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        Author’s Note: One character had a name change. Angelica Wu was originally Angelica in my head, but as there was already an Angie in the series, her name changed to Ah Lam Wu in Tarot Witch—the book in which she first appears. The name was mistakenly reverted to Angelica in subsequent novels. Those novels will be retroactively corrected, reinstating her correct name.
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      It was four in the afternoon, and dusk was settling over Seashell Cove. Given the dark clouds massed over the sleepy town, there would be no sunset kissing the gray churn of waves today.

      Rhiannon snored softly in the front display window, curled up next to a stack of Christmas ghost romances. Her furry black side rose and fell, and her front paws twitched. I would say my cat was hunting mice in her dreams, except Rhiannon never hunted anything other than treats.

      And criminals.

      She would also balk at being called “my” cat. Rhiannon is definitely her own person. As a matter of fact, she’ll most likely tell you she’s my boss, not the other way around.

      The gargoyles, Petal and Posey, dozed on top of two bookcases. They’d become pretty good alarm systems for the shop, but when nothing was happening? Turns out sentient stone sculptures like to nap almost as much as cats.

      Staring out at Main Street and the bright twinkle lights, listening to some classic Loreena McKennitt, I sighed. Now that the shop was finally in the black, it was good to have a breather in the midst of the holiday rush. My handsome geek of a boyfriend was cooking me dinner later, and promised me a neck rub, too.

      I should have felt content. Right? No one had left a dead rat on my doorstep. No one had died. Nothing had been stolen, not even the small tchotchkes we keep around for holiday impulse buyers.

      But no. I wasn’t content. I was restless.

      It felt as if I needed to look over my shoulder for what was coming. Or as if the other rain boot was about to drop.

      Sighing again, I wandered between the long rows of bookcases that marched down the center of the store, straightening spines and reshelving books led astray by customers from the lunchtime rush.

      Opening my witch’s senses, I scanned the shop I’d inherited from my father—The Widening Gyre—trying to get a feel for what troubled me.

      Nothing. Like, literally nothing.

      Even Biff the ghost was quiet. He hadn’t thrown a book in days, only popping out to startle and delight a few customers who were looking for gifts before Yule, but were happy to also take selfies in the haunted store.

      Cyrus, my honorary magical uncle, was off who knows where, though he’d promised he and his new girlfriend, Ah Lam Wu, would be back before Solstice Eve.

      “Silly,” I said to myself, after moving The Devil’s Dictionary from the occult section and back where it belonged—in language reference—for the tenth time in as many weeks. “That’s what’s wrong.”

      This was the time of year I missed my parents most. It was easy to forget when the shop was full, my manager, Duncan, was frantic, and the teens who helped out part time were at the wrapping station set up on one end of the front counter.

      But when things grew quiet like this? And I was all alone with no one but a sleeping cat and two dozing gargoyles for company?

      Well.

      “Hope you and Mom are okay, Dad.” I whispered to the history section. History was his favorite topic. He would sit in front of the fire at home, cup of tea close to hand, and read for hours.

      “I’m finally settling into this whole Justice business. I think I’m even getting good at it. Of course, I have a lot of help, just the way you and Mom must have.”

      I had fought against being magical Justice of our area at first. It took me several months to really step into the role. As a matter of fact, some people even accused me of being whiny.

      Most of those people were Rhiannon, my mouthy cat. But she has opinions about everything.

      The bells hanging from the front door clanged, announcing the arrival of a customer.

      I walked to the front, to be greeted by the sight of a large white man in a red coat, with a sprig of holly pinned to his lapel. He had short brown hair and a neatly trimmed brown beard topped with rosy cheeks and sparkling brown eyes.

      “Hello!” I said. “Welcome to The Widening Gyre. Is there something I can help you find?”

      His smile was arresting, broad and bright, beaming like the winter sun. Not that we saw much of the winter sun on the Oregon Coast in December.

      Also, I swear his eyes twinkled. If it weren’t for the brown hair, I’d say the guy bore an uncanny resemblance to Old Saint Nick. Not the red-suited guy made famous by the Coca Cola company, but the older, European version.

      “I’m shopping for gifts,” he said. “And books make the best gifts, don’t they?”

      “I wouldn’t be a bookseller if I didn’t agree.” I smiled back, my melancholy brooding gone. “If there’s anything in particular that I can help you find, please let me know. Otherwise, enjoy!”

