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Chapter 1
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“Are you sure this is the place?”

“I just followed the directions Aunt Butty gave me,” I said, staring over the steering wheel.

I didn’t blame Hale for being trepidatious. The hotel was nothing like I’d imagined. I’d also never imagined spending the holidays at a hotel in the smallest village in England, but here we were.

Yule Manor Inn had long ago been a lofty manor house which sat at the edge of what was once no doubt the thriving village of Winter Haven. However, both manor and village had seen better days and were now hardly more than a bump in the road. The buildings, though well kept, looked tired and worn as if one day they might collapse of pure exhaustion.

Other than the inn, there was nothing to Winter Haven except a small village green, a delightfully spooky cemetery, and half a dozen houses. One road in and out, and it was in dire need of paving. There wasn’t even a village sign.

The inn itself was an odd half-timbered and red brick affair—as if someone tried to update the original Tudor architecture and gave up halfway through—with copious gables and greenery sprawling over its doors and windows like it was trying to swallow the house whole. A sign, swaying gently in the slight breeze, depicting a wreath of greenery hung above the front door. 

“Nice place,” Hale said as he climbed out of my cobalt blue Mercedes Roadster. “Looks haunted.”

I laughed. “Probably is. This is England. I fear we’ve ghosts in every corner of the land. I think we passed a law about it. Come on. Let’s check in and then introduce ourselves to our host.”

“You don’t know this guy?”

“Never met him. I know of him, of course. Everyone does.”

“I don’t,” he muttered.

That was of course because Hale Davis, my paramour, was an American, and while devilishly charming and incredibly talented, he hadn’t quite grasped the nuances of British polite society. Which was fine. I rarely grasped them myself. Mostly nonsense.

My name is Ophelia, Lady Rample. When my poor husband, Lord Rample­—rest his soul—kicked off this mortal coil, he left me several houses and simply oodles of money. Also a title, which I mostly had no idea what to do with. But one muddles along the best one can.

What I did know was that Lord Bryden was a Very Important Person with fingers in many pies. He was the sort of person whose invitations to Christmas parties one did not turn down. Although I was baffled as to why he not only invited me, but Hale as well. Most people assumed Hale was my chauffeur or butler or something. In actuality, he was a jazz musician who played a mean piano. While they may have deigned to invite him if we were married, we weren’t, which made it all the more strange. 

No doubt it was Aunt Butty’s doing. She’d insisted we come along, and so we’d driven out of London to Winter Haven on the winter solstice—the first day of Yule if one wants to get festive. So I’d given my maid, Maddie, a few days off and sent her home to spend the holidays with her family. I knew Aunt Butty had done the same for her own maid, Cook, and her butler, Mr. Singh. Simon, the chauffeur, was to drop her off at Yule Manor Inn before heading to his grandmother’s in the Cotswolds.

“Should I bring the bags?” Hale asked.

“Let’s check in first. I’m sure they’ll have someone to carry in our luggage.” I took his arm and gently prodded him toward the door. “It will all be fine. We’ll have a marvelous time. And if not, we’ll apply eggnog liberally.”

Somewhere inside, a clock bonged out the hour. It was getting late, and there was a distinct chill in the air—along with a faint whiff of woodsmoke.

Hale opened the door for me, and we stepped inside. The entry hall was a wide space with polished wood floors and diamond-paned windows. It smelled strongly of cinnamon and clove and lemon wax. To one side was a hearth. To the other a set of steps leading up to what looked like a library, perhaps. In the center was a simple, round table on which sat a potted poinsettia. In front of us was a large, walnut check-in desk on which sat a silver tray festooned with wool for snow and several figurines.

I stepped closer only to realize they were little porcelain Father Christmases. They were adorable with their long beards and robes, sacks slung over their backs. 

“Oh, look,” I said to Hale. “This one’s holding a partridge.”

“And this one has a drum,” Hale said.

“They represent the Twelve Days of Yule,” someone said. 

I glanced up with a start. A woman stood poised at the bottom of the stairs, one hand braced on the bannister. She could have been forty or sixty, it was hard to tell. A knowing smile quirked her lush red lips. Her hair was ink dark with a single streak of silver at her left temple. Her voluptuous figure was enhanced by an elegant black velvet cross-bodice dress. She moved toward us with an almost hypnotic sway of the hips. There was something very otherworldly about her.

She slid behind the desk and reached over to stroke the head of one of the figurines. Her nails were painted as red as her lips. “Lovely little things, aren’t they? And in keeping with the season.” 

“Do you collect them?” I asked.

After eyeing us closely, her smile widened a touch. “Not at all. They were a gift from one of the guests. Now, how may I help you?”

“Ophelia, Lady Rample and Mr. Hale Davis. We’re expected.” 

“Welcome and Happy Solstice.” She turned the guest book to face me and held out a pen. “If you will sign here. I am Davina Potts, the proprietress. The maid, Zinnia, will collect your baggage and bring it to your rooms.”

I nodded and signed the book. Hale followed suit. 

She turned to a set of cubbies against the wall and slid keys out of two of them. “If you would follow me, I will show you to your rooms.” She strode toward the stairs with more purpose than when she’d approached and trod upwards with Hale and me at her heels. 

“Is Lord Bryden here?” I asked. “We’re supposed to be his guests.”

“Not yet,” she said. “I’m sure he’ll be along. Sometime.”

It was an odd response, but I let it go. 

At the first landing, there was an open doorway leading into a large and luxurious library, but I only caught a glimpse before we took the next set of stairs. Those led to a gallery which ran the length of the house. Doors opened off either side with elaborate oil paintings of what I assumed were long dead denizens of the house hung between each door. The most unusual of the lot was a gentleman with a flourishing moustache, dressed in full military garb, astride a camel. The camel did not look pleased.

About halfway down, Davina Potts stopped in front of a door, unlocked it, and opened it with a flourish. “The green room, my lady. I hope it will do.”

It was a gorgeous room with pale green wallpaper and dark green velvet curtains. A lovely oil painting of a wintery wood hung above the four-poster bed, and a cheerful fire burned in the green-tiled grate, taking off the chill of the room.

“Thank you, Mrs. Potts. This will suit me to a tee.”

“Call me Davina,” she said. “I’m glad you like it. Drinks will be served shortly in the drawing room, or feel free to remain in your room until supper. If you will follow me, sir?” She took Hale a little further down the hall to his room. I hoped it was as nice as mine. Clearly she wasn’t one to allow unmarried guests to share a room.

I spent a few minutes exploring the new space. A large window looked out over the gardens at the back of the house. They had a sense of wildness to them, as if someone didn’t want them standing out too much from the woods beyond. A folly, made of the same brick as the house but with a more Grecian bent, was nearly covered in thick vines of ivy and wisteria, though nothing was currently blooming. Meandering paths were nearly overrun with rose bushes in need of trimming and thick evergreens. A glossy holly tree covered in bright red berries rose up right next to my window, and an inquisitive robin stared back at me. All the scene needed now was snow.

Someone knocked at the door, and I quickly went to open it. The young woman on the other side was a scrawny little thing with a gap in her teeth. Based on her white apron over a serviceable dove-gray dress, I was guessing she was the maid.

“Hello, my lady. I’m Zinnia. I got your luggage here. You want I should put your things away?” 

“Of course. Thank you, Zinnia.”

“No worries at all.” She gave me a funny look. “You sure you want to be here, my lady?”

“Of course. Why?”

She glanced around then lowered her voice. “Only the missus, she’s a witch.”

I almost burst out laughing. “Davina is a witch?”

She nodded. “Yes, my lady, ma’am.”

“And how do you know she’s a witch?”

“I can’t tell you. She might turn me into a newt.”

“Highly unlikely,” I said dryly, surprised the girl would badmouth her employer in such a way. She wouldn’t last a day in London. I would have pressed her further, but I’d other things on my mind. Like discovering more about this very mysterious party. “Go ahead and put my things away. I’m going to find a drink.”

“Yes, my lady.” 

Normally I’d change before going downstairs, but I was simply gasping for a drink. Besides, it hadn’t been a particularly long drive from London. A quick refresh ought to do the trick.

There was a brand-new bathroom attached to my room. It was beautifully done in green and black tiles and had both a tub for soaking and a separate shower. 

Fortunately, I’d had the forethought to dress for driving and wore a pair of wide leg wool trousers and a knit top, neither of which had wrinkled. Plus I’d worn my overcoat, so there was no road dirt to worry about. I simply patted down my hair, swiped on a fresh coat of lipstick, and powdered the shine from my nose and forehead. 

The bathroom had three doors, one which opened onto my room. Curious where the others led, I opened the one I presumed led to the hall. Sure enough, it opened onto the same gallery Davina had led us down. I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of having to share my bathroom with all and sundry, but it wasn’t my home. I shut the door and went to open the third, only it was locked tight from the other side. My guess was it led to another bedroom and whoever was staying there was just as unhappy about all and sundry. I’d have to be cautious when using the bathroom and remember to lock all the doors from the inside lest I have unwanted visitors. 

Returning to my bedroom I found that Zinnia had disappeared, but my clothes were all neatly hung in the wardrobe. Heavens, she was fast. Perhaps she knew magic, too!

Laughing at my silliness, I went to find Hale and then a drink.

––––––––
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“DID YOU KNOW OUR HOSTESS is a witch?” I asked Hale when he opened his door.

“You don’t say.” He smirked.

“I have it on good authority. Zinnia, the maid, says Davina has the power to turn her into a newt.”

Hale chuckled. “What an imagination. I guess that would explain the name of the inn.”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. Yes, I suppose it would.”

Since he was just as ready for a drink as I was, we made our way downstairs. The door to the left of the stairs stood open, and the sound of voices came from inside. 

I was about to join the rest of the guests, but Hale hesitated. “Are you okay with this?”

I glanced down at our linked arms. “You know I don’t care what people think. Are you sure about this?” While I generally didn’t give two figs what society thought of us, I knew that Hale would always pay a bigger price than I would for us being together. It was utter nonsense, but that was the unfortunate current state of affairs. Having a title and more money than God protected me, but a Black man taking up with a white woman—while not illegal as in the States—was still not entirely accepted by many. Some got downright ugly about it.

He slid his arm from mine. “Let’s see who’s in there first.”

I nodded. I never liked having to pretend we weren’t together, but I cared about his feelings and safety. It wasn’t my place to decide what he should and shouldn’t accept.

Entering the room first, I immediately spotted a familiar face. Or rather, a familiar hat. It was enormous, bright green, and sprouting a ridiculous number of red velvet ribbons.

“Aunt Butty!” I rushed across the room to embrace her and nearly got lost in her enormous bosom. “Darling! Why didn’t you leave word you’d arrived?”

“I imagine for the same reason as you, you mad thing. I was simply dying for a drink. And Hale! How delightful. Come here, dear boy.” She gave him an equally voluminous embrace.

I also recognized the woman my aunt had been chatting to. It was her very best friend in the world, Louise Pennyfather. Louise and Aunt Butty were both ladies of a certain age, but where my aunt was short and round, Louise was tall and spare with a face rather unfortunately equine-like. “Hello, Ophelia. Lovely to see you again, dear girl.” Her upper crust, almost nasal tone made “girl” sound like “gel.”

We exchanged air kisses before I bent to greet her dog, Peaches. I ruffled his ears. “Are you here with us for Christmas, Louise?”

“Yule, my dear. Yes. Mr. Pennyfather is off again to foreign parts, so Butty invited me along.” Her husband did something mysterious for the government and was rarely at home, so the two women spent a great deal of time together. I was glad to see her as she was an interesting person and font of information which had helped me solve several mysteries.

Turning back to Aunt Butty, I said, “You know you can take your hat off now. We’re indoors, and it’s perfectly warm.” There was indeed a lovely fire roaring away in the hearth.

“Whyever would I do that?” She turned wide eyes on me. “This is one of Maurice’s latest creations. It’s marvelous, don’t you think? I want to show it off.”

Fortunately, I didn’t have to answer since the man who’d been mixing cocktails at the bar cart turned toward me with a cheeky grin.

“Chaz!” Charles “Chaz” Reynott was my very best friend in the world. “What are you doing here?”

“Aunt Butty invited me. Said Lord Bryden wouldn’t mind me party crashing.” He sauntered over to kiss both my cheeks in continental style. “Hale.” He greeted Hale exactly the same way, which flustered my poor man no end.

“How are you, old thing?” Chaz asked once Aunt Butty had dragged Hale back into a conversation about her latest attempt at writing a novel. “It’s been an age.”

“Hardly that. It’s been two weeks,” I said dryly. “We went to see Hale play at the club, remember? You met that count from... wherever it was.”

“Romania, darling.” He sighed. “Such a handsome devil. And such a terrible liar.”

“What happened?” I asked. “Was he married?”

“Worse. He was broke,” Chaz lamented. “And not even a count! No title at all, can you believe?”

“Dreadful.” My tone might have been a tad on the sarcastic side. “What are you drinking?”

“Anything I can get my hands on.” He peered into the glass which was currently occupied by something pale green. “This particular delight is called The Last Word.”

“What’s in it?”

“Gin, lime, chartreuse, maraschino. Shall I whip you up one?”

“Sounds alarming. I’ll give it a try.” I followed him back to the bar cart. “So you didn’t have an invitation from Lord Bryden?”

“Not officially, but when Aunt Butty asked if she could bring me along, he said yes.”

“Did you see her invitation? I didn’t get one either. Officially.”

“Yes, she showed me. The usual. House party, Christmas, blah blah. Well, Yule, not Christmas. Apparently, this Lord Bryden is a fan of the old ways. In any case, you know I’m going to be anywhere there’s free food and drinkies.”

