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A light-hearted blend of mystery and magic mixed with a healthy dose of holiday charm.

Not all mysteries happen on the holidays, but human precog Dee and her grumpy but gorgeous elf partner Diz certainly have seen their fair share. In this collection by award-winning writer Annie Reed, Diz and Dee track down Santa’s missing stand in, the New Year’s missing baby momma, and Dee’s cousin Harold, who can’t stand Easter ever since a budding evil wizard turned him into a six-foot tall white rabbit. They cross paths with Cupid and a scheming leprechaun, and even go looking for a very special Thanksgiving turkey named Simpkins in a brand new Diz and Dee story that’s not available elsewhere.

Kick back, take a break from the holiday season, and enjoy the adventures of Diz and Dee as they solve mysteries in a series that’s been described as Stephanie Plum meets The Dresden Files.

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years. I love these Diz and Dee short stories.”  —Kristine Kathryn Rusch, award-winning editor and writer of The Fey series
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Introduction

 

Diz and Dee started out as a crayon doodle on a butcher paper tablecloth.

I was out with my family enjoying a nice Italian dinner (eggplant parmesan for me) in one of those restaurants where the tablecloths are white butcher paper and the restaurant provides a few crayons to keep the kiddies entertained until the food arrives. I’m easily distracted, and I like to doodle as much as your average six-year-old budding artist.

What I ended up doodling was a curly haired, mullet-wearing elf with pointy ears, freckles, a five o’clock shadow, and a grin.

That little bit of butcher paper came home along with a take-out box of leftover eggplant parmesan. I ate the food, put the doodle in a desk drawer, and promptly forgot about the whole thing.

Or so I thought.

Over the next year or so, in between other projects, I played around with a practice novel as I got to know my mullet-wearing elf. Along the way he lost the grin, the freckles, and the curly hair, not to mention the five o’clock shadow. He also gained a partner—human precog Dee, who became the voice of the Diz and Dee mysteries.

But it wasn’t until I wrote “The Case of the Missing Elf” that the whole thing fell into place.

This volume contains all Diz and Dee’s holiday adventures. Christmas, Valentine’s Day, St. Patrick’s Day, Easter, and New Year’s Eve. There’s even a brand-new Thanksgiving mystery that’s only available in this collection.

Diz and Dee have moved beyond solving mysteries solely on the holidays. They’ve gone to an anime convention looking for a very special missing ceramic statue, and they’ve gone on the hunt for a missing method actor trying to get into character as a werewolf. But I always have the most fun writing about my intrepid detectives when their mysteries intersect with the holidays. I hope you enjoy the stories in this collection as much as I did when I was writing them. Happy holidays!

—Annie Reed

Reno, Nevada

November 24, 2019




 

 

The Case of the Missing Elf

 

I was having a non-argument argument with my partner about whether we should get a Christmas tree for the office when the front door opened and a whole passel of elves piled in.

Up front, I should tell you that my partner is an elf. A tall one. Broad-shouldered, pointy-eared, strong-jawed, and with the most drop-dead gorgeous blue eyes I’ve ever seen. You might be thinking Legolas from those movies, but Diz is more The Rock than Orlando Bloom. He even has The Rock’s glower. The cinnamon and marshmallow-colored mullet, though—that’s all Diz’s own.

Yeah, I know. A mullet. But considering how great the rest of him looks, who am I to complain?

Together, Diz and I run a private detective agency called D & D Investigations out of a former bakery in a rundown neighborhood on the mainland side of Moretown Bay. I’m Dee, the other D in D & D. I’m not an elf. Or a dwarf. Or a fairy or any one of a hundred other kinds of magic folk who call the area around the Bay home. I’m a plain old vanilla human with curly brown hair that tends to frizz when it’s humid, which is just about all the time. I also have a touch of precognition I’ve yet to learn how to control any better than my hair.

“You find missing people?” the nearest elf in the pack said.