      “Oh. I intend to,” he said, wandering down the side aisle toward the Science Fiction and Fantasy sections.

      After he disappeared, I wondered what brought him to our little burg this time of year. I would certainly remember having seen him if he lived anywhere within ten miles of Seashell Cove. There just weren’t that many bookshops in the area, and he kind of stood out.

      I puttered some more, rearranging the front window displays until Rhiannon swiped at me. The cat loved her window display bed, and her naps. Luckily, the customers love her, too.

      That done, I headed toward the tiny kitchen off the main room of the store and put on the kettle for tea. It was too late for my favorite English Breakfast, but a nice comforting cup of mint would do.

      Before the kettle could boil, the bells sounded again. Drat. Did that mean Mr. Red Winter Coat had left before buying anything?

      If I was lucky, it meant another customer had arrived.

      With a longing look at the kettle, I headed back toward the front. The gargoyles stirred above me, high on their bookshelf perches.

      That meant someone new had arrived. But when I got to the clear space between the front door and the checkout counter, nothing was there.

      ::Look down,:: Rhiannon said inside my head. She sat perched on the edge of the front display, books and Solstice lights behind her. Her green eyes stared down at a spot around my knees.

      I looked down, and staring up at me with red-rimmed, dark brown eyes, was an elf with skin the same pale green as Elphaba from Wicked.

      And by elf I don’t mean the tall Sidhe types that figure so largely in fantasy novels. No. This was an honest-to-Goddess, red-pointy-hat-and-striped-stockings elf. Like the kind you think of in Santa’s workshop.

      Or those ones that make cookies they sell in most major US supermarkets. Except for the green skin and all.

      The little elf said nothing. Just sniffed, then wiped a button nose on a long red sleeve.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “Can I help you?”

      “He is coming!” the elf squeaked out, then clapped a hand to its tiny rosebud mouth as if surprised.

      “He’s coming?” I asked. “Who? Who is coming?”

      “I don’t knoooowwww,” it wailed, sniffles turning into outright sobbing. “I don’t know where I am. I don’t know who I am!”

      It hunched over itself, little arms wrapped around its chubby torso, eyes squinched shut.

      Great. What was I supposed to do about an elf with amnesia? Was it some sort of messenger? Or were those first words just nonsense?

      With a soft thump, Rhiannon leapt from the display window and padded softly toward the elf, bumping it with a black shoulder.

      The elf’s sobs slowed. It cracked open one brown eye.

      “N-nice kitty?”

      Rhiannon bumped it again and started purring.

      This was some sort of Solstice miracle. Rhiannon mistrusts all new people, and it takes a lot to make her purr. Like, a lot a lot.

      Did I mention she’s a bit cranky?

      Overhead, I heard the gargoyles shift and creak, moving closer to watch the action.

      I crouched down, tugging at my jeans, which were getting a little tighter than I liked, though Stefon wouldn’t complain. He likes tight jeans. But holiday season is that way. I don’t have time to go jogging while it’s light out, and running on an Oregon Coast beach in the dark is a recipe for certain death.

      “Do you remember anything?” I asked. Rhiannon bumped my knee, and I gave her head a scratch. The rumbling purr continued. Rhiannon really liked this little elf. Maybe her friendship with Preston the gnome had softened her heart toward small people with pointy hats or something.

      The elf lifted one booted foot, then the other, jingling softly with every movement.

      “No.” It sniffed. The tears were drying up at least, thank Hecate, Diana, and Mother Night. “All I remember is the sound of bells. And that I was supposed to tell you he is coming.”

      I nodded in what I hoped was an encouraging fashion.

      “That’s good. Do you know what brought you in here?”

      The elf looked around the store, as if seeing it for the first time. The poor thing was really out of it.

      “I…” It looked at me with those big brown eyes again. “I’m not sure. I think there was a sparkle outside. And when I opened the door, it felt good in here.”

      A sparkle outside? I glanced at Rhiannon, who flicked an ear, but said nothing.

      “That’s the Solstice Sprite.” Petal’s gravelly voice sounded from just above my head.

      “Solstice Sprite?” I looked up at the stone face staring down at me. Petal’s bow was on the left side of her head today, set at a fetching angle.