Although Chaz was technically the son of a very wealthy peer, he himself had no title or money. Well, I suppose he had a little money. He’d inherited a nice amount from some aunt or other, but mostly he bounced around, enjoying the largesse of his many friends and acquaintances. Once in a while his father would throw a chunk of money at him in the hopes he would go away for a bit. Chaz’s family did not approve of him. Their loss. 

“Don’t you think it’s a bit strange we all got invited to a party from someone none of us know?” I asked as he handed me a drink. It was sweet and sharp and a little pungent, but not unpleasant.

“You mean other than Aunt Butty dragging us all along? Just wait,” he said. “It’s about to get stranger.”

Before I could ask what he meant, two familiar figures entered the room. “Phil!”

Philoma “Phil” Dearling grinned. “Ophelia! What a grand surprise. I’d no idea you’d been invited.”

“I’d no idea you’d been invited either.”

“Oh, I wasn’t. Not technically. I’m Binky’s plus-one.” She gestured to the man who’d followed her into the room.

He was tall, angular, and had an unfortunate resemblance to a beaver, which is why he was generally known as “Bucktooth Binky.” In reality he was called Alphonse, and he was Phil’s cousin on his mother’s side. He also happened to be my cousin. Or rather, my cousin by marriage.

You see while I’d inherited all my husband’s money and properties when he died, Binky had inherited the title and the crumbling pile that went with it. This had naturally led to some hard feelings on his part, but there was a reason Felix—the previous Lord Rample, God rest his soul—had made that choice. Binky was a bit of a chancer and would have burned through it all in a matter of months. Fortunately, we’d come to a truce and more or less tolerated each other. 

“Ophelia.” He nodded in greeting.

“Binky. How are you?”

“Well as can be expected, I suppose. Roof’s leaking again. Going to cost a fortune to repair.”

I was about to respond, but was distracted by Peaches who dashed over to sniff around Phil and Binky. After giving him a thorough scratch behind the ears I said, “It’s marvelous to see you again, Phil. Are you not spending the holidays with your aunt?” Her uncle had passed away, but her aunt Dee still lived in Moulsecoomb. I’d had the opportunity to meet her aunt once. Charming woman. Excellent baker of cakes. 

“Oh, she’s off to my cousin’s up north,” she said, taking a cocktail from Chaz. “I was going to be on my own until Binky asked me to come along.”

“You should have rung me,” I told her. “You’re always welcome at mine anytime.”

She shrugged. “Well, we’re here now. Have you met our host?”

“I haven’t. Binky doesn’t know him either?”

“Not a bit,” Binky said, having overheard our conversation. “Never met the man. Never even heard of him. But one doesn’t turn down an invitation from a viscount, does one?”

“Perish the thought,” Chaz said dryly.

“Indeed.” Binky didn’t have much of a sense of humor.

“Did the maid, Zinnia, tell you about the proprietress?” Phil asked in a conspiratorial whisper.

“You mean that she’s a witch?” I said.

“What’s this now?” Chaz demanded.

“That’s what she told me,” I said. “That Davina Potts is a witch.”

Hale snorted. “Nonsense. Did she say why she thought that?”

“No, she didn’t expand.”

“And you didn’t ask?” Chaz was all astonishment.

“Are you saying I’m nosy?” I shot him a mock glare. I was nosy. Couldn’t help myself.

“Darling, I would never.” He draped his arm around my shoulders. “In any case, I hope she’s a good witch. Maybe I’ll ask her for a love potion.”

“Don’t be daft,” I told him. “I’m sure Davina is a perfectly nice woman with no magical powers whatsoever, but if I catch her riding a broom, you’ll be the first to know.”

“There’s one more guest,” Phil interrupted. “I saw her in the hall earlier. It was quite a shock.”

“Why?” I asked. “Who was it?”

“Darlings!” A voice shouted across the room.

We all whirled to face the open doorway which framed a woman. She was fashionably thin with a pert nose and garish lipstick.  

I knew her of course. We all did. 

My jaw was so tight, it hurt. Olivia Farthing was the daughter of my maternal grandmother’s brother. Technically, she was Aunt Butty’s first cousin, but she was closer to my age.

Aunt Butty had once invited her to Christmas as she felt sorry for the young woman. Things had not gone well. Olivia had not been the warm, genteel relation Aunt Butty had expected. Instead, she’d been demanding, rude, and downright quarrelsome from the very start. It had only got worse from there.

“Olivia. What are you doing here?” I demanded.

She gave me a sly look. “I was invited, of course. Is that a problem, Ophelia?”

It was a problem. A very big problem. Because that Christmas she’d repaid Aunt Butty’s kindness by trying to murder us.
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Chapter 2
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Olivia sauntered into the room in a burnt orange wool crepe dress that was more suitable to day wear. Her hair was bushed up into a mass of curls, and she wore far more makeup than suited her pale complexion. She stopped in front of Chaz. “Get a girl a drink, why don’t you?”

With a grimace, Chaz went to mix her a cocktail. I hoped he put poison in it.

No, I didn’t. That would be wrong. But still...

“Why would Lord Bryden invite you?” I demanded. Olivia was not from the monied branch of the family. She had no position or wealth to speak of, and invitations from the upper echelon of society were beyond her reach. Aunt Butty and I could have changed that for her, save for the poisoning incident. 

Olivia gave a little trilling laugh that was clearly fake as she was. “Why would he invite any of us, darling?”

“You shouldn’t be here, Olivia.” Aunt Butty shoved her way between us. “You don’t belong here.”

“I was invited.” 

“I find that hard to believe,” Louise said in her snootiest voice. 

Olivia sneered at her. “Believe what you like. I see whom I please and go where I please.”

“Only because I didn’t have you arrested,” Aunt Butty returned. “After what you tried, you should be locked up, young lady.”

“Don’t be daft.” Olivia tittered again, but her eyes sparked maliciously. “That was just a joke.”

“Some joke,” Hale muttered, shooting her a glare which she ignored. 

Chaz thrust a cocktail at Olivia. Probably to shut her up. Personally, I could think of better ways.

I never had understood what her problem was, but apparently it involved a certain amount of jealousy toward me in particular, although she wasn’t fond of Aunt Butty either, even though my aunt had been nothing but nice to her. That had led to Olivia poisoning our wassail in an attempt to cause bodily harm if not death. How that would accomplish anything, I never knew. Our best guess had been she thought she’d inherit if I died, but the terms of my will were very specific, so it wouldn’t have done her any good. Not to mention there were plenty of other relatives in line before her. There was also the distinct possibility she had a loose screw, which is not something one wants to admit to regarding a relation, but really, how else would one explain it?

Fortunately, I didn’t need to because, at that moment, a gong sounded and nearly made us all jump out of our skin. A second later, Davina appeared in the doorway and smiled serenely. “Supper is served.”

Good thing. I was starved.

We all filtered into the dining room that looked straight out of a Jane Austen novel. The walls were dark red and hung with massive oil paintings of what I assumed were members of the family that had once owned the house before it became an inn. The large table—with matching cane back chairs—had been set with eight places, each with a place card.

“Will our host be joining us, Davina?” Aunt Butty asked as we found our places.

“I am afraid Lord Bryden has been detained. He asked that you dine without him.”

Which explained why there were only eight places set. The inn had clearly been given enough notice to either whisk away the extra setting, or not place it to begin with. So why hadn’t we been informed earlier our host would be late? And why would anyone invite a bunch of strangers to a party and then be late? Typically, a host or hostess arrived early to ensure things went smoothly. 

Once we’d settled in—everyone studiously ignoring Olivia who stared at everyone smugly—Davina and Zinnia brought out the soup course which proved to be an astonishingly delicious mushroom bisque which was accompanied by sherry. 

“What’s the herb in this soup?” Louise’s voice echoed loudly in the room. “It’s marvelous.”

“Thyme,” Davina said. “For good health.”

After the soup came poached fish served with good white wine. Not being a person who enjoys seafood, I waved off the dish, but happily drank the wine. Next came a meltingly rich bit of beef roasted with rosemary and burgundy and served with potatoes and parsnips and glasses of red wine. Finally came a surprising French tarte tatin with small glasses of port. 

“I baked it myself,” Davina explained. “Picked up the recipe when I was living in France some years ago. I hope you enjoy.”

I certainly did. In fact, I made a mental note to hunt out a second piece later. The sweet, caramelized apple against the buttery puff pastry was a marvel.

The last of the dishes were whisked away, and we all sat looking awkwardly at each other. Normally the women would leave the table so the men could smoke and drink more port. Which I didn’t think was particularly fair. I quite liked port. Smoking not so much. However, these were not normal circumstances, and there was no host to guide us.

Davina reappeared and cleared her throat. “If you would all return to the drawing room? It has been prepared for you.”

Hale and I exchanged glances. That sounded ominous.

Only it wasn’t ominous at all. A yule log had been placed in the hearth, ready to burn. A table had been pulled out, and on it sat a silver bowl of hot mulled wine along with a ladle and mugs, and a selection of sheet music was placed on the piano, all carols perfect for the season.

I found myself standing next to Louise. She wore a brooch shaped like a wreath, but each of the leaves was made of emeralds, and the holly was of rubies. It was a bit on the gaudy side for my taste, but it was clearly valuable.

“That’s a lovely brooch. A gift from Mr. Pennyfather?”

“Thank you, dear. No, it belonged to my mother. A gift from my father on their first anniversary. They were married on Christmas Day, you know.”

I hadn’t known. In fact, I had no idea how she thought I would know. “It’s nice you still have it.”

“Wouldn’t part with it for the world. And not just because it’s worth a pretty penny. My mother’s ghost would haunt me forever. I always wear it this time of year for good luck.”

I bit my tongue. Far be it from me to inform Louise ghosts weren’t real. Aunt Butty would have my hide for rudeness. 

“Yule is an ancient pagan festival which was celebrated for twelve days.” While Davina handed out mulled wine, she explained the traditions of Yule to us. The burning of the Yule log, singing of carols, feasting, and so on. Basically, not that different from Christmas celebrations. Which I pointed out.

“Naturally,” she agreed, handing a lit taper to Chaz. “Many Christmas traditions were based on those of Yule once Christianity was brought to Britain. I suppose it made it easier on the locals to convert if they could keep a semblance of their celebrations.”

Chaz lit the Yule log. Hale sat down at the piano and played a cheery tune in keeping with the season, though I didn’t recognize it. 

“Tomorrow we should gather some greenery,” Aunt Butty suggested. “Make the place even more festive.”

“Is that alright with you, Davina?” Phil asked. 

“Of course, Miss Dearling. I think it’s a marvelous idea. Very in keeping with Yule. Now, if you all will excuse me, I have work that needs doing before it gets too late. Please stay as long as you like. There’s plenty of mulled wine.” Giving us a nod, she strode regally from the room, closing the doors behind her. I suppose that was to keep the noise of our partying from disturbing any other guests, though I hadn’t seen any but us, so maybe she just wanted some peace and quiet.

As everyone else enjoyed the evening, I sipped my wine and mulled over the strangeness of the evening. Where was our host? And why had he invited us since it seemed none of us knew him? Did he know what Olivia had done? I was betting not. We’d kept it quiet, so how could he know?

Still, this whole business was dashed odd. I didn’t for one minute believe it was innocent. No, there was something peculiar going on, I just didn’t know what. But I planned to get to the bottom of it!
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THE NIGHT PASSED PEACEFULLY. I slept like a baby, thanks no doubt to several glasses of mulled wine. 

I was terribly hungry, so I quickly used the bathroom then threw on a simple wool dress since it was a bit chilly. Davina had informed us that breakfast would be a buffet affair, and I was definitely ready to eat.

When I came down the stairs, Davina was standing behind the registry desk, staring down at the silver tray with a frown. 

“Is everything alright, Davina?”

She started as if she hadn’t heard me arrive. “Oh, yes. Nothing to worry about, I’m sure.”

“What happened? You were frowning pretty hard.”

“It’s the Father Christmases, you see.”

I stepped closer so I could see the little figurines sitting on their bed of wool snow. “What about them?”

“One is missing. There should be twelve.”

“There were twelve last night. One for each of the twelve days of Yule, like you said.”

“Indeed, but this morning I count only eleven.”

I quickly counted them. Sure enough, one was missing. “The Father Christmas with the drum is gone. What do you suppose happened to it?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps someone took it.”

I couldn’t understand why anyone would steal a porcelain figurine. Olivia might if it was worth something. “Was it valuable?”

She shrugged. “Not terribly.”

Which likely ruled out Olivia, unless she was just being cruel for some reason. “Sentimental?”

“I wouldn’t know. They were posted to me a few days ago with instructions to place them on this table.”

“These don’t belong to you?” I asked. That would rule out any motive for Olivia to take them.

“No. I assumed these were from Lord Bryden since he is the one who reserved the inn for this party. I thought perhaps they were something he liked to have around him for the holidays, like a favorite ornament.”

“He reserved the whole inn?” Things were getting stranger by the minute. 

She nodded. “I don’t usually get many visitors to stay during the holidays, so it was... a relief.”

In other words, she could use the money, so Lord Bryden’s party had been a godsend. She probably hadn’t asked many questions. “I mean, you usually take the Father Christmases away for each day of Christmas, right?”

“Indeed, however, it is the first day of Yule, which starts on the winter solstice. The first day of Christmas is not until Christmas Day, four days from now.”

“Maybe that’s why somebody took one. They’re getting in the Yule spirit. I’m sure it will turn up.”