I looked down at him. Unlike Diz, who’s a good foot taller than my medium height, these elves were all way shorter than I am. I counted seven of the mini elves. They all wore variations of the same outfit: forest-green pants, red-and-green shirts that were more tunic than shirt, and red, green, or white scarves. The elf who asked me whether we find missing people had curly salt-and-pepper hair peeking out from beneath a red knit hat with a white pom-pom on top. They made the office look like a seasonal munchkin convention.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. I resisted the urge to point to the lettering beneath the agency name on the plate glass window of our office—Missing Persons Are Our Specialty. We’d paid extra for that, but no one ever seemed to read it.

The elf behind the guy with the red knit hat elbowed him. “I don’t care what you say, this can’t be the right place,” he said in a stage whisper I could hear fine even though his voice sounded like he’d just taken a hit of helium. “Just look at it.”

The rest of the elves nodded and muttered among themselves. Except for the elf with the red hat, they all sounded like helium addicts.

I glanced over at Diz, expecting to see his everyday glower amped up to a killer scowl. My partner and patience aren’t even on a handshake basis. Diz was born without that sense of serenity that’s second nature to most wood elves. Stuff gets to him. He left his clan’s home on Marlette Island years before I was even born. Life among the trees probably drove him batty. Lord knows why he puts up with me, not that I’d complain about that either. I know when I’ve got a good thing going. 

One of the things Diz can’t stand is a client who won’t get to the point. Between the scowl and the lack of patience and the elfen strength, Diz can be flat out intimidating. That’s what made him such a kickass interrogator when we were both with the cops. Now that we’re detecting on our own and can’t afford to scare potential clients away, I do most of the initial interviews. I can be kind of a smartass, but at least I’m nice about it.

Most of the time.

But now, instead of having to deflect Diz from going into full scowl mode, I caught him in a near-grin. 

“You’re smiling,” I said to him.

The grin disappeared. “Am not.”

I lifted an eyebrow. I’m not sure why my partner doesn’t like to admit when he’s having a good time, but far be it for me to let him get away with it.

“Right,” I said. “And I’m Santa.”

Immediately, all the pint-sized elves in the office went quiet.

“What?” I said to the elves who were all giving me the evil eye.

“You are not Santa,” the elf with the red knit hat said.

“No!” chorused the rest of the little elves.

“You don’t even have any Christmas decorations!” said the little elf behind Red Hat.

The elves all nodded in agreement.

“I have this.” I pointed toward the sad-looking little miniature pine tree in a candy-cane striped pot I’d picked up at the Asian store next to the office. The tree had little red ornaments wired to its spindly branches and a red bow stuck on one side of the pot. Even I had to admit it was lame as holiday decorations went.

That’s why I wanted to put up a Christmas tree. Diz had pointed out that my sad little potted pine was a prime example of why I shouldn’t be allowed around plants. I’d pointed out to him that Christmas trees were already pretty much dead, so anything I did to it couldn’t possibly be worse. That’s when his latent wood elf rose to the surface. Diz told me he refused to have a sacrificial tree ensconced—ensconced, mind you—in his office.

Did I tell you that back when we were both cops, I was the only one who could put up with him for more than a week at a time?

Of course, he was the only one who could put up with me for more than a week at a time, too. Maybe that’s why we’re still working together, although I’d like to think there’s a little more to it than that.

“That,” Red Hat said, pointing an accusatory finger at my poor potted pine, “is not evidence of the true Christmas spirit.”

“What’s the Christmas spirit got to do with why you’re all here, anyway?” I asked.

“How can you find Santa if you don’t have the Christmas spirit?”

I blinked. “Come again? You want us to find Santa? The Santa?”

“He’s missing,” said the little elf behind Red Hat.

“And we’re running out of time,” said another one somewhere in the chorus. “It’s almost Christmas Eve.”

“Huh,” I said.

I took a better look at the half-size elves. All dressed in red and green. Check. All had rosy cheeks. Check. All their clothes looked a size too big because... they’ve been working too hard getting ready for the big day to hit the milk and cookies?

“That would make you Santa’s elves,” I said.

“Yes,” said Red Hat with a proud little grin.

Okay. I reminded myself that I’d seen stranger things. Not many, true, but I live in kind of a strange time when magic folk don’t bother to hide themselves much anymore. It makes life interesting.

I managed to keep from asking where they stashed the reindeer, but it was a close call. “I think we’d better sit down,” I said.