      “The sparkle thingy. Outside. It’s been hanging around after dusk for the past week. We thought you knew.” That was Posey. The one without the bow. If the gargoyles ever decided to change their sartorial decorations, I would be in a pickle. That bow was my main way of telling the two apart.

      That’s laziness on my part, I know. The gargoyles do have different facial features and slightly different builds. So what if their skin is a uniform shade of gray? That doesn’t mean they actually look the same.

      “Wait here,” I said to the little elf. “Rhiannon will take care of you. I’ll just be a minute.”

      With a clang of bells, I opened the door and walked out into the dark, frigid evening.
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      “Hello?” I asked the night air. “Anyone there?”

      The tang of cold salt air and the distant rush and tumble of waves at the bottom of the cliffs answered me. Main Street was fairly quiet, with just a few people heading to dinner at Vargas’s Tamales next door and some stragglers heading into festively lit shops for gifts and supplies.

      Down the street, someone barked out a laugh, and music exited the door of the newly opened bar—the Troll’s Lair—five doors down. The raucous noise was just as quickly hushed when the door closed. Some locals had complained when the bar opened, figuring it would bring a “bad element” to our sleepy downtown. I rolled my eyes at the curmudgeons. Seashell Cove needed more places for people to hang out, in my opinion. And there was nothing wrong with folks wanting to get together for a beer after work sometimes.

      Wishing I’d thrown on a jacket, I took a breath of the cold, salty air and centered myself. Black boots planted firmly on the sidewalk, I reached out again with my extra senses, scanning the area.

      There. To my left, just at the corner of the shop where the planter boxes marked off the beginning of our tiny parking lot, was a shimmer. Walking slowly and carefully, I reached the corner just in time to see a sparkly flash of lights slowly rise and turn, before they sped off toward the ocean, into the winter-dark sky.

      “Dang,” I said, staring toward the direction the lights had gone. “Missed it.”

      When I turned, Rhiannon blinked at me from inside the big display windows. She stood next to a book we’d just gotten in, a collection of magical short stories called A Procession of Faeries. Did it mean something, or was it just coincidence? Sometimes it was hard to tell.

      You’d think being a hereditary witch and a Justice, I would know when something was a message versus when it was a random, ordinary occurrence. But here’s the secret about magic: there are times when it hits you over the head like a two-ton sparkly wand, and other times when it is subtle as an ocean mist. Young witches learn to distinguish between those two, because they’re looking for them. But the third thing about magic that witches need to learn is this: Sometimes a book is just a book. Sometimes a song is just a song. Sometimes that ache in your hand is just from too much time spent on the computer or playing racquetball.

      Not everything the cosmos sends your way is a coded message only you can figure out.

      But sixty percent of the time? It is.

      “Discernment is the witch’s most important tool,” my mother used to say. And the older I got, the more I realized that was true. Sure, the world is filled with more magic than most people realize, but sometimes a witch needs to deal with the stuff of ordinary life. Like health care and balancing her account sheet. Or still fitting into her size sixteen jeans by the time February rolls around.

      With one last look around, I headed back toward the door of The Widening Gyre. A breeze swept through the parking lot, causing me to shiver. It rattled through the green holly bushes in the planter boxes, where a soft tinkle reached my ears.

      Bending down toward the glossy green, spiny leaves, I peered past a red cluster of berries and saw a small silver bell. My fingers stroked the smooth, cold surface, and the bell spoke to me.

      ::I am home,:: it whispered in my psychic ears. ::I am home.::

      Okay then. If the bell thought it was home, who was I to argue? I plucked it from the bush, pricking my fingers on the spine of one green leaf. Blood beaded on my fingertip, threatening to drop onto the plant.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” I said, sticking my finger in my mouth to swipe away the dot of blood. No way was I giving a holly plant a blood offering, no matter how small. Not until I figured out what this bell was doing here, and what the plant wanted, other than a drop of my witchy essence.

      Dropping the bell in my pocket, I reached for the door. I was well and truly cold now, and wanted nothing more than to brew that cup of tea and get the shop ready for tomorrow.

      Unfortunately, there was an amnesiac elf to deal with, strange fairy lights to investigate, and who knew what else was coming on the winter winds?

      And where had the man with the holly sprig on his red coat gone? Had he left when the elf arrived?

      No wonder I’d felt unsettled. My subconscious was telling me to be on my guard. Well, I certainly was now. There was no escaping it.

      A car door shut behind me.

      “Babe?”

