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To all mystery lovers… 

thank you for reading this book.


Happy Sleuthing!
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A Word From The Management… 
Before you begin this story, there are a couple of points we would like to make…
This is fiction. The characters, businesses, settings and events are part of our friend's vivid imagination. Yes, it takes place in the great state of Florida. That part is non-fiction. But the rest? Nope, it's all from her mind. So if you think the characters, settings or events remind you of the real thing, then that is purely coincidental. 
Mistakes happen, no matter how hard we try, or how many beta readers or rounds of editing happen, something always sneaks by. If you find an error, please email us at sunsandstories@gmail.com and we will make the corrections.
We hope you will enjoy the story, and when you're finished, please tell a friend about it and post a review.
On behalf of our boss,
Miss Marple and Fletch
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Be sure to signup for my newsletter to find information abut new book progress, my writing life, a word from Miss Marple and Fletch and many other writing/reading surprises!
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Dear Reader,
Welcome, welcome! I'm absolutely delighted you've unwrapped this special bundle, filled to the brim with festive cheer and just a sprinkle of delightful mystery. Imagine, if you will, swaying palm trees draped in twinkling lights, the gentle caress of a warm breeze, and the scent of saltwater mingling with holiday spices. That's the cozy Christmas spirit I've tucked into each and every one of these tales, ready to whisk you away to charming South Florida towns—just like my own backyard!—where holiday lights sparkle and secrets hide just beneath the surface of a seemingly perfect sunny day. By choosing this bundle, you're not just picking up a book; you're stepping into a sun-drenched wonderland of intrigue, quirky characters, and heartwarming moments that are as comforting as your favorite holiday cocktail on a balmy evening.
So settle into your coziest spot—perhaps on your lanai with a cool drink and a furry friend curled at your feet—and prepare to immerse yourself in hours of uninterrupted holiday magic. Each page turn promises new clues, a dash of festive fun, and a delightful puzzle waiting to be solved. And keep an eye out for a special Christmas treat—a Free Book just for you at the very end! I've poured my heart into crafting these festive escapades, and I simply can't wait for you to unravel each twinkling mystery. Happy reading, and even happier sleuthing!
Warmly, Victoria LK Williams
 ***
Welcome to sunny Citrus Beach, where the palm trees sway, the ocean whispers secrets, and even paradise has its shadows... Here, life is as sweet as a slice of key lime pie—until murder shakes things up! Join me as we unravel the clues, uncover buried secrets, and dive into a mystery that’s as irresistible as the Florida sunshine.
And don’t forget—there’s a special treat waiting for you at the end: a Free Book just for you! So grab your favorite cozy chair, maybe a glass of sweet tea, and let’s get sleuthing!
Monday
By midmorning, Megan felt like she’d worked a full week already. It seemed like today was the day for her customers to call searching for quick fixes to problems that had developed over the weekend. Or to ask her suggestions for the upcoming holiday season. Megan appreciated the business, but it felt like the winter season was going to be even more chaotic than the fall season. Maybe it was because all her clients were either in town, getting ready to come to town, or had company coming. Or more likely, it was because the holiday season was beginning, and people were getting excited. Whatever the reason, Citrus Beach Concierge was busy and Megan and Janice, her office manager, were jumping from phone call to phone call.
Thinking she had a moment to herself, she took a quick bite of her breakfast bagel. It had been sitting on her desk untouched for the last hour and a half. Before she even swallowed her food, the phone on her desk rang simultaneously with her cell phone. Glancing over at Janice, her frustration written on her face, Megan motioned for Janice to pick up the desk phone while she reached for her cell. A few moments later, they were both hanging up the phone, and Megan was laughing.
“My gosh Janice, I’ve never seen it this crazy. We need to get a handle on this before we are overrun with requests. I think the first thing we need to do is bring in some temporary help to work in the office before you’re run ragged. The second thing is to stop me before I say yes to somebody asking for me to volunteer for anything else. I feel like my name is on a list of some sort.”
“I take it that was another phone call about the tree decorating?”
“Yes, it was,” Megan answered her and then sighed. “For some reason, people think because we’re hosting the event, we’re also in the business of decorating trees. Don’t get me wrong, I love the season and I love to decorate trees. It’s just that we’re too busy with everything else.”
“The problem is, Megan, there are people out there who remember the beautiful trees you’ve created in the past for your customers. That, and the fact that some of our seasonal folks don’t want to accept a no answer. Oh, and there is that problem of you not saying no when you’re asked to volunteer for things.”