Red Hat and the rest of Santa’s elves eyed the two straight-back chairs and the secondhand loveseat we kept in the office for clients. Not exactly pint-sized elf accommodations.

“Okay,” I said. “Then I need to sit down.” 

The front office had an old wooden desk and a semi-battered executive chair. I plopped down in the chair. Diz leaned against the door frame to our back office.

I could have ushered the elves into the back office, but I prefer the front office for client meetings. The back office only has a couple of used secretarial desks, a file cabinet we rarely use, and our computer equipment. It’s not the tidiest of rooms. As former cops, Diz and I are allergic to paperwork. Plus, the ghostly scent of Baked Goods Past tends to be a bit too tempting, at least for me. Diz never gains weight no matter what he eats. He tells me it’s an elf thing. I wish it was a Dee thing too.

“What we’re about to tell you has to remain strictly confidential,” Red Hat said.

“No problem,” I said, settling back in my chair. “Why don’t you start out by telling us your names.”

Red Hat turned out to be Snickerdoodle. I think I liked Red Hat better.

The rest of the elves were Sugarcane (the little elf who’d elbowed Red Hat—er, Snickerdoodle), Merry (who was a boyish-looking girl; only her rosier-than-everyone-else’s lips gave her away), Gumdrop, Doodles (no relation to Snickerdoodle, he said), Noggin, and Hal.

“Hal?” I asked.

The elf scrunched up his rosy little button nose. “My parents were unconventional.”

“Tell me about it,” Diz muttered.

I’m one of a handful of people who know that Diz was named after Dizzy Gillespie, the jazz great. Diz had chubby cheeks when he was born, and his jazz-loving parents took it as a sign. Diz’s full name is Dizzy G. He’s grown out of the chubby-cheek phase. Now he’s got cheekbones to die for, but he’s stuck with the name.

“So, Snickerdoodle,” I said. “You want us to find Santa? We don’t normally work at the North Pole.” I wasn’t sure I even had the right clothes for it. Diz might be able to tolerate all sorts of weather, no problem, but I was born and bred in the Pacific Northwest, and I’ve lived in Moretown Bay all my life. I’m a rainy-season girl. I don’t do snow.

“Well...” A look passed between Snickerdoodle and the rest of the elves. I knew that look. It meant the other shoe was about to drop. “You won’t be looking for Santa per se.”

Per se. Oh, how I love that phrase. It means “I’m lying to you, but not really.”

“Maybe you’d better start from the top,” I said.

“Santa’s on sabbatical this year.”

Sabbatical? “He can do that?”

“Sure,” said Sugarcane. “Everybody needs a vacation.”

“He only works one night a year,” Diz said.

Snickerdoodle snorted. “That’s what everyone thinks. Santa’s the CEO of a global operation, but nobody ever considers that. He works 24/7 twelve months a year to make sure every good little boy and girl around the world gets what they want for Christmas.”

“But not everyone in the world believes in Christmas or Santa,” I said.

Snickerdoodle nodded. “Our foreign office handles that. We have agreements with all sorts of holiday providers. Hal’s second in command of our legal division up at the North Pole.”

Huh. “You’re a lawyer?” I asked Hal.

“Can’t make toys worth a darn,” Hal said. “My parents sent me to law school.”

“That’s good to know.” I wondered if I needed to double check our standard retainer agreement before I asked Snickerdoodle to sign it. “So with Santa on sabbatical, who’s actually going to... uh, drive the reindeer this year?”

“That would be Norman,” Merry said with a sigh.

“Norman?”

“Santa’s stand in,” Snickerdoodle said. “Santa’s a little taller than the rest of us. Norman’s the only one who can fill Santa’s suit.”

“And, let me guess. Norman’s who you want us to find.”

Snickerdoodle nodded. “Delivering toys on Christmas Eve is a big job, so we gave him a couple of extra weeks off after Thanksgiving to burn off a little steam. Whenever he went on vacation before, he ate his way through the Southeast.”

“He likes those food challenge shows on TV,” said Gumdrop. “Norman thinks he could be a championship eater if he just put his mind to it.”

“Besides, he needs to put on a little weight to be Santa’s stand in,” Merry said. “Santa is kind of... jolly.”

