she was correct. I’d felt stuffed after the pepperoni roll I ate on the drive, but traveling really did take a lot out of me and I was more than ready to eat again.

But having been left on my own for a few minutes, I decided to quickly get my gift under the Christmas tree while Mallory and Amber were preoccupied.  I hoisted my suitcase onto the bed and lifted out the blue foil-wrapped gift, pleased to see it had traveled quite well. 

While the two of them banged pots and pans and argued over whatever they were cooking in the kitchen, I tiptoed down the stairs, into the living room and slid the gift under the tree, which was lit up with tiny blue bulbs that matched my present perfectly.

It was a real tree, and someone must have missed the watering stand at the bottom because my knees got a little moist. There were two other gifts under the tree and for a second I doubted myself again over my choice of gift. Was it too much? Would Mallory and Amber feel bad if they hadn’t gotten me anything? 

But I shook off my questions when I saw Hunch out of the corner of my eye studying me. Or, rather, studying the gifts under the tree. I had no doubt the second I was out of the room he would be over here investigating. 

And so I didn’t waste another minute crouched at the bottom of the tree, especially when I heard Mallory headed for the base of the stairs and calling me to come for pot roast with all the West Virginia fixings. 








  
  

Chapter Two - Mallory
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By Christmas Eve, I was extra glad I had invited Tabby for Christmas. Alex was so busy, he had yet to find time to come over and meet her, and because Alex was busy, that, by association, meant that Amber was busy, too. Having them both working in an official capacity with the police force and spending so much time at the police station together, it was hard not to feel left out. 

“Just the two of us tonight?” Tabby asked, coming down the stairs after having a nap.

I nodded. “The police station is always busy over the holidays, and whenever it gets busy, they call Amber in to help.”

Aside from my own loneliness, I was proud of that girl. Not only had she graduated early and launched into her college studies with fervor, she balanced her schedule flawlessly after Alex put her name in as an option for an intern at the local police station’s forensics lab.

“The hope is that Alex and Amber will make it over for a quick dinner tomorrow night. We exchanged gifts last week when they both had a day off, but I hoped I’d get to see them both for a few minutes over Christmas.”

Tabby nodded. “I completely understand. It’s why I was eager to get away over the holidays. My sister will be busy at the hospital, and Jay, well, he’s barely come up for a breath since Aaron was elected mayor and left a gaping hole on the police roster.”

I had been making an effort to get to know some of the police officer’s wives and girlfriends in town over the last few months, but that was always how it felt with them—like making an effort. Tabby was different. Conversations with her were effortless. Even Hunch was different with her. He wasn’t friendly, exactly, but he was very interested, as though he had the innate sense that she had also had some success with investigating murders. 

“Well, since it’s just the two of us, I want you to open my gift now.” I led the way toward the living room, lit up by the Christmas tree, giving it a homey feel. “Then I can show you how to use it.”

I was excited to give her the same vegetable slicer that Amber had given me for my birthday. After having spent countless hours in culinary school slicing and dicing, all that came pretty naturally to me, but I had to admit, this slicer did things like spiralizing vegetables with barely a single touch. In truth, Amber used the slicer more than I did. She didn’t have the patience to learn how to get her slices perfectly even, and the gizmo had really dressed up our catering events, so when she suggested getting one for Tabby for Christmas, I knew it was the perfect idea. Tabby would love using it at the café to dress up her sandwiches.

“Here. Open it.” I couldn’t contain my excitement. I’d always loved giving gifts. 

She looked hesitant as she turned the red wrapping over in her hands. “Maybe you should open my gift first.”

I wondered if she had trouble receiving gifts. From what I’d heard, she hadn’t spent the last couple of Christmases with her family, so perhaps she was out of practice. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, as I probably would have if Amber had been this nervous about opening a simple gift. I headed for the tree. “We can open them at the same time. Which one should I open first?”

Her forehead creased. “I, um.” She pointed to the larger blue gift. “That one’s from me.”

I tilted my head at the two gifts remaining under the tree. When I had left to pick Tabby up at the airport yesterday, the vegetable slicer was the only gift here. I just assumed she had brought both of these, perhaps one for me and one for Amber. 