Megan peeked at her office manager, who was a good 10 years younger than her, who seemed to take on the role of house mother for Megan and all the other staff. She was a godsend to Megan and could run the office and most of the staff with ease. This gave Megan the freedom to do the things she liked the most about her job and to cater to a few of her special clients without feeling guilty. Citrus Beach Concierge had evolved from her personal gardening service. As she took over more and more jobs for her clients, the business had developed into something different—and she was forced to decide what direction she wanted her business to go. Should she stay as a gardening service or move into more personal services? She’d found that three of her best customers were willing to support her and help her when she needed to make the new aspect of her business a success.
Today, her business provided a range of personalized services that made her clients’ lives run smoothly, regardless of whether they were in town or not. She still provided gardening design services, letting her creative talents give her an outlet to enjoy her work to the fullest. With Janice managing most of the day-to-day duties, Megan found that she could have interests outside of the business. Like giving back to her community by working with local charities and projects. And occasionally getting involved in the odd mystery that surfaced. Oh, and there was the little matter of a fledgling romance developing between her and the newcomer to Citrus Beach, Aiden Tory.
Before Megan could respond to Janice’s jab at her being a volunteer of the year, the phone rang again. A client was requesting information about pet sitting while they went out of town for the holidays. It just so happened that Megan’s daughter and her daughter’s roommate ran a business that handled pet settings. The two of them were living on a local farm with a petting zoo that they’d incorporated into pet sitting as well. The girls were the caretakers of the farm, tending to the town’s inheritance from one of the founding families whose last family member, Mary Wheeler, had died. When she died, she’d left the property to the town; with the condition they continue to run it as a petting zoo and a retirement home for old, unwanted animals. 
Megan’s daughter Emma and her best friend Taylor lived at the farm as part of their employment. Then there was the bonus of the fact that Taylor was attending the local college to get her degree as a veterinarian. Emma was working on her graphic arts degree. The job’s flexibility worked out perfectly for the two of them. They ran the small petting zoo, kept the books, and organized the overall work of the farm, while the estate had employed farmhands to do the heavy work. 
As Megan was giving her client the farm’s information, she glanced over in the corner of her office where her sweet beagle lay sleeping on his dog bed. She and Barney had been through a lot in the last few months, and the dog kept close to her side. She smiled at the sight of the other puppy sleeping by Barney. The little white fur ball was Aiden’s dog. He had adopted Gypsy, or rather she had adopted him, and it wasn’t unusual to find the two dogs together. Aiden traveled for his job as an FBI consultant, and while he traveled, Gypsy spent her time with Barney and Megan.
Reassuring her customer that her pet would be in good hands while staying at the farm while the customer went up north to celebrate the holidays with her family, Megan said goodbye and hung up the phone. It seemed like all her customers were either coming or going at this time of the year. Most of them spent Thanksgiving in the tropical town of Citrus Beach, but many then returned to their northern homes to spend Christmas with their families. Everyone would return after January 1 and then Citrus Beach’s season would be in full swing. 
Regardless of whether they were coming or going, it was the responsibility of Megan and her staff to keep their homes running, ready for the client to walk in the door at any time. Megan’s desk was scattered with notes about the schedules of her customers and the latest charity project she was involved with. This is why she was so grateful that Janice was on staff. Without her, she would go in circles.
Grabbing a couple of the notes, she walked over to Janice and the two of them went over the work to be done. They got a solid 15 minutes’ worth of work done before the next phone call. Megan became uncharacteristically short-tempered. Janice could see the telltale signs of stress as Megan’s brow wrinkled. She watched Megan put her finger and thumb across the bridge of her nose, pressing to ease the tension. Janice was worried about her employer; she had been through a lot over the past summer from witnessing a murder, dealing with the hurricane, solving an old mystery, and then just recently solving the murder of her dear friend. And on top of all that, she was trying to work out where her relationship with Aiden was going. Megan would never admit she was stressed, but Janice was fully aware. They had a strong friendship, so she took the bull by the horns and stated the obvious.
“Megan, you need to take time for yourself before the season gets crazy. You know how nonstop it becomes, and if you go into this season stressed out, you’re going to end up exhausted and sick. Why don’t you take a couple of days off? Take Barney and go on a road trip. Go on one of your antique hunts or just go to the beach and soak up the sun.”
“Do I seem that bad already?”
Janice didn’t answer her. Instead, she gave her a hard stare. Megan saw the answer in her eyes and decided that Janice was right. There was no reason she couldn’t take a couple of days for herself. She nodded her agreement and Janice sighed, relieved.
“Okay, I’ll do it. But we need to go over some things first, and then I need to tell Paul what I’m planning.”
“Why don’t you ask Lucy to go with you and make it a girls’ getaway? You two always have a great time together, and Paul has plenty of things to do here. He probably won’t even notice you guys are gone.”