Rolly poly, more like it. “Only Norman didn’t come back,” I said. “Why do you think he’s somewhere in this area?” It was pretty easy to see where the story was going, and hey, I’m not a detective for nothing.

Merry and Gumdrop shared a look, but it was Doodles who spoke up. “He sent me a text,” the elf said. “He lost two food challenges in a row. Got pretty down on himself. Said he was going to try drinking his way through the northwest instead.”

Oh, boy. 

If Norman really was here, he had to be at the Holly Jolly Eggnog Festival. 

Back in July, the Moretown Bay Chamber of Commerce decided that nothing said Christmas like a spiked eggnog competition. As if the shopping district down by the wharf wasn’t already packed to the gills during the holiday season, this year the streets would be jammed with drunken eggnog connoisseurs going head to head with determined last-minute bargain hunters. 

The festival had started the day before and ran until four in the afternoon on Christmas Eve, when the grand prize would be awarded and the competitors would close up shop and go home to nurse their holiday hangovers. While the festival didn’t have an official drinking competition, it definitely had an abundance of alcoholic eggnog. It made sense that eggnog with a little something extra would be the drink of choice for a wayward Christmas elf.

“Have you tried looking for him?” I asked.

“Are you kidding?” Noggin asked. He was the smallest of all the elves. “We’d get crushed by all those people.” He shuddered.

“We all live up at the North Pole for a reason,” Merry said.

Gumdrop nodded. “Nobody steps on us.” 

“And we have a great benefits package,” said Hal.

“Really?” The only real benefit I had with the detective agency, outside of being my own boss (which was pretty cool, even though I was broke half the time) was leaning against the door jam, trying to look glowery. I cleared my throat and tried to stop dreaming of affordable healthcare and a retirement plan. “So, we’ll need a description of Norman, and a picture if you have one.”

They didn’t, but Doodles drew a pretty good sketch of Norman on a piece of printer paper. Hal spent a few minutes studying our retainer agreement before he told Snickerdoodle he had no problems with it.

After the elves gave me a contact number and one day’s fees in cash (which I scrutinized to make sure wasn’t play money), they filed out the door.

I turned to Diz. “What do you say, partner? Should we go find ourselves a missing elf?” 
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As a general rule, I try to avoid holiday crowds. I’ve been single all my life. Oh, sure, I’ve had boyfriends now and then, but the longest relationship I’ve had is with my cat, and she ignores me half the time. I’m good with that. My idea of an exciting evening is to curl up with a good book and a monster-sized diet soda. Of course, I wouldn’t mind having a certain elf share more than office space with me. Who wouldn’t? I mean, look at those ears. Until I started working with Diz, I never thought a pointy ear could be so alluring. You have no idea how often I’ve had to stuff my hands in my pockets just to keep myself from embarrassing us both.

Where was I again?

Oh, yeah. Holiday crowds.

I don’t do crowds well. I used to be a cop. I used to carry a gun. Sometimes I still do. For the sake of every holiday shopper and eggnog imbiber at the Holly Jolly Eggnog Festival, it was probably a good thing I’d left my gun in the safe back at the office.

“No amount of money is worth this,” I said after I’d been elbowed for the umpteenth time trying to make my way to yet another eggnog vendor to show Doodles’ sketch of Norman to yet another harried barkeep. 

“It’s not just the money,” Diz said. “If we don’t find Norman and dry him out, there won’t be a Christmas this year.”

I hadn’t thought of that. “Don’t you think they have a backup elf?”

“Would they be here if they did?”

True. “Doesn’t seem like a wise business plan.” You’d think they could just call Santa off sabbatical if it was an emergency. 

“Look out!” Diz pulled me back against him just in time to keep me from being brained by a guy carrying a new set of skis and poles on his shoulder.

“Thanks,” I said, trying to ignore just how good Diz felt up against my back even through my jacket. I settled for glaring at the guy with the skis. I could understand why the North Pole elves thought they’d get trampled down here. “How are we going to find one elf in all this?”

“You’re not getting anything?”

That was Diz’s way of asking me if I had any sort of a precog sense about our missing Santa stand-in. I’d tried back at the office after I’d looked at the sketch, but all I got for my trouble was the beginning of a headache. “Nope,” I said. “You see anything?”