Had Amber slipped another gift under the tree when she had been over? The other gift had silver wrapping and was small and rectangular. It looked like the size and shape that it could contain a piece of jewelry.

Was it from Alex?

Tabby interrupted my thoughts. “Maybe you should wait until Amber’s here, too. It’s for both of you.” I started to put the blue box back, surprised at its heavy weight, but she said, “Oh, never mind. I want you to open it now.”

With that decided, we both sat back into my living room couch and tore at our wrapping. While she studied the writing on the back of the slicer to try to figure out what it did, I blinked several times, barely believing my eyes.

“Tabby, this is too much.”

She smiled warmly. “It’s not. You invited me for Christmas. You’ve been feeding me like a queen. I wanted to get this for you and Amber so you can have your own specialty coffee any time you want.” She pointed at the card, which held a separate envelope inside. “I also included some of my favorite recipes. Tomorrow morning, I’ll show you how to use it, and I’m happy to make coffee at your catering event, too. But for now…” she held up the slicer. “I think I’m going to need your help with this.”

I had her pack her slicer into her suitcase, clean and in the box. “I have the exact same one, so let’s use mine.” 

In the kitchen, she let me natter on about the menu I was planning for the catering event while I taught her how to julienne carrots, parsnips, and beets, and then spiralize a large zucchini. At the same time, I pulled out my cast iron skillet to whip up a skillet cornbread that would go nicely with the maple ham I’d had cooking all day. 

“This is going to be so colorful,” Tabby said, as she grabbed for another beet to try with the slicer.

“That’s the best part. I mean, the slicer is all about looks, really, but I thought you might enjoy using it at the café with your sandwiches.”

“Olivia’s going to give me a raise when she sees what I do with this next week,” she said with a chuckle. “So who is that last gift from under the tree? A bonus gift from Amber?”

“That’s what I was thinking. We had a spending limit between us, so this might be her tricky way of going over it.” I pulled out my phone, displeased with this thought. Amber couldn’t afford to spend extra money, not while she was in school and working at an unpaid internship. 

Me: I found an extra little gift under the tree. Did you have anything to do with this?

By the time I’d slid the skillet into the oven I had a reply. 

Amber: I have no idea what you’re talking about.

The problem with texting was that a person could never really tell when sarcasm came into play. 

Me: Our limit was thirty dollars, and I’m pretty sure that chef’s hat you bought me was already more than thirty dollars. 

I pulled out another skillet to fry up some of Tabby’s freshly-sliced vegetables when my phone pinged again.

Amber: I dunno. Maybe it’s from Alex.

My face flushed at the thought. Alex had already gotten me a painting from a local gallery that I’d loved when we’d walked by it. I knew it hadn’t been cheap. Had he gotten me a piece of jewelry as well? 

I resisted the urge to text him and ask, because if it was something special from him, I didn’t want to have a conversation about it via text. But Tabby must have been able to tell it was continuing to weigh on me, because after we sat together and ate dinner, and while we were cleaning up, she asked a question that sounded like it had been on the tip of her tongue all evening. 

“Are you sure there’s no label on that silver gift?”

I dried my hands and headed back for the living room. Hunch was already in there, paws on either side of the small gift as he sniffed at it. I wondered if he’d been listening to our conversation. If only I could make him talk, because surely he had to know who it was from. 

“Who’s it from, Hunch?” I asked, regardless of his inability to answer me. Tabby gave me a strange look, so I picked it up and turned it over in my hands to divert from the oddity. But there was nothing written on any side of it. It felt like it could be heavier than a piece of jewelry, which was somewhat of a relief to me. 

“I think you should open it,” Tabby said. “I mean, if someone wanted to be here when you opened it, they would have added a label, right?”

I had a feeling it was only Tabby’s eagerness to see what was inside that was making this argument. But I had to admit, I was equally as eager.

Still, I said, “Maybe I should check with Alex first?”