Megan nodded in agreement; pleased Janice had come up with such a great idea. Her cousin Paul and his wife Lucy were her best friends. Paul was a high-end homebuilder, and his offices shared the property with Megan’s office and home. The property was 10 full acres. At one end was her home and personal office, the other end was an airstrip for small planes. In the center sat the business offices, a couple of barns that housed the equipment for Paul’s business, as well as the second-story apartment that Aiden rented. The airstrip circled a spring-fed pond that most of the buildings were next to. The entire property was walled in, with an electronic gate at the front for both security and to keep as many of the wild animals out as possible. Paul and Lucy lived closer to town, but Megan loved her little house right here on the property. It didn’t bother her one bit to have the property to herself. The recent addition of Aiden as a renter was an unexpected bonus.
Lucy ran her jewelry design business from her home and was always more than willing to drop what she was doing for a little girl-time with Megan. Megan went over the possibilities of where the two of them could go for a couple of days and decided it made the most sense to stay close to town instead of wasting her time off driving. 
She stared down at the note in her hands, and the solution was right in front of her. One of her three clients who had originally backed her business idea was out of town, and not due back until the first of the year. He had a wonderful guest house right on the beach that would be perfect for their needs, and he’d always told her to use his house as her own. 
Her smile grew as she talked to Lucy and set up their getaway. Lucy sounded excited to escape, too, and Megan finished the call with a satisfied nod of her head. She glanced over at the two dogs, now watching her, and her sense of excitement grew. She clapped her hands, and they jumped to their feet, coming over to her as if to see what she had to say.
“Okay, babies, it looks like we are running away for a couple of days.”
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Tuesday
Megan finished her day in the office, wrapping up as many details as she could so that Janice wouldn’t be overwhelmed while she was gone. It wasn’t as if she was going away on some exotic vacation; she wasn’t even leaving town. She made her office manager promise to call her if anything major came up. Janice made two promises, the one Megan asked for and the one to herself—that there was no way she would disturb her boss unless the building was burning. 
Once Megan was convinced that she had done everything she needed to, she agreed to leave early. She decided to have a nice dinner with her daughter before she headed out in the morning with Lucy. Mother and daughter enjoyed a nice meal at one of their favorite places to eat, Susie’s Diner. They talked and laughed, catching up on what was going on in their lives since they had last spoken. Megan couldn’t help herself. She kept staring at her daughter as if she didn’t recognize her. In a way, she didn’t. 
Emma had cut her long hair short since they’d seen each other just two days ago. Her long red hair had been similar to Megan’s; the coloring was a family trait, and even her cousin Paul sported the auburn curls. Emma’s hair was straighter instead of curly, more like her father’s. As Megan regarded her daughter, she saw just how much Emma had inherited from her late husband. She knew he would have been proud of the young woman their daughter had become. The short, almost pixie-style haircut was great on her, accenting her eyes and long neck.
All too soon, their evening was over, and they hugged each other goodbye outside the diner before getting in their cars to go in their separate directions. Megan watched as the taillights on Emma’s car disappeared into the black night before she pulled out onto the main road and headed back to her home. It was a short drive. Soon, she was pulling into the drive and entering the security code to open the gate. As the gate opened, Megan gazed at the beautiful sign hanging on it. It was her daughter’s design and Paul’s craftsmanship that welcomed all to her home. There was much love within the boundaries of her property, and she was grateful that her family and friends were close. She felt bad for Aiden; he was here on his own, his only son still attending college in St. Louis, staying with Aiden’s parents between semesters. 
Aiden. As her thoughts opened, just like the gate in front of her, Megan remembered the first time they’d met. It wasn’t love at first sight. In fact, she’d found him rude, arrogant, and condescending to both her and the local sheriff. But she changed her mind as they worked together to solve a murder and save themselves from a boat ride with no return. Their friendship was trying to work its way into something stronger, and it was also being helped along by her friends and family. Megan was fine with the slow pace they were taking. It had been a long time since she had allowed herself to get involved with someone. Her husband had died when Emma was a child. Her life had been too full of raising the little girl and starting her gardening business to support them to entertain a new relationship. 
Blinking her eyes as the gleam from the gate hit them, Megan stopped her daydreaming and pulled forward, following the drive to the left and her home. She heard the excited barks of Barney and Gypsy welcoming her home. It was nice to have a welcoming committee. There were also two cats waiting for her, acting as if they didn’t care if she was home or not. As she opened the door, she quieted the dogs and made her way to the kitchen to feed the hungry animals and check her answering machine for messages. If Gypsy was still here, then that meant that Aiden had not returned from his trip to Washington, DC. As a consultant for the FBI and owner of his own private investigation firm, he often traveled. The convenience of the small landing strip on Megan’s property was one reason he was still renting the small apartment over one of the barns on the property. Megan was getting used to his coming and going, and they had worked out an agreement on the care of Gypsy. The agreement suited Barney just fine; he hated to be separated from his little friend.