Like all elves, Diz had amazing eyesight, plus he was taller than most of the people jamming the street. The festival took up the entire two blocks of the wharf-side shopping district, and the city had wisely blocked off the street from traffic. Booths and shops selling everything from original artwork to handmade clothes and jewelry to fresh fish to designer coffee on both sides of the street were doing bang up business. Most of the eggnog vendors had set up their own booths or wagons in the middle of the cobblestone street, but a few were doing business out of the local pubs. The crowd was so thick Norman could have walked past me and I would never even see him. Diz had a better shot, or so I hoped.

“Nope.” Diz nodded at an apartment building at the end of the block. “I might do better up there.”

The apartment building was a five-story brick relic rehabbed into a bohemian artists’ paradise. The residents had decorated the outside of their windows with an eclectic mix of traditional and New Age designs, everything from a crescent moon in a Santa hat smiling at a Betty Boop-ish cartoon cutout in a holiday outfit that would have made a Playboy bunny blush, to one-half of a completely decorated artificial Christmas tree wired to a window frame.

“Don’t tell me you’re—” I said.

“Up there,” Diz said again.

“You’re going to take the elevator, right?” 

“It’s quicker my way.”

Quicker, yes. Easier? Not if you were me standing on the sidewalk watching my partner scale the outside of a five-story building like he was Spiderman.

Diz tells me it’s an elf thing. Something that all wood elves can do. Probably comes from decades of practice scaling trees, but trees have branches. Buildings don’t. Buildings have teeny, tiny finger and toe holds, and the ground below isn’t dirt and trees leaves but cement.

Diz has yet to fall, at least that he’s told me. Personally, I think he just likes showing off, especially because he knows I get nervous watching him. Does that mean he likes me in more than a business partner kind of way? If we were in grade school, would he be pulling my pigtails? 

Before I finished telling him to be careful, Diz was off through the crowd, then up the side of the building. I don’t think I breathed until he reached the top. Damn elf was going to be the death of me one day.

I didn’t need elf vision to see the grin on his face. Diz didn’t smile often, but boy, when he did, he did a great job of it. Now he was looking right at me and smiling. 

Huh. Something told me he’d just pulled my pigtail.

I started to smile back when the air in front of me wavered, almost like little heat waves coming off the cold cement sidewalk beneath my feet.

Oh, no. Not now. 

Before I could find a nice, safe spot in the crowd, the vision took me.

Sometimes my precog sense gives me just a little hint, like a whiff of something that smells good but not enough of a scent to identify what that something is. At other times it’s like a flashbulb’s gone off in my brain and I get quick little disjointed images of things. I can usually handle myself when my precog sense only gives me light stuff like that. When I get in trouble is when a mini-movie version of my precog sense slams itself over reality.

That’s what happened to me in the middle of the Holly Jolly Eggnog Festival. One minute I was holding my own—pretty much anyway—against a throng of holiday shoppers and eggnog drinkers, and the next I was in a crowded restaurant with a massive plate of chili-cheese fries and hotdogs in front of my face.

The first few bites of chili went down okay. Better than okay. I felt invigorated. I picked up a handful of fries and shoved them in my mouth, and the people at the next table turned around to watch. Two hotdogs were next, and a few more people wandered over to see what I was doing. I ate more chili, and when I looked up, the crowd watching me had grown. By the time the plate was half empty, the crowd was chanting, “You can do it!” I’d never felt so good and so full at the same time.

Somewhere in the background, I heard violins playing, then a chorale joined in as the strains of a familiar Christmas carol overtook the chanting of the crowd. I looked up and saw a high domed ceiling covered in antique gold with a faint burgundy pattern. Long curtains hung over the walls at the sides of the dome, and I could smell expensive perfume and pine trees. Real Christmas trees. 

Then the vision jerked me back to the restaurant. The plate was empty, and people were clapping me on the back. A light bulb went off in my face as someone took my picture.

The light bulb flash snapped me back to reality. 

I was against the side of a building, out of the crowd, and Diz was holding me. My left hand hurt, and so did the back of my head. People gave us a wide berth, either because they thought I’d had a fit and it might be catching, or because Diz was in full glare mode.