It wasn’t a real argument, and Tabby must have known it. She reached out and took the small silver box from me, and before I knew what she was doing, she had pried a piece of scotch tape away from the bottom. 

“It’s expensive paper so you see, if we do this carefully, then you can always tape it back up once you know what’s inside. I know if Jay had given me a small gift in this shape, it most definitely would have me a little freaked out—not because I wouldn’t love it, but because we’re just so…new. But maybe you and Alex are different,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

But we weren’t different. We were new, too, not because we hadn’t admitted our feelings for each other and not because we hadn’t wanted to be in a relationship for a long time, but mostly because Alex was quite busy and Amber needed our friendship, and it didn’t provide for a lot of time alone together.

I took the box back from Tabby. If we were going to peek inside, I was going to be the one to take the reins on that. Then Alex could only blame me, if he was going to blame anyone. 

There was a surprising amount of tape snippets around the thing, and it took me several minutes to carefully pry all of them loose. I couldn’t imagine we’d be able to make the gift look untouched again, but I figured we’d gone too far now to turn back, and so I pried off the last swatch of tape and then carefully unfolded the paper.

I hadn’t been wrong. As soon as the gift wrap was off, it was clearly a white oblong jewelry box. I sucked in a breath and removed the cover. 

Tabby tilted her head, moving closer. “Is it some kind of vape pen?”

I picked up the cylindrical stainless-steel object. It had a band of wood grain around the middle and had some weight to it. I’d seen something similar before, in a kitchen I’d once worked in, but that one had been larger.

“I think it’s actually a…” I gave the thing a twist, and sure enough, it twisted at the wood grain. I pulled off the capped end at the top, and even though it was empty of spice, there was a swatch of paper tucked inside. As I pulled it out and unfolded it, I explained. “I’m pretty sure it’s a spice grinder.”

Tabby took the grinder to inspect it while I read the short typewritten note.

THE TOWEL CLOSET ISN’T WHERE THIS BELONGS. TIME TO INVESTIGATE! 

I suppressed a smile, wondering if this had been Alex’s handiwork or Amber’s. Or perhaps they’d been in it together. Then I eyed Tabby. She’d said the gift wasn’t from her, but could she have sneakily organized some kind of treasure hunt for me?

I shook my head at myself because she had not been here long enough to put something like that together.

“There are some yellowy remnants of something inside,” she said, trading me for the note. 

I gave the cylinder a sniff. “Smells like saffron.” 

“Saffron is expensive, right?” The way she studied the note, I had no doubt she was as mystified as I was. 

“It makes sense why the grinder is so small.” My mind whirred with everything about it that could be a clue. “This has to be the start of a treasure hunt.”

“You think it’s actually from Amber?” Tabby asked.

“If it’s really not from you, it has to be from either Alex or Amber. They’re pretty much the only ones who ever come into my house, and Alex has only been here once in the last month—the day we exchanged gifts with Amber.”

“I swear I’ve never seen this before in my life.” Tabby held up a hand as if she were on the witness stand. “So Amber had to have left it, but she says she didn’t?” Tabby raised an eyebrow, clearly thinking that this was just silly teenage stretching of the truth.

But I knew Amber better. We were close in a way that couldn’t be forged from simply hanging out together for a couple of years. We had shared a similar grief—me for my husband and her for her dad. If she had wrapped up the grinder and then played dumb about it, it was for a good reason. Maybe she thought I’d be lonely without her over Christmas.

I did miss her, but having Tabby here had certainly softened the blow of being without her and Alex over the holidays. I wondered if Amber had organized this before she knew Tabby was coming. 

I twisted my lips, picking up the grinder and studying it. I pulled off the bottom cap and gave it a twist to see if there was any saffron left in the blades, but the turn was smooth and I looked inside to see there were no blades. It looked as though the whole mechanism had been removed. “I’ll bet Alex and Amber organized this to keep me occupied over the holidays,” I said in response to Tabby’s suggestion. 

“So where do we start?” 

I tapped my chin. “Well, if a tiny spice grinder is the start of a treasure hunt, what could it mean?” I liked the idea of figuring this out with Tabby more and more by the minute.
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