      I turned to see my big mountain of a knight striding toward me in boots and jeans, a jacket over his standard hoodie the only concession to the December weather.

      The tension coiled in my belly relaxed, just seeing the smile playing beneath his dark curly beard, lighting up his deep brown eyes, which were just a few shades darker than his lush skin. A powerful mountain of a man, Stefon is the only person who can make large, athletic me feel the slightest bit delicate.

      I folded myself into his open arms and sighed, smelling the Stefon scent of him. No matter what, he always smelled like home.

      “Why are you out here?” he asked. “And where’s your jacket?”

      “I was only supposed to be out here for a minute.” I looked up into his handsome face. My literal knight in shining armor, Stefon is not only an in-demand game coder and sci-fi geek, but also a red-belted Knight in the Society for Medieval Anachronism, or the SMA. I gave his lips a soft kiss before pulling away.

      “I’ll tell you about it inside,” I said. “But I warn you, there’s an elf in there, and it seems lost.”

      “An elf? Like from Lord of the Rings?”

      I shook my head. “No. An elf, like from Santa’s workshop.”

      He gave a soft laugh and muttered something that sounded a lot like “I never expected my life to be this way,” before opening the door and letting us in to light and warmth and the smell of hot chocolate.
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      The little elf sat on the floor, leaning up against the counter, a small mug of what was definitely hot chocolate spiced with cinnamon in its pale green hands. Rhiannon sat next to him, with Petal and Posey crouched on the counter just above the pair.

      The gargoyles looked very pleased with themselves, though Posey had a telltale dusting of brown powder on his paws. Or claws. Or feet. Or whatever we’re supposed to call gargoyle appendages.

      “Hot chocolate?” I asked the room. “How in the world is there hot chocolate?”

      “We made it!” Petal said proudly. “Posey learned how to use the kettle so we could have tea when the shop is closed, and I learned how to open cupboards! It seemed like the little guy here needed some cheering up.”

      I groaned inside, not wanting to think of the disaster waiting for me in the kitchenette, but I had to admit that the elf did look better.

      “Did the elf say anything?” I asked Rhiannon.

      ::Nothing useful,:: she replied inside my head.

      I crouched down again and peered at the sad green face. “Are you feeling better?”

      It offered up a shy smile that was here and gone in a blink. “I like the chocolate. And everyone here is very nice.”

      Then a cloud passed over the pointy little face. “But I don’t remember who I am. Or why I’m here.”

      Digging into my pocket, which is no small feat with jeans this tight, let me tell you, I pulled out the silver bell.

      “Do you recognize this?”

      The elf frowned, then shook its feet, setting the bells on the little boots to ringing.

      We all examined its ankles, but the bells there were a brassy gold, not silver.

      The elf looked at me, shaking its head sadly. “I thought I did, but maybe I don’t.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Just take your time. We’ll figure it out. Meanwhile, did any of you see where the tall man in the red coat went?”

      Posey and Petal both slowly shook their heads with a slight grinding sound that still made me wince. Sentient stone doesn’t move very fast. And isn’t super stealthy.

      Well, that was another mystery. Did Mr. Red Winter Coat have anything to do with the bell in my pocket? Or was it left by the Solstice Sprite?

      The shop door opened with a bang and a clatter and in burst Tracy and Tabitha, my two teenage assistants. Best friends, they are opposites. Tracy, another hereditary witch, is white, blond, and bubbly, and prone to wearing jeans and pastel shirts. Tabitha is Asian-American, a Wiccan, and as Goth as I used to be in my Portland college days.

      Both wore the standard Pacific Northwest anoraks over jeans. Tabitha’s was black, with a fake-fur-edged hood, while Tracy’s jacket was burgundy.

      Tabitha’s dark hair with its purple streak framed her cheekbones in a wedge poking from beneath the black watch cap with a pink pentagram on the front. Tracy’s blond hair straggled from beneath her own cap, which was powder blue.

      “Rhiannon told us there was an elf!” Tracy said, practically bouncing in her boots. “Mom dropped us off right away! She’s parking the car, but we couldn’t wait!”

      Carol appeared at the door right as her daughter spoke the words. It was almost as if Tracy had conjured her into existence. Carol was taller than Tracy, with the same blond hair and long legs. She’s much thinner than I am, but just as strong, and a powerful witch in her own right. Carol had taken on Tabitha as an honorary daughter, since Tabitha’s own parents were vampires and couldn’t always make it out to school events, and certainly couldn’t drive her to soccer practice or magic lessons.