She didn’t seem convinced. “Perhaps you are right. In any case, it is not for you to worry about. Breakfast is ready if you’re hungry.”

“Am I ever.” I hurried into the dining room, leaving behind all thoughts of the missing figurine. 

Chafing dishes had been set out on a buffet along with a covered rack of toast, a pot of hot tea, various bowls of stewed fruits, preserves, and so on. I loaded up a plate with bacon, toast, eggs, and mushrooms, a bowl with stewed plums, and a cup of tea. I had to make two trips to get it all to the table. 

I’d just taken a bite of toast liberally slathered in butter and strawberry preserves when Olivia sauntered into the room. Her lightweight cotton dress with its short flutter sleeves was more suitable to summer and was bound to give her a chill. She gave me a smirk before filling a cup with tea and sitting down in the chair across from me. I could have really done with a better view. At least I’d gotten to the food before her so she’d no chance to poison it.

“What are you doing here?” I didn’t bother beating about the bush.

“Like I told you earlier, I was invited. I honestly had no idea you’d be here.”

“Would you have come if you had?” I asked, not entirely sure I believed her.

She shrugged. “Not all of us have posh digs and an unlimited bank account. We take what we can where we may.”

“I don’t have an unlimited bank account.” Granted, it was large, and my houses were all posh. I would have felt a lot more guilty if Olivia hadn’t tried to poison me and all the people I loved.

“Splitting hairs, cousin,” she spat. “I have as much right to be here as you.”

“So you do. Perhaps we should try and make it as pleasant as possible by ignoring each other.”

“Sounds good to me,” she agreed.

Which is exactly what we proceeded to do. The silence grew, a deafening thing that took up the whole room. I would have said it made enjoying my bacon difficult, but that would be a lie. I don’t believe there is anything in this world that could reduce my enjoyment of bacon. 

Olivia had just got up to refill her tea when Louise stormed into the room. Her hair was out of its usual updo, floating around her head in wild disarray. Her face was bare of powder or tint, making her look even more horsey than usual, and she was still in her nightclothes, though she’d managed to grab a quilted dressing gown. Peaches trotted behind her, looking a bit out of sorts.

“It’s gone!” she wailed. “Ophelia, it’s gone.”

“What is?” I asked.

“My brooch,” she said. “Someone has stolen my mother’s brooch!”
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To say we turned the entire manor house upside down looking for Louise’s brooch is something of an understatement. No one even bothered getting dressed; they simply grabbed a quick swallow or two of tea and dove in, hunting from cellar to attic. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a sign of the brooch anywhere.

“It’s a bit strange,” I told Hale after we’d finally given up and gone upstairs to get ourselves ready for the day. “First the Father Christmas, then Louise’s brooch.”

“What Father Christmas?”

“Those little porcelain figurines on the registration desk.”

“Oh, the Santas. One of them is missing? Why?”

“Yes, the one with the drum. As to why, I’ve no idea.”

“Do you think someone stole it?” he asked.

“I don’t see why they would. Davina said it’s the first day of Yule, so maybe someone took it away today instead of on the first day of Christmas, like you usually would. But she seemed concerned.”

“She’s probably right,” Hale said. “Someone decided to do the Yule thing. She did make a big deal of it last night.”

“True, but then there’s the brooch.”

“I doubt the Father Christmas has anything to do with Louise’s missing brooch,” he assured me. “She probably just put it down somewhere and forgot.”

“Louise is not the sort of person who forgets things,” I said. “Although maybe you’re right. There was a lot going on last night, and we’d all had a bit to drink.”

Still, it sat uneasily with me. As did this whole house party. But when Aunt Butty gathered us all in the sitting room to organize a hunt for greenery to decorate the house, I put it all out of my mind, certain the brooch would show up.

“Lord Bryden still hasn’t made an appearance?” I asked her.

“Unfortunately not,” she said, using the mirror in the hall to straighten her hat. It was snow white with large felt poinsettias sticking out in random directions. “So we’re going to have fun. I asked Davina get some clippers and baskets so we could all gather holly and evergreens.”

“Don’t forget the mistletoe!” Chaz said with a wink.

“I never forget, you naughty thing,” Aunt Butty said.

Louise was a bit morose, but she put on a brave face and joined us in our greenery hunt. In fact, she and Peaches found some really excellent holly branches that would look fantastic on the mantel or shaped into a wreath.

All in all, it was a marvelous afternoon which led into an evening of singing carols and drinking eggnog. I’d never been a fan of eggnog, but the cook was apparently a witch, too, because the stuff was delightful and incredibly boozy. In keeping with the spirits of the season, so to speak.

Louise was, perhaps, a bit mopey, but one could hardly blame her. A cherished possession had gone missing. 

“I’m convinced Olivia had something to do with it,” I told Hale that night. 

“To do with what?” He gave me a confused look. 

“Louise’s missing brooch, of course. I don’t trust her one bit. She already tried to kill Aunt Butty and me over money.”

“That doesn’t mean she stole Louise’s jewels.”

“It doesn’t mean she didn’t, either. Louise said that brooch was valuable. It’d be just like Olivia to take advantage.”

“Maybe so,” he admitted, “but we searched Olivia’s room among others, and it wasn’t there.”

“It’s small. She could have easily hidden it in a dozen places we wouldn’t find it.”

“I’m sure it’ll turn up. We’ll keep looking. And,” he gave me a look, “we’ll keep an eye on Olivia, just to be safe.”

I gave him a kiss. “You’re always looking out for me, aren’t you?”

“When you let me.” There was no judgement in his tone, but I knew he’d like to play hero more often than I allowed.

“I can’t help that I’m independent.”

“I like that you are,” he assured me. “There’s nothing sexier than a woman who knows her mind and isn’t afraid to be herself. I just like to know you need me.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I do need you. Every day.”

––––––––
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SOMETHING STARTLED me out of a deep sleep. It was one of those heavy, dreamless sleeps where you wake up groggy and disoriented and are unsure why you aren’t still snoring away. 

I blinked, trying to orient myself. I was in bed in my guest room at Yule Manor Inn. Hale snored softly next to me, and the room was pitch black except for the little glowing green hands on the alarm clock ticking away on the nightstand. 

What had woken me? Nothing seemed amiss, the inn silent and still. 

A blood curdling scream rent the air!

Hale sat bolt upright. “What was that?”

I was already out of bed and shrugging into my robe. “Somebody screamed.”

His dressing gown was in his room, so he got into his evening clothes and joined me out in the gallery. Doors up and down the hall opened, and heads popped out. Apparently, everyone had heard the scream, although I was certain that wasn’t what woke me initially.

Olivia’s door banged open and she stormed into the hall in her nightgown. It was a sheer thing, practically indecent. It was a wonder she didn’t freeze her bits off. “Someone threw a rock through my window!”

We all charged down the hall and into her room which was already frigid. Sure enough, there was a gaping hole in her window and a big rock lay in the middle of the carpet, surrounded by shards of glass. Cold air whipped through the room, lashing the curtain about. 

Aunt Butty hurried over and grabbed the fabric, tying it back so it wouldn’t get cut on the glass. “We should cover this window before everything freezes.”

“Did you see who did this?” I asked Olivia.

“Of course not. One minute I was sound asleep, and the next there was a rock sailing through the window. Someone is trying to murder me!”

“Don’t be dramatic, darling,” Chaz said dryly. “It didn’t come anywhere near you.”

“She can’t help herself,” Phil muttered. “Drama is her middle name.”

Olivia shot her a dirty look.

“Maybe the culprit is still on the grounds,” Hale said, distracting Olivia.

She clutched her nightgown dramatically. “They’re going to climb in my window and murder me!”

“We should be so lucky,” Phil said.

“Don’t be mean, Phil,” Binky whispered loud enough for the room to hear.

“I’m coming with you. Come along, Binky.” Chaz followed Hale out of the room—Binky close on his heels—just as Davina appeared.

“I heard a commotion.” She stared at the scene. “Oh, dear.”

“Do you have anything to board up that window?” Aunt Butty asked.

“I’m certain I can find something,” Davina said. “I’ll be right back.” And she hurried off, no doubt in search of a sheet of oilcloth or something.

“How odd,” Aunt Butty mused. “Why would someone throw a rock through your window, Olivia?”

“How should I know?” Olivia snapped

“Perhaps you tried to poison the wrong person,” my aunt said dryly.

Olivia sniffed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“She has a good point,” Louise said. “You are a rather off-putting young person. Perhaps you annoyed someone.”

Olivia’s face was beet red. I bet if I threw water on her, steam would come off her head. I was tempted.

“People like me,” Olivia insisted. “That rock was probably meant for Ophelia. She’s the one always poking her nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

“She has a point,” Phil whispered in my ear, clearly trying hard not to laugh.

It was my turn to shoot Phil a dirty look. “Maybe we should help the menfolk in their search.”

“And freeze our toes off? No thanks.”

Once again, she had a point. No sense us all getting cold. Instead she and I headed to the sitting room. Phil stoked the fire while I hunted around for whiskey. Hale, Binky, and Chaz would need warming up when they returned.

“What do you suppose really happened?” Phil asked.

“With the window? I don’t know. I find it hard to imagine why anyone would do such a thing. I mean, I can see how someone might want to do something like that to Olivia, but not why they’d come all the way out here to Winter Haven to do it.”

“Do you think she was right about the rock being meant for you?”

I gave it serious consideration. “Honestly? I don’t think so. I haven’t been involved in any investigations recently, and the only enemy I have is Olivia. I could see her throwing a rock through my window.” That sparked an idea. “Hey, you don’t think she maybe hired someone, and they threw it through the wrong window by mistake?”

“I suppose it’s a possibility, but it seems farfetched. She’s supposed to be broke. It’s likely some kids pulling a prank.”

That made a lot more sense than someone with dark motives. I splashed some whiskey in a glass. “You want some?”

“Sure.”

Phil and I sat down to stare at the fire and nurse our whiskeys. It would have been a lot nicer if we weren’t both worried about that stupid rock. 

At last the three men returned, shaking snow from their coats and stomping their feet. They were grateful for the drinks and the fire.

“It’s snowing,” Binky declared as if that were the most important thing at the moment.

Phil dashed to the window to get a look.

“Find anything?” I asked.

“Not a thing,” Hale said. “The snow only just started, so there were no footprints. And no sign anyone had been there.”

“Froze our backsides off for nothing,” Chaz agreed. “I’d say she did it herself, but I don’t see how.”

“Maybe it was the same person that took Mrs. Pennyfather’s brooch,” Binky suggested.

“Doubtful,” I said. “There are two different crimes here. If they are indeed crimes. Theft is not quite the same thing as destruction of property. If the brooch was stolen. I’m not entirely convinced it wasn’t just lost.”

“One weird thing, though,” Hale said. “There’s another Santa missing.”

I stared at him open-mouthed then dashed into the hall. Sure enough, the Father Christmas figurine with the medieval bagpipes was missing. Something very strange was going on. I wandered back into the sitting room deep in thought.

“What is it?” Chaz asked.

“That’s two figurines that have gone missing,” I said. 

“Yeah, so?” Hale asked.

“Well, the first went missing right after Louise discovered her brooch was gone.”

“And the next after a rock sailed through a window,” Phil said from her perch on the window seat.

I nodded. “Right. Are the disappearing figurines connected to the incidents? Or is it simply a coincidence?”

“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Hale said.

“Nor do I,” I agreed. “And where is Lord Bryden?”
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The next day broke with a hard, cold light. I stumbled to the window, half-asleep, and threw back the curtains. The garden was blanketed in white. In fact, the snow was so thick on the ground, one could hardly tell what were plants and what was path.

“It snowed,” I announced. “Quite a lot, actually.”

Hale groaned and burrowed under the down quilt, head buried under the pillow. He was clearly not in a mood to get out of bed, but there was no way I was going back to sleep. 

Deep inside there was a buzzing, as if my very bones vibrated with energy. I needed coffee. Or barring that, a very strong cup of tea. Or twelve. Then I would plan my strategy. Something strange was going on, and I was determined to find out what it was. Surely I could discover something about our missing host at the very least. Perhaps even a clue as to why he had brought us all here.

Davina was just setting out a pot of tea in the dining room. Today’s dress was the color of wine and showed off her figure well. Her lipstick matched her dress, as did her shoes. “Good morning, my lady. I hope you slept well.”

“Good morning. I did, more or less. Aside from that bit of excitement in the small hours.” 

She handed me a cup. “I suppose such things keep life interesting.”

“I’m really sorry someone threw a rock through Olivia’s window. And about the mess. Have you seen her this morning?”

The reminder of the damage to her property didn’t faze her one bit. She remained as calm as ever. “I haven’t seen her this morning. Don’t worry at all. I’ll have the window fixed immediately. Don’t want the snow getting in.”

“That’s true. It does look marvelous though.” In a large shrub outside the dining room window, a robin hopped from branch to branch, knocking tiny clumps of snow to the ground in little showers. It was picture perfect.

“Very pretty. If one enjoys being housebound,” she said wryly. “Or at the least, village bound.”

I filled the cup from the pot. “What do you mean?”

“I’m sure you noticed that there is only one road in and out of Winter Haven.”

“Yes, I did notice.” It wasn’t very uncommon in these small country villages.

“The snow has made the road impassable. We’ll be stuck here until it melts, which hopefully will not be long.”

“Does that mean Lord Bryden won’t be able to get through?” I sat down at the table and dosed my tea liberally with milk and sugar.

“Unless he can fly.”

I laughed. “Good one.”

“Pardon?” She gave me a surprised look. 