“I’m okay.” I shook my hand. Did somebody step on me while I was out? That might explain Diz’s glare. “I might never eat another hotdog again,” I said, “but I’m okay.”

“Vision?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, and it was a doozy.” I looked up into concerned blue eyes and grinned. “But I think I know where our errant elf is going to be.”
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The Moretown Bay symphony orchestra gave afternoon performances every day during the entire week before Christmas. Diz and I were outside the concert hall when that afternoon’s performance let out. It didn’t take long for Diz to spot Norman in the crowd.

The wayward elf did look an awful lot like like a department store Santa, only his white beard was real, as was his jolly round belly—made rounder, no doubt, by an over-abundance of hotdogs and chili-cheese fries—and he was about a foot shorter than your average Santa impersonator. He wasn’t dressed in Christmas red and green, though. Instead, he had on a blue plaid flannel shirt, blue jeans, and a denim jacket. If it wasn’t for the rosy red cheeks and button nose, he could have been any smaller-than-normal lumberjack out for a little holiday culture.

He gave Diz and I a wary look when we approached him on the street. I held up the sketch Doodles had drawn. “A few of your friends are a little concerned about you,” I said. “They asked us to find you.”

For a minute, I thought he might run. He must have thought better about it because he just looked deflated, like a kid caught being truant. “Well, you found me,” he said. His voice didn’t sound helium enhanced like the other elves. No wonder he could lose himself in a crowd. “Now what?”

“They’d like you to go back home with them.” I glanced around and saw a few curious onlookers. “So you can go back to work,” I said, trying to keep the conversation as generic as possible.

Norman looked at me. There was nothing jolly in his expression. “What if I don’t want to?”

I thought about all the kids who wouldn’t have a merry Christmas if Norman didn’t step into Santa’s red suit and take his place in the sleigh behind eight tiny reindeer. “You want to talk about it?” I asked.

Norman shrugged. “Sure. Just so long as you don’t try to kidnap me.”

“No kidnapping,” I said. “Why would you think we’d do a thing like that?”

Norman glanced at my partner. Diz was standing next to us, scowling at anyone who got too close. I raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re scaring the elf,” I said. 

Diz got the hint. “No kidnapping,” he said.

The three of us—Diz, Norman, and I—ended up in a coffee shop a block away from the concert hall. “A Christmas symphony isn’t exactly the kind of place I’d expect to see an elf who told his friends he was off to an eggnog festival,” I said.

Norman made a face at his coffee cup. “I thought that would keep them from looking for me,” he said. “They don’t like crowds of people.”

“I can understand that,” I said. “But why give them a clue that would lead them right here? Why not send them on a wild goose chase to South Carolina?”

“He wanted to be found,” Diz said.

Diz was right. I could see it in Norman’s expression. “You got me there,” Norman said.

Talk about a conflicted elf.

“They’re counting on you,” I said. “It’s just for this year.”

“Is that what they told you?” Norman shook his head. “Leave it to Snickerdoodle not to tell the whole tale. That is who you talked to, right?”

I nodded. “Who is he?”

“Santa’s chief of staff.” Norman took a sip of coffee. “Should have ordered hot chocolate,” he muttered.

He didn’t sound like an elf who’d go on a bender. “Tell me, did you actually compete in any eggnog drinking contests?”

Norman actually shivered. “Heavens, no. I can’t stand the stuff. My mother used to make it with raw eggs. Dreadful.”

“But you ate your weight in hotdogs and chili-cheese fries.”

Norman’s bushy white eyebrows rose on his forehead. “How did you know that?”

“There’s more to Dee than meets the eye,” Diz said.

From Diz that was almost a testimonial. Had the holiday spirit actually gotten to my grumpy partner? First, a smile from five stories up. Now an actual compliment. 

“Look,” Norman said. “Every ten years, I fill in for the big man behind the sleigh. I eat his cookies, drink his milk, leave presents signed with his name, and on Christmas morning, who does everyone thank? Him, not me. No child has ever heard of an elf named Norman, but in a hole-in-the-wall restaurant in Charlotte, South Carolina, my name and picture is on a Wall of Fame with only eight other people. I’m one of only nine who beat that food challenge. Me. Norman. Not Santa.”
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