      Both teens took the lone Seashell Cove bus when they could, but service was spotty out here on the coast.

      I was glad to have all three of them on my side. But that begged the question.

      “Rhiannon can broadcast messages now?” I asked no one in particular.

      I looked down at the black cat who had suddenly decided her right paw needed a good wash.

      “Rhiannon? Have you been practicing psychic communication behind my back?”

      I wasn’t angry, but I did feel a bit hurt. After all, she was supposed to be my familiar, but here she was keeping secrets from me and talking to the teens? It was only recently she’d finally ’fessed up that she could use mind speech at all, and I assumed it required physical proximity.

      She looked up and blinked. ::I wanted to surprise you, but needed to test some things out first.::

      “Babe,” Stefon squeezed my arm in reassurance. He can always tell when I’m upset.

      I exhaled a noisy breath. “That makes sense, I guess. But tell me next time, okay? We can work on this stuff together.”

      And should be working on it, actually. Uncle Cyrus said I needed to strengthen my bond with Rhiannon if I was going to level up in my Justice work.

      That’s the other thing about magic they never tell you: as soon as you start to feel comfortable in your skin, and like your life and skills have stabilized, the universe, or the Powers—or whatever you want to call them—decide you need to work harder.

      And do more. Always more.

      “Hey little guy.” Tracy crooned at the elf, who looked up at the teen with saucer eyes. “My name is Tracy.”

      The elf’s brown eyes teared up again. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know my name.”

      “That’s okay, little dude,” Tabitha chimed in. “We’ll figure it out.”

      She looked around. “Won’t we?”

      “We made hot chocolate!” Posey said. “It helped!”

      Wait a minute. I’d been calling the elf “it” but everyone else seemed to think it was male.

      “Hey,” I crouched down. “I know you don’t remember much, but do you know your gender?”

      The elf tilted its little green head. “I think I’m a he. At least, that’s what I feel like.”

      Okay. That was one thing settled at least.

      ::I think I found something while you were outside,:: Rhiannon interrupted my thoughts.

      “What’s she saying?” Stefon asked. He can’t hear mind speech but has learned to read the signs and can tell when it’s happening now, kind of like he can tell when a ghost is in the room, even if he can’t see or hear them.

      “Rhiannon thinks she found something,” I translated. “What is it?”

      She pawed at the back of the little elf’s red tunic. The elf reached back to scratch his neck.

      “Tracy?” I asked.

      The teen reached out and grabbed the back of the elf’s collar, turning it inside out.

      “Oh! There’s a tag!”

      “What does it say?” Carol asked. The tall witch had unzipped her jacket and looked ready for action; hands loose at her sides in case a sudden burst of magic was called for.

      Tracy peered at the pale little square of cloth.

      “Polar Projects,” she read. “Spells made. Wishes granted. Good will spread.”

      Tracy’s blue eyes were wide, darting between me, her mother, and her best friend. “Does this mean…?”

      “Are you from the North Pole?” Stefon asked.

      The little elf burst into sobs again, cradling his head in his tiny green hands, hot chocolate long forgotten.

      “I don’t know!” he wailed. “But I want to go hooomme!”

      As I stared down at the sorrowful creature, I realized everyone was looking at me again. Expecting me to have the answers.

      But as usual, I didn’t have the answers. But I knew how to get them.

      “Okay,” I said, hands on my curvy hips. “Tracy. Tabitha. You research elf sightings and Santa’s workshop and anything else you can think of. Carol? You text Delta and Preston. The gnome might know something. Petal and Posey, it’s your job to keep the elf protected, okay?”

      Both gargoyles nodded in agreement.

      “What about me?” Stefon asked.

      “You think of any gaming lore that has the slightest thing to do with Solstice, elves, the North Pole…anything at all.”

      One thing I’d learned as Stefon’s girlfriend is that gamer geeks—whether the tabletop variety or the video kind—love to hide real information and folklore inside game tech of all kinds. Clues about other realms are everywhere if you just know where and how to look.

      Then I looked at my cat. “Rhiannon? You and I are going to consult Mom’s crystal ball.”

      I just hoped my dead mother’s spirit had some intel to share. Because once again we were on a case where I hadn’t a clue.
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