“Your joke. It was funny.”

“Oh, was that a joke? How interesting.”

I gave her a sideways glance. She was an odd duck. “Yes, well.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. “So we’re stuck here then?”

She nodded. “For the foreseeable future.”

“Well, I guess we might as well make the most of it and enjoy ourselves.”

“You can always explore the village once a path is dug. There’s not much to see, but it’s good exercise. Now if you will excuse me, I will return to my duties.” Without waiting for my answer, she left the room and headed toward the kitchen, her sensible heels clicking on the wood floor. 

“Good morning, Ophelia.” Phil breezed into the room looking like a picture. Her short, dark hair was neatly coiffed, and her rose pink wool dress brought out the color in her cheeks.

“You’re up early,” I said as she sat down.

“All the excitement, I guess. I hardly slept last night.” She took a bite of toast. “Whoever the cook is, she sure knows how to make strawberry preserves. Did you see the snow?”

“Ah, yes. About that.” I shared the same news Davina had told me about being snowed in.

She frowned and took another bite of toast. After chewing thoroughly, she said, “Exploring the village could be fun, I suppose. Maybe we can find out more about whoever threw a rock through Olivia’s window.”

“Agreed. I say we finish our breakfast, then we search the place. See if we can find any clues,” I suggested. “I’m sure there will be something somewhere that will clear this up.”

“I’ll need more of this delicious strawberry preserve if I’m to investigate.” Phil got up and slathered four slices of bread with the lovely red spread. She placed two pieces in front of me. I’d no idea how she knew I’d want them. Perhaps I was getting predictable, but I thanked her and dove in.

The minute breakfast was done, we left our dishes for Zinnia to collect and went to change into warmer clothes. Hale must have woken while I was at breakfast, as my room was empty when I arrived. I chose a black and white knitted ensemble, a pair of fur lined boots, and my favorite mink coat with my new Don Juan hat and then rejoined Phil. Her red wool coat looked very smart and perfect for the season. 

We decided to circle the house and see if we could find anything the men missed in the dark. I was glad I’d chosen the boots, as the snow was ankle deep and my feet would have been soaked in no time. As it was, I was quite toasty.

“There’s Olivia’s window.” Phil pointed. It was easy to tell which she meant as someone—probably Davina—had fastened a board on the inside over the broken glass.

Unfortunately, if there had been any footsteps or other clues, they were now buried under several inches of snow. We could be standing right on top of something important and never know it.

“We could scrape the snow away and see if we find... something,” Phil suggested halfheartedly.

I shook my head. “It might ruin anything that’s there. Not that there is anything there, but I think we should wait until the snow melts a bit so we can get a better look.”

“Good thinking. To the village!” She charged down what appeared to be a narrow footpath.

The path wound between overgrown bushes, around the other side of the house, and through an archway onto the main road. About half a dozen sad little cottages huddled on either side of the road. Directly across from us was a low stone wall and—beyond it—ancient grave markers jutting through the snow.

“You know,” Phil said, “a great place to glean information would be a pub, but this place doesn’t seem to have one. Have you ever heard of a village in all of England without a pub?”

I couldn’t say I had. “There must be somewhere nearby where these people drink. We should look around.”

We walked up to the end of the row of houses. Smoke trickled from some of the chimneys, but not all. There was not a single sign that any of the buildings served as a pub or any other similar type of establishment. It was... odd. Just as odd as the fact that not a single denizen so much as peered out the window to get a look at the strange women parading through their village. Not even a curtain twitch.

The place gave me the heebie-jeebies.

“Maybe we should check out the cemetery,” I suggested.

She lifted a brow. “The cemetery? Why?”

“I don’t know. Only that it’s across from the inn, so maybe our stone thrower staked out the place from there? I know it’s a stretch.”

“Sounds good enough to me.”

The snow crunched beneath our feet as we crossed the road and opened the gate to the cemetery. It creaked heavily as if it hadn’t been oiled in some time. 

The graveyard was clearly ancient, many of the stones having already crumbled into ruin, and others were swathed heavily in ivy vines. Speaking of ruins, beyond the graves were the remnants of what had once been an old church. Which meant at some time this village had more... well... life to it. 

“Looks like it burned down,” Phil whispered.

“Why are you whispering?” I whispered back.

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“Well, you’re right about the fire. Some of those stones are completely black. Looks like it was a long time ago, though.”

We walked closer, and I stubbed my foot on what I thought was another fallen grave marker, but as I brushed some of the snow away with the edge of my boot, I realized it was something more. “Here, help me.” 

We bent down and used our gloved hands to scoop the snow away from what appeared to be a memorial plaque set into a large stone. I managed to clear enough I could read the plaque. 

“On this spot was hanged Alice Potts, witch.” 

––––––––
[image: image]


“DAVINA, CAN I ASK YOU something?” 

She gave me a vague smile and continued folding linens. “Of course, my Lady. Miss Dearling. Have a seat.”

Phil and I had tracked her down in the kitchen where she was dealing with laundry. A stew that smelled like heaven bubbled away on the stove, and the cook—a plump young woman who eyed us with grave suspicion—had just taken fresh bread from the oven. Breakfast had been less than two hours ago, but my stomach rumbled in anticipation.

“Where is the pub?” Phil blurted as we sat down.

Davina’s eyes widened, and she let out a bark of laughter. “Is that all?”

“I just think it’s strange there’s no pub,” she said.

“Well, there was one once, many years ago, but it closed. Not enough customers, I suppose. If the villagers need a drink, they’re free to come here. I’ve a snug just off the kitchen. It does the trick.” She finished folding a towel and placed it on the growing pile. 

“Do any ever come?” I asked. “I didn’t notice any last night. Or the night before.” 

“Once in a great while one or two pop in,” she said, “but they prefer to keep their distance.”

“Is that because you’re a witch?” It was my turn to blurt.

The cook let out a gasp.

“Excuse me?” Davina gave me a hard look.

The cook reached down, took a bottle out of a cupboard, and took a swig of what I could only assume was alcohol. She looked at me and took another swig.

“Really, Lottie.” Davina sounded tired. “Must you take to drinking in the middle of the day?”

“Sometimes there ain’t a thing a body can do but drink,” Lottie said stubbornly. “Besides, this is my kitchen.”

“You’re right, of course, Lottie.” Davina smiled at her before giving me another hard look. “What makes you say I’m a witch?”

“I don’t mean a real witch, of course. No such thing. I mean the villagers think you’re one.” I didn’t want to put Zinnia in hot water.

Davina skewered me with that hard stare.

Phil broke first. “We found the plaque.” 

“The one for Alice Potts,” I said. “She was an ancestor of yours?”

Davina’s stare eased, and her lips quirked just a bit. “Ah, yes. My several times great-grandmother.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“Oh, it was a long time ago. She was a wise woman. An herbalist. A healer. A midwife. But you know how people are when anyone is different. It was the height of the witch hunts, and illness stalked the community.” She shrugged. “Alice payed the price for a frightened village and a zealot priest.”

“Don’t forget the curse,” Lottie, the cook, muttered.

“Curse?” Phil perked up.

Davina rolled her eyes. “It’s ridiculous, of course. But they say when the hangman put the noose around Alice’s neck, she cursed the villagers. Said that ill luck would come to any who dared harm her kin. That to prove the curse was real, that night the church would burn.”

Phil’s eyes were wide as saucers. “And it did!”

Davina nodded. “It did. From that day to this there has been an uneasy truce between my family and the villagers. Although now there isn’t much of either left. Maybe that’s the real curse.”

Lottie snorted.

“Could the curse be responsible for what’s happening now?” Phil asked. “The missing brooch? The broken window?”

It was Lottie’s turn to roll her eyes. “Don’t be daft, lass.”

Davina laughed. “Of course not. Whatever is going on with your party, there’s no curse involved. Just human misbehavior.”

“That’s interesting,” I said, “but it doesn’t help us. I was hoping to speak to some locals. See if they’ve seen anything that might help us figure out who is doing this.”

“Pop into the snug tonight. I’m certain we’ll have visitors thanks to the snow,” Davina said.

“I will. Thank you.”

As we got up, Phil said, “Well I, for one, am relieved.” 

“About what?” I asked.

“That Davina isn’t a witch,” she said, giving the innkeeper a wide grin.

Davina returned her grin. “Who says I’m not a witch?”

I swear poor Phil nearly passed out then and there.
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Chapter 5
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That evening, Phil and I left the rest of the group to party away in the sitting room while we made our way to the back of the inn. The snug was down a short flagstone paved hallway just off the kitchen and had a low window looking out over the side garden. I imagined in summer it was full of herbs and vegetables and would offer a lovely view. 

Typically, snugs were cozy rooms inside a pub where patrons could enjoy a private drink. However, this snug was the pub. The room was hardly larger than my bathroom upstairs with bare wide plank floors­—no doubt in case of spills—and walls of smooth, aged river stone. The ceiling was low with heavy oak beams darkened by age and woodsmoke. In one corner sat a small, ornate wood burning stove which radiated enough heat I wished I were wearing a summer dress. Diagonally stood a corner bar, just large enough for a single person to squeeze behind. On the wall behind it, shelves held glasses and bottles of liquor, and in front if it were a couple of stools. The rest of the space was taken up by a plush loveseat and an overstuffed chair with a table between them for resting one’s drink. 

Davina had decorated for Yule. Thick garlands of greenery outlined the door and window frames, and a trio of fat, white candles burned on the windowsill. I remember reading somewhere that the candles represented the return of the sun on winter’s longest night.

The barstools and chair were currently taken by locals, all men. Davina waved to us from behind the bar where she was pouring a glass of cider from a jug. “Come on in, ladies. Join us. Gentlemen, these are two of my guests this week.”

Three pairs of eyes swung our way and three gruff voices muttered what could only be described as complaints, although I couldn’t hear precisely what they said. Once they’d looked their fill, they turned back to their drinks.

Davina handed Phil and me each a small glass of cider. “Have a seat on the couch. They’ll warm up to you soon enough.”

“They don’t seem very warm,” I said, eyeing the men who kept glancing our way from under their eyebrows. 

“Give them time. I’ll work a little magic.” 

I didn’t roll my eyes, I swear, but I wanted to. Instead, I took a seat on the small sofa and scootched over to make room for Phil. 

The elderly man hunched in the chair next to us eyed us over his pint glass. His eyebrows were so wildly thick, they looked like white caterpillars about to jump off his face. “So what’re you doin’ here then?”

“Having a drink,” Phil giggled.

He gave her a look that told me he had serious doubts about her mental capacity. “I mean here in Winter Haven.”

“We’re here for the holidays,” I explained. “A sort of house party, if you will.”

“Whyn’t you have it at your own house then?”

“Because it isn’t our party. We were invited,” I told him. “Only our host hasn’t arrived yet.”

He snorted, but otherwise didn’t respond. 

“Do you live nearby?” I asked.

He chuckled over that. “Everyone lives nearby, miss.”

I didn’t correct him. I thought he might open up more if we were on friendly terms. “Please, call me Ophelia. This is my friend, Phil.”

“Odd name for a girl.”

Phil laughed. “It’s Philoma, but I like my friends to call me Phil.”

He took a long draught of cider. “Martin.”

“Nice to meet you, Martin,” we said politely and in unison.

“Live just across the way.” He waved in the general direction of the road. “As do the lads.”

I assumed he meant the lads at the bar, although not a one of them was under sixty. “Nice to be so close to the, er, pub. I was wondering, have you seen any strangers about recently?”

“Other than you, I assume. Can’t say as I have.”

“What about them?” Phil asked, nodding to the other patrons.

Martin raised his voice. “George, Tim, you seen any strange folk about?”

The two men swiveled on their stools, stared at us a beat, then slowly shook their heads. Then they swiveled back around and returned to the serious business of drinking.

I sighed. “Well, that’s a bust. I was hoping someone had seen something suspicious.”

“You didn’t ask about anything suspicious,” Martin pointed out. “You asked about strange folk. It’s not the same a’tall.”

“Why? Have you seen something?” I asked, leaning forward.

“Mayhap. Mayhap not.” He glanced at his nearly empty glass.

The old codger! I signaled Davina to bring him another. “My treat.”

He beamed. “Very kind, miss. Now, let me see, I was out getting a breath of fresh air one night and happened to be walking by the inn. Next I know, something comes sailing out a window. Nearly hits me square on the head.”

“What was it?” Phil asked.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of fabric. He slowly peeled back the layers, revealing what lay inside.

“It’s one of the missing Father Christmas figurines!” I said. “But why would someone throw it out the window?”

“Don’t know. Brought it to ask Davina. Figured it might be hers.”

“You didn’t see who threw it?” I asked.

“’Fraid not. Did see what window it came from, though, if that helps?”

Both Phil and I nodded eagerly. 

“’Twas the one right over the library window.”

That was Binky’s room, but why was he throwing Father Christmas figurines out his window? Was he somehow mixed up in all this? Whatever this was.

“Thank you, Martin, you’ve been a great help,” I said, standing up. “I’m afraid we have to get going now, but have a lovely evening.”

“Why would Binky throw a Father Christmas out the window?” Phil asked, echoing my own thoughts as we hurried back down the hall.

“No idea,” I admitted. “I say we go ask him.”
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IT WAS LATE IN THE evening, well past dark. The lot of us were gathered in the sitting room for cocktails before supper. Binky was draped across the window seat looking petulant. Since it was pretty much his normal state, I didn’t let that stop me.

“Tell me, Binky,” I said, looming over him, “why would you steal one of Davina’s Father Christmases?”

He started a little, but then shot me a glare. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You were seen.” It was a lie, but a useful one. 

“No, I wasn’t,” he scoffed. Then, as if realizing what he’d said, “Doing what?”

“Throwing one of the figurines out your window in the middle of the night. Why would you do that?”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t me. Whoever told you they saw me is lying.”

“It was your window, Binky. Who else could it have been?”

“Anyone! It could have been anyone.” He stood up suddenly. “I don’t have to be harassed like this.” He marched out the door stiffly like he’d a poker shoved somewhere the sun did not shine.

“What is his problem?” Aunt Butty asked. Her hair was neatly waved, and she wore a diamond hairclip in the shape of a grape cluster that was so gaudy I could hardly take my eyes off it. 

I explained to her and the rest of the room what Phil and I had found out. 

“And this... Martin fellow was certain it was Binky’s window?” Louise asked. Peaches was perched on her lap and was completely unconcerned by the proceedings.

“He didn’t know it was Binky’s window, of course,” I admitted, “but he described where it was. Binky’s room is the only one on that side of the inn with a window facing the road.”

“Except for the hall window,” Hale said.

I turned to stare at him. “Hall window?”

“It’s mostly hidden by that vase of green stuff, but it’s there,” he assured me. “Right above the library next to Binky’s window.”

“The plot thickens,” Phil muttered. “I was sure it was him. Binky I mean. But if it was the hall window, then Binky’s right, anyone could have done it.”

“But why? Why would someone take a Father Christmas and throw it out the window?” The whole thing was bizarre.

“Maybe to throw you off the scent,” Chaz said. “Red herring, that sort of thing.”

“This whole thing is ridiculous nonsense,” Olivia said, but everyone ignored her. 

Davina had just rung the supper gong when there was a banging at the door. The proprietress went to answer it while we lingered in the hall, curiosity getting the better of us. A man entered in a whirl of snow and frigid air. 

“Have the guests arrived, Miss Potts?” His voice was smooth and upper crust, but his overcoat, while clean with good lines, was at least ten years out of fashion and well worn.

“Yes, Mr. Ainsley. Two days ago.” Her voice was dry. “Allow me to take your coat.”

The man handed Davina his hat and coat, gloves and scarf, then turned and looked us over. “Ah, you’re all here. Welcome. Please forgive my tardiness. I was unavoidably detained in London. I am Mr. Ainsley.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to us?” Louise asked haughtily. Peaches barked.

“I’m Lord Bryden’s secretary,” he explained smoothly.

“Where is our host? And how exactly did you get here?” Aunt Butty demanded. “The roads are blocked. We’re completely snowed in.”

“I’m afraid Lord Bryden has been somewhat delayed. He sends his apologies. As for how I got here, well, of course, the roads are impassable by car, but I walked.”

“Through the snow?” Chaz gave him a once over. “That stuff is practically knee deep.”

Ainsley chuckled. “Hardly that, dear boy. Come, come. I understand supper is ready. Shall we?” And he strode into the dining room, leaving us to follow. 

That in and of itself was odd. For one thing, he should have introduced himself to each and every guest, ensured he knew all our names, but he acted as if either it wasn’t important or he knew already. For another, as a mere secretary and a representative of his lordship, he should have waited for the rest of us to pass into the dining room first. Finally, the familiar way he’d addressed Chaz was... shocking and wildly inappropriate. Surely if Lord Bryden knew his secretary had behaved in such a manner, he’d have fired the man at once!

Granted, my own maid, Maddie, frequently addressed me in a familiar manner, but that was different. We’d been together a long time. I made allowances. However, if she’d addressed a guest in my home the same way, she’d have had a sharp rebuke coming. Well, unless it was Aunt Butty, of course. Or Chaz. Or... the point being, most people—particularly English lords—were not in the habit of allowing their employees to address guests rudely.

But perhaps oddest of all was the fact he planned to dine with us. It wasn’t that secretaries didn’t occasionally dine with their employers; they often did, but in a situation where his employer wasn’t present it seemed... unusual.

The meal went as smoothly as could be expected. I ignored Olivia and she ignored me, other than to make the occasional verbal jab. Binky was already soused and half-asleep. He would randomly insert something nonsensical into the conversation. For instance, Hale and Chaz were debating which form of jazz was the most underappreciated and which musician perfectly embodied this form. 

“I’m telling you, Duke Ellington is the king. You never heard jazz until you hear him play,” Hale insisted.

“But what about Earl Hines?” Chaz parried. “He’s a marvel. Incredibly talented.”

“I once went fishing with Lord Espeon,” Binky announced.

We all stared at him. 

“Well, I did.” He buried his face in the soup bowl. Metaphorically, of course. He’d better manners than that, even when drunk.

Aunt Butty and Louise tried to draw Ainsley into conversation. 

“How long have you worked for his lordship?” Aunt Butty asked.

“Long enough.” He all but smirked at her.

She didn’t give up. “Where did you say you were from?” 

“I didn’t.” He gave her a cold smile. “But as you can see, he asked me to host you until his arrival.”

Louise snorted. “Did he.”

“Of course he did,” he gritted out.

“Lord Bryden,” she mused. “I met him once. A party in Mayfair. I do recall his secretary, but he was a much older man.”

“Of course.” Ainsley’s smile was tight. “That was my father. He passed recently, and I took over.”

“How funny it wasn’t mentioned in the papers.” Louise looked down her nose in the most aristocratic way possible. “I make it a habit of reading the obituaries.”

Now that was morbid.

Ainsley practically sneered back. “Perhaps you missed that particular paper.”

“Perhaps,” she conceded, although she did not appear in any way convinced.

Phil’s eyes glittered with excitement as she leaned close. “Something strange is going on, isn’t it?”

“Very,” I agreed. “I’m not sure that man is really Lord Bryden’s secretary.”

“Then who is he?”

“No idea. But we’re going to find out if Louise has anything to say about it.”

Unfortunately, as it turned out, while Louise had plenty to say, the evening would soon leave us more questions than answers. 
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Chapter 6
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After supper, and in keeping with the festive season, Davina served us hot buttered rum in the drawing room from a large, steaming pot. The Yule log burned merrily, and the room was nicely decorated with the greenery we’d collected. Outside, snow still fell.

I pulled Aunt Butty to the side where we wouldn’t be overheard. “I don’t believe Mr. Ainsley walked here. Do you?”

“Not a word of it. Do you see how shiny his shoes are? And the soles are leather. Dress shoes. They’d be ruined in the snow.” She took a sip of her warm drink. “Delicious. I must get the recipe from Davina.”

“He’s not Lord Bryden’s secretary, is he?” I brought her back ‘round to the question at hand.

“It’s possible, I suppose,” she mused, “but doubtful. He doesn’t behave like any secretary I’ve ever met.”

“Then who is he?” I asked.

“No idea, but we should ask.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “And we should find out why he brought us here.”

“If indeed he did bring us here,” she pointed out.

Before we could do so, Ainsley stood up and called our attention. “I suppose you’re wondering why I brought you here.”

We all exchanged looks, then nodded almost as one.

“That’s an understatement,” Louise said dryly. Peaches growled as if agreeing.

“You have all done things which you need to answer for,” he said.

“What do you mean by ‘things?’” Hale demanded.

“Crimes. Misdeeds.” He smirked. “Evil.”

Phil laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Am I?” The man leered at her.

“You are, rather,” I said. “There is only one person here who has ever committed anything like a crime.” I glanced at Olivia who turned her nose up. “Unfortunately, it can’t be proved.” I didn’t mention Binky’s shenanigans at the house party in Devon a couple years back. Aunt Butty and I had promised to keep mum on that business.

“Oh, I am certain more of you have things you would not like being made public,” Ainsley assured me.

Well, that was another matter. There were plenty of things none of us wanted getting out. My penchant for breaking and entering, which was only done for the good, I’ll have you know. The fact that Chaz preferred the company of gentlemen. That was, I suppose, technically illegal. Don’t get me started on how ridiculous I thought that law was. Binky’s past was just that, the past. I was sure Aunt Butty and Louise probably had a few escapades under their belts they’d rather not be made public. And then there was Hale. Him living with me could put him in danger. Phil probably had secrets, too, but if she did, I wasn’t yet privy to them.

I decided to play along. “Very well. Let’s say you’re right and that we have things we’d rather not be made public. What do you plan to do about it?”

Ainsley’s smile was beyond smarmy. “I’m glad you asked. I plan for you to pay me a large sum of money to keep quiet.”

I snorted. “You’re joking, right?”

“I am not.” His expression was grim to the point of being deadly. In that moment I realized that while we may not be dealing with our host or even a secretary of Lord Bryden, we were certainly dealing with a dangerous person.

“All right, what do you want?” I asked, propping my hip against the arm of the sofa. “Specifically.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere.” His smile grew wider. He knocked back a slug of hut buttered rum and took a step forward, then he stopped. His gaze was fixed on me, and his eyes went wide. 

“Well?” I prodded.

He opened his mouth, then he closed it. He looked rather like a fish, complete with buggy eyes. His hands went to his throat as if he were trying to pull something away. His face flushed red.

“I think something is wrong with him,” Aunt Butty said. 

“He’s choking,” Louise said.

Hale strode forward and grabbed the man and gave him several whacks on the back, but to no avail. Ainsley slumped forward and sagged onto the floor. His eyes stared blankly at the ceiling.

“Oh my stars and garters,” Aunt Butty whispered, peering down at Ainsley’s prone form. “I think he’s dead.”
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“WHAT DO WE DO?” PHIL whispered, staring in horror at Ainsley’s body now slumped on the floor.

“We should call the police immediately,” Aunt Butty said.

“No!” Olivia protested.

We all glared at her. 

She lifted her chin. “I mean, we can’t. Look out there. Snow’s too heavy for the police to get through, surely.”

“She’s right,” Davina agreed. “We don’t even have a local constable. We’d have to ring the department in Avebury. Even if the roads were clear, they wouldn’t be able to get here by morning.”

“We should still call them, though. They won’t take too kindly to us if we don’t at least let them know,” I said.

“I will make the call,” Davina said. 

“Wait.” I stepped closer. “You don’t seem very upset that this man is dead.”

She glanced at the body. “Should I be? I never met the man.” 

Her response seemed cold. “He’s a guest at your inn.”

“I didn’t kill him, and he seemed like he was not a nice man. Now that he’s dead, none of you have to worry about whatever he was going to reveal. Am I wrong?” She gave me a cool look which made me wonder if Davina had something to hide.

“Better go and ring the police,” Aunt Butty urged. 

Davina nodded slightly and strode from the room. There was a phone in the entry hall, and I assumed she went to use that.

“How’d Ainsley die?” I asked no one in particular. “He seemed perfectly healthy.”

Chaz used his handkerchief to pick up the man’s mug which had fallen to the floor. He gave it a sniff. “I don’t smell anything but alcohol.”

“His drink could still have been poisoned. There are plenty of things which don’t leave a scent,” I pointed out. “We should save that for the police, though.”

He nodded and wrapped it carefully. After looking around, he put it inside a cabinet for safe keeping.

“The only one who touched the drink other than himself was Davina,” I said. “Do you suppose she did it?”

“Why, though?” Hale asked. “Davina said she never met the man. What would her motive be?”

“I have an idea.” Without explaining, I rushed out into the hall. There on the table sat nine figurines. I returned to the sitting room. “Another Father Christmas has gone missing.”

The last two times the figures had gone missing, it had been over something trivial, but this time it was serious. Which didn’t bode well.

Just then Davina returned. “I’m afraid I have been unable to notify the police. The telephone is dead.”

“It’s not snowing that hard,” Chaz protested.

“It isn’t the snow,” Davina assured him. “The line has been cut.”

“Well, that’s not good, is it?” Louise said.

It wasn’t. Because now we were stuck here with a murderer and no way to call for help.

So much for Yuletide cheer.
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“Perhaps we should move the body to the cold cellar.” Davina appeared completely unruffled by the shocking events in her sitting room. “It doesn’t seem right to leave him here.”

“Not to mention the chill temperature will keep him preserved,” Aunt Butty pointed out.

The rest of us ignored her, but she was right. We had no idea how long it would be before the police could make it through the snow. Once we were finally able to contact them, that is.

“Good idea, Davina, but how do we get him down there?” I mused.

“We could roll him onto the rug here, then use it like a stretcher,” Hale suggested. 

“That’s uncouth,” Binky said with a sniff.

“What do you suggest then, old man?” Chaz sneered. “Let him lay there while we drink tea over his corpse?”

Binky went downright green. “I-I suppose there’s no other choice.”

“None,” Aunt Butty agreed. “Until the authorities arrive, we shall have to make do.”

“Well put, my dear,” Louise said as she fed Peaches a bit of leftover meat from supper. “There’s simply nothing for it but to wait. And he cannot wait there.” She pointed dramatically. Peaches barked in agreement.

Chaz and Hale divested themselves of their dinner jackets and with a lot of heaving and grunting managed to get Ainsley onto the rug. Then, with Davina leading the way, they staggered toward the cellar.

“You could have helped,” Phil said pointedly to Binky.

“So could have you,” he said mulishly. “I have a bad back.”

“You have a weak spine,” Aunt Butty said. “That hardly constitutes a bad back.”

Olivia let out a bray of laughter. “She got you there, Binks.” She was draped across a chaise longue, picking at her cuticles like a man hadn’t just dropped dead in front of us.

“I’m sure Chaz and Hale can handle it,” I said. “The question on my mind is how did he die?”

“Poison, right?” Phil said. “Had to be.”

“But Davina served us all from the same bowl,” I pointed out. “If the drink had been poisoned, we’d all be dead.” I shot a look at Olivia, but she merely gave me a sly smile and lifted her glass as if to toast me. A few choice words drifted through my mind, but I ruthlessly repressed them. “What about his food? Did he eat anything the rest of us didn’t? Louise, you were sitting close to him. Did you notice anything?”

“Afraid not, my dear. He and I certainly ate all of the same things. Oh, except those deviled kidneys. I don’t care for those.”

I didn’t blame her. Frankly, there was no amount of spiced sauce that could turn lamb kidneys into something edible. 

“I ate them,” Aunt Butty said.

Phil nodded. “Me, too.”

“What about his wine?” I asked.

Louise leaned back in her chair thoughtfully. “We were both always served from the same bottle. I drank all mine. I’m not sure if he drank all his, but he certainly wasn’t served anything I wasn’t.”

“Which means the poison must have been put directly into his glass,” I said. “Is that possible? Could the killer have done it without anyone seeing?”

“At dinner? Impossible.” Louise sounded quite sure. “I would have noticed.”

“Same here after dinner,” Phil pointed out. “I was standing right next to Davina. I would have seen.”

Olivia laughed softly.

“What’s so funny, Olivia?” I asked.

“I can’t believe you haven’t thought of it.”

“Thought of what?” Aunt Butty snapped. 

Olivia stood and sauntered over to the urn to serve herself another cup of hot buttered rum. “It’s obvious.”

I gritted my teeth. “Go on.”

“Well,” she took a sip of her drink, “if the poison wasn’t in the food and it wasn’t in the drink, then it was most likely already in one of the glasses or dishes.”

“We’ve already gone through that—”

She raised a hand. “Hear me out. I was reading in a book the other day about how the killer laced a glass with poison in a way no one would notice.”

“Go on.” Aunt Butty’s eyes were narrowed dangerously.

“The killer got hold of a liquid form of the poison and used a paintbrush to paint the inside of the glass with it. When it dried, it was completely unnoticeable. Once the wine was poured into the glass, the poison mixed with the liquid, reconstituting. The victim essentially poisoned himself without ever realizing it.” She gave me a smug look.

“It’s a good idea,” I admitted, albeit reluctantly, “but how could anyone be sure Ainsley would be the one to get that particular glass? They were all set out on a tray when we came in and Davina chose them randomly.”

“Unless it was done at dinner,” Phil pointed out. “The table was already set, and there were place cards at everyone’s seat. Except for Ainsley, of course, since he arrived just as dinner was being served. His place setting was brought out directly from the kitchen right after we were seated.”

“Then there wasn’t time to paint any of his glasses with poison and let it dry.” Aunt Butty sounded disappointed.

“Not true,” I argued. “It could have been a dish brought out later, thus giving it time to dry. Like the sticky toffee pudding for instance. It would certainly ensure the right person sat in front of the poison tainted dish. He could have easily ingested the poison at dinner, and it took long enough to work he keeled over during after dinner drinks, making it less obvious how it happened.”

“What I want to know is why?” Aunt Butty said.

“Why what?” I asked.

“Why Ainsley? Why kill that particular man?”

“Because he was blackmailing all of you,” Olivia said. “Or at least he was going to.”

“None of us knew that,” I pointed out. “Not until he revealed it over drinks. Whoever killed him had a motive that predated that revelation.”

“And what do you think that was?” Louise asked.

“Good question,” I said. Unfortunately, I had no answer. At least not yet.
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CHRISTMAS EVE DAWNED to gray skies, frigid temperatures, and the threat of more snow. The old inn was drafty and held a distinct chill, so I bundled myself up well in woolen trousers, a knit jumper, and a red wool swing coat with a fur collar. It was incredibly flattering, but not precisely meant for indoors. Still, needs must.

The phone line had yet to be repaired, so calling the police was out of the question.

“Have you any snowshoes, Davina? I could go for help.” Chaz offered over breakfast. Somewhere he’d scrounged up several mini minced pies, so I filched one off his plate. It was buttery and flakey and marvelously spicy

Davina mulled it over. “There might be an old pair in one of the outbuildings, but they won’t do you much good.”

“Why’s that?” Hale asked.

“Avebury is miles away. It would be an exceedingly long, cold trip. Better to wait until the snow clears and we can send a car. It shouldn’t be long now.”

“We could find someone with a working telephone,” Chaz pointed out.

Davina gave him a look. “You don’t need snowshoes for that. You can just walk across the street.”

Everyone donned warm outerwear—or rather more of it—and tromped up and down the street in search of a working telephone. It turned out the only person in the village other than Davina to have one was the old man Phil and I had met in the inn’s snug, Martin. Only his was out, too. We couldn’t see any damage, but the storm could have knocked it out or there could be a line down somewhere. He promised to ring the police as soon as it was working again.

“Well, there’s nothing for it,” Aunt Butty said once we’d all gathered in front of the inn “We should go find ourselves a tree.”

I blinked. “Aunt Butty, a man is dead. Surely a Christmas tree isn’t appropriate under the circumstances.”

“Pish posh. We don’t know the man. He lured us here under false pretenses. I, for one, do not intend to miss the festivities because of him.”

“Your aunt has a point,” Hale said.

There was no use arguing with Aunt Butty’s logic. “Of course she does. Christmas tree foraging it is.”

“Where’s Olivia?” Phil asked, glancing around. 

I realized I hadn’t seen her since the day before. She hadn’t been at breakfast, and she hadn’t joined us on our village excursion.

“Who cares?” Chaz voiced what everyone else was no doubt thinking. 

“I saw her late last night,” Binky spoke up. “Or rather heard her. She has the room next to mine. I heard her arguing with someone, so I threw a shoe against the wall to shut them up.”

“Do you know who it was she was arguing with?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.

He shrugged. “Not really. I was half asleep.”

“And this morning?” I asked. “Have you seen her?”

He shook his head. “Hasn’t come out of her room.”

“Then it’s her loss,” I said. I wondered if the argument was related to her sudden disinterest in joining us, but honestly, I wasn’t upset by her absence. I didn’t want her along on our little adventure, nor did I understand what she was doing here. I didn’t entirely buy her excuse of free room and board. She’d been invited by Lord Bryden, which really meant Ainsley, and while she’d said she had nothing for him to blackmail her about, he’d claimed he knew all of our secrets. How could he not know Olivia’s too? Whatever they may be. Besides the whole poisoning incident, of course. I doubted he knew about that.

We all bundled up and headed out into the winter wonderland that was Yule Manor Inn’s property. The grounds were edged by a thick wood. Surely we’d find a perfect tree somewhere in there.

My thighs were burning by the time we found one Aunt Butty declared “perfect.” Perfect isn’t exactly the word I would have used. It was a bit lopsided and the top curved, which would make putting a topper on it difficult, but it was cold, and I was tired. Everyone else must have been, too, because we all agreed it was a magnificent choice.

Hale took charge of cutting the thing down with a handsaw he’d found in one of the inn’s outbuildings, then he and Chaz each took a side of the stump and dragged it carefully over the snow, back toward the manor. The rest of us trooped along behind, singing “Oh, Christmas Tree” at the top of our lungs. Which is probably the only reason our lungs didn’t freeze.

Davina held the door wide so Hale and Chaz could get the tree inside. She eyed it as if it might jump out and grab her.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Aunt Butty said cheerfully. “I thought a Christmas tree was just what this place needed.”

“I celebrate Yule, not Christmas, so my tree is usually decorated a little differently, but I have some old Christmas ornaments in the attic, if you like,” Davina said. 

Aunt Butty perked up. “How do you usually decorate it?”

“With all the things I wish the New Year to bring. Coins for wealth. Fruits for a successful harvest. Charms for happiness.”

“We should definitely put some of that on the tree!” Aunt Butty was clearly excited by the prospect of a new—or rather old—tradition.

“Leave it here to dry out first. Don’t want the carpets ruined. If you’ll excuse me, I’m needed in the kitchen.” She strode off before anyone could ask the burning question of why she didn’t celebrate Christmas.

“She’s probably a witch like Zinnia said,” Phil whispered to me. “I hear this area of the country is rife with them.”

I grimaced. “Witches are not real, Phil.”

“Magic isn’t real,” she corrected. “Witches very definitely are.”

I was happy to leave the tree—and the conversation—where it was and head straight to the sitting room liquor cabinet. Aunt Butty and Louise were close behind me.

“I still feel bad about this,” Phil piped up as we divested ourselves of coats and such.

“About what, dear girl?” Louise asked, quickly mixing up her version of The Last Word, pouring it into a glass, and handing it to Aunt Butty before pouring another for Phil. Her version was a lighter green than the cocktails Chaz had made, which meant she’d used a lighter hand on the chartreuse. 

“Well, about going out to get a tree, celebrating the season, when that poor man is dead,” Phil said, accepting the glass from Louise.

“That poor man who lied to and threatened us?” Aunt Butty said dryly, sipping her drink. “We’ve been over this.”

“That doesn’t mean he deserved to die,” Phil insisted, taking a seat on the divan.

“You are correct, of course,” Louise agreed, handing me a glass, “but better him than us, I always say.”

“I know it seems callous,” I said, “but we’re still alive. And whatever horrible plans he had, he can’t hurt anyone now. That’s certainly something to celebrate.”

“But there’s still a killer out there,” Phil pointed out. “Someone in this house murdered that man.”

“I’m not sure that’s true.” Hale spoke from the doorway.

We all turned to stare at him. 

I finally found my voice. “What do you mean?”

“Davina told me she just came back from the cellar and the body is gone,” Chaz said, striding into the room.

“We went and checked,” Hale said from behind him. “It’s definitely gone.”

“Are you saying he wasn’t dead?” Aunt Butty asked.

Hale shrugged. “Could be. Or could be we’ve got not only a murderer on our hands, but a body snatcher.”

Louise sighed. “I’m going to need another cocktail.”
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“Father Christmas!” I blurted and dashed into the hall. No doubt it looked like I’d lost my mind, but I didn’t care. I was a woman on a mission.

Hale followed me out. “Say what?”

I quickly counted the Father Christmas figurines on the tray. “Another one’s gone.”

“Well, someone did steal a body,” Hale pointed out.

“Is that what it means? Or is it something else?” I glanced at the stairs. “I need to talk to Olivia.”

“Why?”

I frowned. “I’m not sure. I just have a nagging feeling she’s up to no good.”

“I’m coming with you.”

I wasn’t sure whether he meant to protect me from her or vice versa, but I was admittedly glad for the company. I banged on her door, but there was no answer, and the door was locked.

“I’ll find Davina,” Hale offered. “Bet she has the key.”

I figured that was a good idea. I could pick the lock, sort of, but I wasn’t nearly as proficient as Chaz. It’d probably be faster to let the proprietress use her key.

A few minutes later, Davina was unlocking Olivia’s door. I gave one more knock then shouted, “I’m coming in.”

I needn’t have bothered. The room was empty. Not a sign Olivia had ever been there except the lingering scent of her perfume and a rumpled bed that hadn’t yet been made.

“Where could she have gone?” I asked no one in particular.

“There’s no way she could drag her luggage through all that snow,” Hale pointed out. “Not without leaving obvious signs we would have noticed. Maybe she moved to another room?”

“There is no other room,” Davina said. “All those not in use are locked once Zinnia cleans them. That way they stay clean until they’re needed. There is no way she could be in one of those.”

“And the roads?” I asked. “Could someone have collected her?” Ainsley’s sudden appearance came to mind. Was he really dead? Or was he somehow in this with Olivia. Whatever this was.

“Still impassable,” Davina assured me.

“Olivia is behind all this,” I said. “She must be. Why else would she run?”

“What would her motive be?” Hale asked. “Besides, Ainsley was the one who was threatening to blackmail us. Which is ridiculous.”

“I don’t think he was really our blackmailer,” I mused. I turned to Davina. “Who made the arrangements for us all to stay here?”

“Mr. Ainsley on behalf of Lord Bryden,” she said.  

“You think Olivia rented this place, hired Ainsley to pose as blackmailer, put all this together? To what purpose? And where did she get the money?” Hale asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

He wasn’t done. “And why kill Ainsley and then leave before getting any blackmail money?”

“Again, I don’t know, but I’m going to find the answer.”

––––––––
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WHATEVER BIG PLANS I had to uncover Olivia’s schemes had to be put on hold. There was no sign she or anyone else had left the inn, nor were she or the body anywhere to be found. Which left us at an impasse with no answers.

“There is nothing to be done, Ophelia,” Aunt Butty assured me. “Not until the roads clear enough we can get someone through to the police. It’s Christmas. Let’s focus on that.”

“Good idea,” Louise agreed. “Let the Yule festivities continue!”

So we did. Starting with Christmas Eve cocktails that evening. Chaz served ‘round coupe glasses of the green liquid then joined Hale at the piano for a rousing round of “Jingle Bells.” Hale insisted it was a classic American carol. That was followed by a new song called “Winter Wonderland” which I thought was quite pretty.

“Do you miss home?” I asked Phil as she settled on the sofa beside me. I knew little of Phil’s family other than her aunt. And Binky, of course.

“A bit,” she admitted. Her blue eyes took on a faraway look. “We always had a full house at Christmas when I was a child. Aunts, uncles, cousins. Everyone popped in for a bit of fun and my mum’s Christmas cake. She is quite the baker.”

Not unlike Phil’s aunt. “Why didn’t you go home for Christmas?”

“My mother’s uncle died last year. He was ninety something and everyone thought he was poor as a pauper. Turns out he left her a nice little nest egg, so they decided to take a trip to Egypt. Mum’s always wanted to see the pyramids and temples and such, so Dad finally gave in and off they went.”

“Good for them,” I said. “Nothing like a little adventure to stir the blood.”   

The rest of the evening passed delightfully, and we all went off for a good night’s sleep before the gift exchange Christmas morning.

There were several brightly wrapped gifts under the tree. Binky played Father Christmas, passing them around to the intended recipients. 

“I’m afraid all of you except Hale and Aunt Butty will have to open your gifts later. I wasn’t expecting you to be here,” I explained.

“Naturally,” Louise agreed. “None of us expected the others.”

I felt bad thinking that, as Chaz had come alone, he wouldn’t have anything to open. Fortunately, since she’d invited him, Aunt Butty had the foresight to bring a gorgeous cashmere scarf as a gift for Chaz. He loved it, so all was well. 

My gift to Hale was a pair of cufflinks with gold musical notes imbedded on a mother-of-pearl background, as well as a new record by one of his favorite musicians I’d had imported from America. His gift to me was a song he’d written for me. It was lovely and incredibly thoughtful, and worth far more to me than any piece of jewelry. He also got me the latest Agatha Christie, which I perhaps loved even more than the song, but I would never admit that.

After the gifts, we spent the day enjoying a massive feast prepared by the cook, drinking copious amounts of wassail, playing rounds of cards, and enjoying plenty of festive music. 

At one point I left to go freshen up. On my way back downstairs, I came across Davina standing in the middle of the gallery looking a bit lost. I thought perhaps she was feeling down, what with being alone at the holidays, although she never seemed to be down about anything. She calmly moved through the inn as if she’d all the time in the world and nothing much perturbed her. 

“Wouldn’t you like to join us?” I asked. “It’s Christmas, after all.”

She glanced at me, startled. “Thank you, that’s kind, but there’s no need. I don’t celebrate Christmas.”

“I know, but still.” I wasn’t sure what else to say so I switched gears. “Is something wrong? I noticed you seemed a bit... I don’t know... upset?”

“It’s that.” She pointed to a section of the wall.

I wasn’t sure why flocked wallpaper should disturb her. Then I realized. “There was a painting there.” I squinted. “A landscape in a gold frame.” It had been a fairly large piece with muted colors. Not particularly attractive, though I didn’t say so. I didn’t think offending my hostess was a good idea. “Did you take it down for cleaning?”

“Not at all. It was there last night and now it’s gone.”

“The cook? Maid?” I suggested, though I didn’t see how either woman could have gotten the large, heavy artwork down by themselves.

She shook her head. “They both claim ignorance.”

“Could someone have snuck in via the snug?”

“No. I keep an eye on everyone. Besides, they’d never dare steal from me.” She gave me a look. “They think I’m a witch.”

I nearly laughed. What utter nonsense. I tried to figure out why anyone would steal such an ugly painting. “Was it worth anything?”

“It was by a fairly well-known Victorian artist,” she said, “and worth a good deal of money, yes. Although it would be difficult to transport such a large piece.”

“Worth it, perhaps, if someone could manage it,” I mused. 

“Yes,” she agreed. “Also, another Father Christmas figurine has gone missing.”

There were two people in this inn who desperately needed money: Binky and Olivia. Binky, however, had been with us all day. Not to mention he wasn’t the sort to play mind games. He just wasn’t terribly bright. Which left Olivia. Olivia who not only needed money but loved to play mind games. Although she could have never moved that painting on her own. She had to have had help, but who?

Only one person came to mind. A man who was supposed to be dead.
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Boxing Day fared no better than the rest of Yule. At least where Father Christmases were concerned.

Chaz stormed out of his room half dressed, having discovered a goodly amount of cash was missing from his wallet. The money was nowhere to be found, and neither was the Father Christmas figurine that went missing at the same time.

Over the next few days, other trinkets vanished, each absence punctuated by a missing Father Christmas. Aunt Butty was beside herself, Davina was a hairsbreadth from losing her composure, and there was still no sign of Olivia anywhere. Nor of Ainsley or his body.

“Are you sure she’s behind this?” Hale asked me late one evening. 

Everyone else was already abed, and we were still cuddled on the sofa, watching the fire burn low. The room had taken on a chill, so I pulled a blanket over us.

“I really don’t see who else it could be,” I said. “We know everyone. None of them would do such a thing.”

“What about Binky?”

“Well, Binky does need the money,” I admitted, “but I can’t see him pulling this sort of thing off.” Whatever “this sort of thing” was. I still wasn’t entirely sure.

He nodded thoughtfully. “Davina Potts? This is her inn, after all. She would be in the best position to fake an invitation.”

“That’s true,” I mused. “But again, what’s the motivation? Let’s say she needs money. Yes, Aunt Butty and I have it, as does Louise, but why us? Davina doesn’t know us, and we don’t know her. We’ve never been to this area before, and it’s not like we pop up in the society pages that often. How would she know what to blackmail us about? Not that any of us would ever pay a blackmailer.”

“It does seem farfetched,” he admitted.

I nodded. “As does anything to do with her cook or maid.”

“What about this Ainsley fellow?”

“Well, I’m betting he’s never met Lord Bryden, let alone worked for him.” I tapped my chin. “Let us suppose for a moment Olivia is behind all this, as I suspect. If she pulls it off, that’s two birds with one stone, so to speak. She gets her revenge, and she gets the money she wants.”

“With you so far.”

“Obviously, she can’t pull this off on her own. She needs at least one other person.”

“So she hires this Ainsley to not only pose as Lord Bryden’s secretary, but to help her with the thefts,” Hale guessed.

“Exactly. Only for whatever reason, he is delayed by the weather, which throws a bit of a monkey wrench in their plans.”

“But why kill him?” Hale asked.

“That is a problem. It seems an odd thing to do, especially right when he’s about to get to the juicy bit. The whole reason they came here.”

“Blackmail.”

“Right.” I sighed. “I cannot for the life of me figure out a reason for her to murder him. The only thing I can think of is that he was never dead in the first place. He was faking. That’s why his body disappeared.”

“I would have thought we’d have noticed if he was faking death,” Hale said dryly. “Besides, what’s the point in that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe to make it easier to sneak around and take things? Throw us off the scent?”

He mulled that over. “Okay, so why the Father Christmases?”

“Head games. Olivia loves to mess with people’s minds.”

“Let’s say you’re right about all this,” he said. “Where are they now?”

“I have no idea.”
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AS THE DAYS TICKED over between Christmas and New Year, more items went missing: an expensive vase, a wad of cash, a gold compact, and so on. Each time, another Father Christmas went with it. And yet still, there was no sign of Olivia or Ainsley. 

As for Binky, he seemed entirely innocent. I’d kept a close eye on him, and he was never anywhere near when the items went missing. The phone lines were still down, and the snow still prevented anyone driving in or out of the village, which meant we couldn’t get the police out to the inn. 

“Don’t worry,” Davina assured me on the evening of the 30th of December. “We’ve only two more days of Yule left. The sun will melt the snow soon enough.”

Three Father Christmases were left, including the one for that day. What—or who—would go missing with each of them? Worse, would someone end up dead?

We all kept close, spending a surprisingly quiet evening in the sitting room. Phil had borrowed a book from the library and had her nose buried deep in its pages. Aunt Butty and Louise played bridge with Chaz and Binky. Hale entertained us on the piano while I turned pages for him.  

It was nearly ten when I realized I hadn’t seen Phil in some time.

“She went to powder her nose,” Louise whispered a little too loudly when I asked.

Poor Phil would be so embarrassed. Thank goodness she wasn’t there at the moment. Still, I began to grow nervous as time stretched and she hadn’t returned.

Finally, I’d had enough. I excused myself and went in search of my friend. First, I checked in the powder room under the stairs. It was empty.

“Looking for someone?” Davina asked from where she was perched behind the register desk, doing paperwork.

“Phil. Have you seen her?”

Davina shook her head. “I only just sat down.”

“She seems to have disappeared.”

“Lot of that going around,” Davina said dryly.

I looked everywhere for Phil: her room, her bathroom. No sign of Phil. She wasn’t in the library, the snug—which was empty—or even outside. Where the devil had she got to? I was getting more worried by the minute. 

I finally went back to the sitting room to find the rest of the party in the midst of a rousing game of charades. Aunt Butty was currently posed like a teapot with one arm curled, fist planted firmly on her hip and the other arm curved up, hand pointed at the sky. Her green and gold turban somehow made her look even more the part.

“No luck?” Hale asked.

I shook my head. “Where could she be? I’ve looked everywhere. You don’t suppose­—”

I didn’t even finish my thought. I dashed out into the hall and went straight to the Father Christmases.

“Something wrong?” Davina asked.

“Very,” I said, pointing to the Father Christmases. “Another one’s gone.”
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“You didn’t see anyone take it?” I asked Davina.

She shook her head. “Whoever it was must have taken the figurine while I was in the kitchen. I went to get a fresh cup of tea.”

Sure enough, a white and pink china cup and saucer sat on the desk, steaming away. The kitchen was far enough from registration that whoever was behind this would have had plenty of time to take the Father Christmas without anyone having seen them. 

“I still can’t find Phil,” I told her. “I’ve looked everywhere.”

Davina glanced at the grandfather clock. “It’s nearly midnight. I say we rally everyone and search this place top to bottom.”

I nodded and went the get the troops. In no time at all, we’d spread out over the house. This was becoming a bad habit. 

I searched the floor where our rooms were located. Several rooms were locked tight, but I was able to search the rooms we occupied. I even went through the wardrobes. Nothing. Now what?

Nibbling on my thumb, I glanced at the nearest locked door. Was it possible someone had got hold of a key and perhaps locked Phil in one of the empty rooms? It was worth a shot. I strode toward the door and rapped loudly, calling out, “Phil! Are you in there? Phil?” I listened carefully. Nothing. 

I repeated that with each locked door. It was the very last one, the one on the other side of my bathroom, that I could have sworn I heard a muffled thump. I froze. “Phil, if that’s you, do it again.”

Another thump, much louder this time.

“Phil!” I shouted. “I’m coming. I’m going to pick this lock.”

Which was easier said than done. Yes, Chaz had taught me the fine art of lockpicking. Yes, I’d done it more than once. No, I still wasn’t any good at it. Well, good enough to get the job done; it just took a while.

At last, the lock clicked, the knob twisted, and the door swung open on creaking hinges. The room was dark and smelled of dried flowers and damp air. “Phil?” I reached open and turned on the light.

There she was, gagged, tied to a chair, and giving me a death glare. She let out a string of muffled words that it was probably best I couldn’t understand. I rushed across the floor and removed the gag.

“It’s about time,” she snapped. “My hands have gone numb.”

I went to work on the knots at her wrists. “What happened? Why are you tied up?”

“I was cold, so I came upstairs to grab a cardigan,” she said, wiggling her fingers to get feeling back. “I must have interrupted him in the middle of another theft because he wacked me over the head. When I woke up, I was tied up in here. I thought no one would ever find me.”

“Who?” I demanded. “Who did this.”

She grimaced. “Binky.”

Downstairs, the clock struck midnight. New Year’s Eve. Eleventh Day of Yule.
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I CHARGED DOWN THE stairs, Phil close on my heels, shouting, “Where’s that rat?”

“Please tell me this place doesn’t have rats.” Louise scooped up Peaches and glanced around as if rats might suddenly pour from the walls. 

“Not rats, Louise,” I assured her. “Just one rat. I’m talking about Binky.”

“He’s the one who shoved me in that room and tied me up,” Phil added.

“What room?” Louise blinked. “Why did he tie you up? Whatever is going on around here?”

“Good question,” Aunt Butty said, stomping out from the sitting room, cocktail glass in hand. Apparently, she’d been far less worried about Phil than I. “What is going on, Ophelia?”

“Has anyone seen Binky?” I demanded.

Everyone shook their heads. A bad feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. I’d been wrong all along about Olivia. It was Binky. I hurried to the registration desk. Sure enough, only one Father Christmas remained. 

“Ophelia?” Aunt Butty’s tone took on a dangerous edge.

“I’m not entirely sure what’s happening,” I admitted as Hale and Chaz joined us in the hall. Davina watched surreptitiously from her spot at the desk. No doubt this was the most exciting thing that had ever happened at the inn. “Phil, tell us what happened.”

“I could use a drink first,” she said.

We all trooped into the sitting room. Davina gave up any pretense of minding her own business and joined us. Chaz whipped up some Last Word cocktials and passed them around to fortify us.

“Tell them,” I prodded.

Phil nodded. “I was feeling chilled, so I went upstairs to my room to find a cardigan. I was just about to come downstairs again when I saw Binky skulking in the corridor. He was trying to get into one of the rooms. Probably to steal something. When he saw me, he got very upset. Next thing I knew, he’d dragged me into that guest room upstairs, gagged me, and tied me to a chair. It felt like hours before Ophelia found me.”

“How did he get in?” Davina asked. “I locked those rooms myself.”

“He had a key,” Phil said. 

“That’s impossible. I’ve got the only keys. They’re locked in my desk,” Davina insisted.

“I’ve no idea how he got the key, I just know he had it,” Phil said.

“We need to find Binky. I want to know what is going on and why he kidnapped Phil,” I said. “Before the last Father Christmas goes missing.”

“Why?” Hale asked. “What do you think will happen?”

“I don’t know, but so far it’s been nothing good.”

“That’s true,” Louise said. “My brooch is still missing. I bet that nasty little man has it, and I want it back.”

“We’ll get it back,” I soothed. “Once we find Binky.”

Davina passed out torches, and we split into groups to search every level from attic to cellar. Hale and I took the cellar. 

“I feel like we’ve been doing a lot of this lately,” he muttered as he pushed open the heavy oak door, revealing an uneven stone staircase leading down into a well of musty darkness.

He wasn’t wrong. Between people and possessions going missing, we’d spent a lot of time searching the inn. And so far, we hadn’t found much. Except for Phil, thank goodness. 

I reached over and switched on the light. The single, bare bulb was dim, giving off little illumination. We switched on our torches so we didn’t break our necks and crept cautiously down the stairs.

This was my first time in the cellar. The flagstone floor had been swept ruthlessly clean, and the roughhewn walls and low-beamed ceiling were completely cobweb free. Still, it was creepy. Perhaps because of the thick shadows cast by rows of neatly stacked and labeled boxes. However, there was no sign of Binky.

A second heavy door stood in the wall directly across from the foot of the stairs. Hale started toward it. “That’s the wine cellar.”

He pulled open the door and turned on yet another dim light, revealing walls lined with wine racks, most of them full. In the center of the room was a table large enough to seat four, but with only two chairs. On the table was an empty decanter, a couple of clean wine glasses turned upside down to avoid dust, and a corkscrew, as well as an unlit lantern, no doubt for extra light. 

And lying on the floor in front of the table, trussed up like a Christmas goose, was Bucktooth Binky. 
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Once Binky was untied, Hale and Chaz marched him upstairs. My initial instinct was to interrogate him at once, but I didn’t have a chance. Aunt Butty barged in and took over.

Looming over him, she practically shouted, “What is the meaning of this, Alphonse?”

Binky winced. He wasn’t the only one. He’d a most unfortunate moniker. There was a reason everyone called him Binky.

“It’s not my fault, truly,” he whined. 

Louise and Peaches snorted in unison.

“Well, it isn’t.” He raised his jaw, looking for all the world like a mulish beaver. “I was desperate.”

“Perhaps you’d better start at the beginning,” I said.

“It’s the roof.”

“What roof?” Chaz asked.

“At the hall, of course. That place is falling down around my ears. The roof has more holes than swiss cheese. If ever I’m to get the place in some semblance of order, I need to get the roof fixed,” Binky said. He shot me a glare. “And as you know, I certainly don’t have the money to fix it.”

“So why didn’t you come to me?” I asked.

It was his turn to snort. “You’ve never been particularly lax with your purse strings.”

“Only because you’d drink it all,” Aunt Butty said tartly. “Or spend it on women and gambling.”

“That’s not fair,” he insisted.

“Yes, it is, and you know it,” I said. “Still, I would have helped if things were that dire.” 

“Would you?” He fidgeted. “I did mention it when I first saw you.”

I frowned, trying to remember. Oh, yes, he had, but then I got distracted. “You never came right out and said you needed help. This beating about the bush isn’t particularly helpful for anyone Binky. For heaven’s sake, if you need real help, just ask.”

He shifted uneasily and gave me a guilty look. “I guess I will. Next time.”

“Let me guess, someone came to you with an idea,” Aunt Butty said.

“How do you know it wasn’t my idea?” Binky sounded affronted.

Hale stifled a laugh. Chaz didn’t bother.

“You’re not that bright,” Louise said dryly.

Binky turned bright red.

“It was Olivia, wasn’t it?” I said, trying to keep things on track. Maybe I hadn’t been wrong about her, after all.

He nodded. “Yes. She said she could help me get the money I needed for the roof. All she wanted was a bit of help getting her revenge on some people.”

“She didn’t tell you it was on us?” Chaz asked.

“Of course not,” Binky said. “I wouldn’t have gone along with it if I knew. She told me it was on some snobby women who’d treated her badly.”

I ground my teeth. “Never mind the fact she tried to poison us. Go on.”

“Well, by the time I figured it all out, it was too late. I was in up to my neck,” he admitted.

That was pretty much the story of Binky’s life. It was how he got himself in a pickle the last time. 

“What was the plan exactly?” I asked.

“I was to steal letterhead from my club in London so she could write, inviting everyone to the inn. Only the invitation would be from some lord so nobody would know it was really her. She would send invitations to herself and me so we could move about the party easily enough. Her boyfriend­—”

“Ainsley?” I guessed.

“Yes, Ainsley. He was to pose as the secretary of this Lord Whatever. Then we would, ah, liberate items from the guests’ possession with the plan to later sell them,” Binky explained. “Olivia assured me there’d be enough to at least fix the worst parts of the roof. Only things sort of went wrong.”

“You think?” Hale’s voice dripped with so much sarcasm it made me proud to know him.

Binky ignored him. “First, I found out you were the guests. I tried to call it off, but she wouldn’t let me.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Olivia’s window was smashed. Did Ainsley do that? I didn’t see his footprints.”

Binky nodded. “He actually arrived before her and hid out in the house somewhere. He went out, broke the window, then hurried back in after wiping his footprints. The snowfall helped cover it up so no one would suspect he was inside the house.”

A stroke of luck for them.

“Anyway,” he continued, “Ainsley started acting all bizarre, going off script, so Olivia drugged him.”

“He’s really dead?” Aunt Butty asked.

Binky shook his head. “No. Just knocked out cold. Olivia thought it would be great fun to make you think he was dead.”

“How’d you get the keys to the rooms?” Davina demanded. “I’m the only one with a set.”

He shrugged. “Olivia has some sort of skeleton key.”

“Wait a moment,” I said. “How did Olivia get a skeleton key to this particular house? And how did Ainsley know where to hide so no one would find him?”

“First off, the key isn’t for this particular house,” Binky explained. “It’s a master key. It could probably open every lock in the entire village. As to where she got it, I’ve no idea, but I imagine she either bought it or stole it from a locksmith. As to how Ainsley knew where to hide in the house, I understand he grew up around here. I assume that’s why they picked this place.”

“Why’d you kidnap Phil?” I demanded.

“I didn’t mean to,” he protested. “I’m sorry, Phil, really I am, but I was worried if Ainsley caught you nearby when we were snooping around, he might hurt you. I did the first thing that came to mind.”

“Tying me up and gagging me was the first thing that came to mind?” Her outrage was understandable.

Binky shrugged. “Yes?”

“Why did they tie you up, old man?” Chaz asked.

“Because I was tired of this whole charade. Especially after Phil. I told them we needed to stop. To return everything we’d taken and beg your forgiveness. I guess Ainsley didn’t like that as he koshed me over the head. Next thing I woke up in the cellar.”

“Then where is Ainsley now? Where’s Olivia?” I demanded.

“All I know is that somewhere in this house there’s a secret room and that’s where they’re hiding out,” Binky said. “Unfortunately, I’ve no idea where that is.”

Davina, who’d been hovering by the door, stepped forward. “I do.” 

––––––––
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TURNED OUT THE SECRET room was behind the bar in the snug. Once Davina showed us how to open the hidden door, I was astonished we hadn’t noticed it earlier.

“Why didn’t you tell us this was here when we were searching the house?” Aunt Butty demanded.

Davina shrugged. “Didn’t think it was important.”

I swear Aunt Butty growled at her.

Louise and Aunt Butty armed themselves with fire pokers while Chaz and Hale prepared to open the door. Phil and I hung back. Just in case anyone needed tackling.

As it was, our preparations were unnecessary. Olivia and Ainsley were fast asleep, their ill-gotten gains spread around them. Hale and Chaz had them tied up before they were even half awake.

“Why?” Was my only question.

Olivia didn’t answer, but the look she gave me was answer enough. She’d let hate and jealousy drive her into doing something incredibly stupid.

“Why the Father Christmases?” Aunt Butty wanted to know.

Olivia sneered, but again didn’t answer.

“Mind games,” Binky supplied. “You know how she loves them. The figurines are all here except the one I threw out the window.”

“Why’d you do that?” Chaz asked.

“I was taking it upstairs when Louise came out of her room. I was afraid she’d seen me, so I threw it out the window.”

Since we had no idea what else to do with them, we locked the three co-conspirators in the larder and took our tired selves to bed. Davina assured us the next day was meant to be warmer so perhaps one of us could get out and go for the police.

As it turned out, that was unnecessary. Apparently, the phone in the village had started working again, so Martin had immediately rung the constabulary which resulted in them pulling up to the inn, sirens screaming, at the ungodly hour of eight in the morning.

Once we’d explained the entire thing to the baffled police detective, he and his officers arrested the culprits. Before they could be removed to the nearby jail, Olivia, being Olivia couldn’t resist a parting shot. “This isn’t the last you’ve seen of me, Ophelia!”

I’d have been a great deal more worried if she hadn’t been in handcuffs. We’d no doubt have to testify and so forth, but Binky was singing like the proverbial canary, so Olivia and Ainsley would be serving plenty of time, which meant we could all breathe a little easier. 

Even better, everyone’s items had been returned. Louise was over the moon to have her brooch back, and Davina was pleased her painting once again hung on the wall where it belonged.

Perhaps best of all was that the final Father Christmas never disappeared. Instead, he was rejoined by his fellow compatriots—including the one Martin returned—none the worse for their adventures.
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Chapter 12
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The twelfth day of Yule—New Year’s Day—turned out to be sunny and rather warm for the time of year. The snow had almost completely melted from the roads, meaning it was safe enough to head back home.

Although we’d missed the glamorous parties of London, we’d had a lovely time toasting midnight with Davina and several of the villagers including the charming Martin, who’d befuddled Aunt Butty by giving her a thorough kiss at the stroke of midnight. 

Frankly, I was relieved to be heading home. I’d had quite enough of Yule Manor Inn and Winter Haven. Although perhaps it might be a nice place to visit at a warmer time of year. Say Midsummer.

Chaz took Phil in his car since Binky was still with the police. I’d visited him to make sure he was alright and to assure him I would send him the best lawyer from London, and that I’d make sure his roof was fixed. Although I informed him, I planned to oversee the repairs myself. We may have come to a truce at last, but I still didn’t trust him with money. Binky wasn’t a bad man, but he was a weak one.  

Aunt Butty and Louise left with Peaches shortly after Chaz and Phil, leaving Hale and myself as the last to depart.

“Thank you so much for your hospitality,” I told Davina as Hale brought the car around. “Despite everything, you really made our stay lovely.”

She smiled. “My pleasure. You’re always welcome in Winter Haven.” She hesitated. “Be careful of the fairies on your way out.” Then she slipped inside and shut the door.

I stood staring at the closed door, then shook my head. The woman was half-crocked. Delightful, but a bit eccentric.

I climbed into the passenger’s seat. Usually I liked to drive, but I was feeling a bit tired and let Hale take the wheel.

As we drove past the cemetery, I sat bolt upright and shouted, “Stop!”

He slammed on the brakes so hard we nearly slid off the road. “What is it?”

I stared at the place where a moment before I could have sworn I saw a delicate little figure with golden wings flitting from holly berry to holly berry. “I thought... I thought I saw...” I shook my head. “Never mind. I think I had too much champagne last night. Drive on darling. Let’s go home.”

He gave me a strange look but continued on toward London.

I glanced back, but if the figure had ever been there, it was gone now. I told myself it was a trick of the light. Or perhaps a moth out too late in the day.

Surely Davina had been joking about the fairies.

The End
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DID YOU ENJOY THIS story? Then check out the rest of the Lady Rample Mysteries by Shéa MacLeod, staring with Lady Rample Steps Out: 

Lady Rample finds herself at odds after the death of her husband until her best friend drags her to a hot new jazz club in the heart of London. As if being wooed by two handsome men isn’t enough, Lady R finds herself embroiled in the murder of one of the club’s owners.

Bored with her aristocratic life and irked that the police have arrested the wrong suspect, Lady R decides to turn lady detective. With her eccentric Aunt Butty in tow, Lady R scours London for clues. If she’s lucky she’ll find the killer before the killer finds her.
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AND FOR MORE HOLIDAY cozy mysteries, try Lady Rample and the Ghost of Christmas Past and also the feel-good Sugar Martin Vintage Cozy Mystery, A Christmas Caper, set in a charming village in post-WWII England:

With Christmas fast approaching and her bank accounts woefully low, Sugar Martin is spending her first holiday in Meres Reach, England instead of back home in Oregon. When the festivities are interrupted by an urgent call from her employer, she heads straight to London with Tippy in tow only to discover that her great-great-aunt Euphegenia has left her a final bequest—and a mysterious mission. 

Christmas is a time for magic and miracles and Sugar will need both if she’s to succeed in her quest.
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YOU CAN FIND SHÉA ON her website https://www.sheamacleod.com/ or on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/sheamacleodcozymysteries.
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A Note from Shéa MacLeod
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Thank you for reading. If you enjoyed this book, I'd appreciate it if you'd help others find it so they can enjoy it too.

Please return to the site where you purchased this book and leave a review to let other potential readers know what you liked or didn't like about the story.

Book updates can be found at www.sheamacleod.com

Be sure to sign up for my mailing list, so you don’t miss out! 

https://www.subscribepage.com/cozymystery

You can follow me on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/sheamacleodcozymysteries/ or on Instagram under @SheaMacLeod_Author.
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About Shéa MacLeod
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Shéa MacLeod is the author of the Lady Rample Mysteries, the popular historical cozy mystery series set in 1930s London. She’s also written paranormal romance and mysteries, urban fantasy, and contemporary romances with a splash of humor. She resides in the leafy green hills outside Portland, Oregon, where she indulges her fondness for strong coffee, Ancient Aliens reruns, cake, and dragons.

Because everything's better with dragons.
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