Sure enough, Megan found a couple of messages. Hearing that Aiden would be one or two more nights away, she called him back and told him about her plans for the next couple of days. They agreed that she would take the puppy with her, rather than having Jake, Aiden’s assistant, take care of her. They talked for a while about the little things going on. Megan didn’t ask about his current case. If he could, Aiden would fill her in when he got back. She had learned to accept that there were certain aspects of his work he could not share with her, and she was fine with that. She heard the tiredness in his voice and kept the conversation short, telling him she wanted to get ready for her getaway in the morning. 
It wasn’t long after hanging up with Aiden that Megan was settling herself in bed with the current Mystery of the Month and the two cats. The two dogs had curled together, sound asleep. After an hour of reading, Megan closed her book and her eyes.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning was perfect. Temperatures had dropped overnight, and Megan was glad for the zippered sweatshirt she’d grabbed on her way out the door. The sun shone brightly, promising warmer temps later on. Megan had a feeling she would still want the sweater when they arrived at the beach, however. The winds were now coming from the north, bringing a hint of winter chill with it. Out on the open sands of the beach, past the dunes, she would be sure to notice the change in temperature and need the extra layer. Winds coming from the north also meant there would be a wide variety of seashells washed up on the beach. Megan loved to walk the beach, collecting shells and sea glass. The dogs would love the open space to run and play. Barney and Gypsy loved to chase the sea terns. 
Megan pulled up to Lucy’s house to find her friend already out at the curb with her overnight bags.
“Wow, I guess you really wanted this girl time as much as I did,” she teased as Lucy opened the car door.
“Of course, I did. But I have to be honest, I’m also bringing some work with me. I have a design that is giving me a devil of a time, and I thought with the quiet out by the ocean I might be able to work my way through it.”
“That’s fine because I brought some reading to catch up on and my camera. We can go our separate ways when we need to—oh, good morning, Paul.”
Her tall, muscular cousin followed his wife out to the car and put Lucy’s bags in the trunk. After closing the trunk, he hugged his cousin, noting to himself the dark circles under her eyes. He agreed with Janice that Megan needed a bit of downtime and was glad that she had been so agreeable to the idea. He always treated her like a little sister. There were only a couple of years difference in their age, but they had spent most of their childhood together, keeping each other company since they were both only children. He had helped raise Emma, filling in as a father figure where he could after Megan’s husband died. Because of this, he knew firsthand how stubborn Megan could be about taking time for herself.
“You’ve told no one else where you’re going other than Janice and myself?”
“Yes, I didn’t even give Aiden any specific details. If anyone needs to talk to me, they are going to have to go through Janice first. Emma doesn’t even know exactly where we’ll be.”
“Good. This is exactly why Mr. Stevens offered you the use of his house when he was out of town. He’ll be tickled pink to find out that after all these years, you’ve finally accepted his invitation. With his private beach, you should be able to completely relax and unwind.”
Megan gave Paul a long hard look, daring him to contradict her command that no matter what, if there was any emergency or major problem, she was to be notified immediately. Paul agreed, mainly because he did not want to be on the receiving end of her wrath if she ever found out her wishes were ignored. 
He spent a few moments talking, and then Paul waved goodbye, and they were on their way. The trip to the Stevens’ property was not long, but it was pleasant. They left Lucy’s house and headed east towards the ocean. Working her way past Main Street, they came to the road that led to the causeway and the bridges across the Citrus River to the beachside communities. Because they had gotten an early start, traffic was light, and Megan found she was able to drive at a leisurely pace and enjoy the sights along the river’s edge as they drove.
The sun sparkled off the river, giving a little dance with each wave as it rolled along with the strong current. The ocean breeze picked up, and they saw one or two sailboats along the river, their sails catching the wind moving along at a good clip. Fishermen stood along the edge of the roadway casting out their nets, hoping for a good catch to start their morning. As they came to the top of the first bridge, they peered down to see more boat traffic coming up the river. Once they reached the second bridge, they could easily see the horizon of the ocean to the east. Surveying the view from the bridge, they saw the luxury houses built along the beach and riverside, as well as the exclusive developments that hugged the coastline.
Once they reached the main beach road, Megan turned north and followed the road to her destination. She passed by the private road that led to another one of her customers’ home, Carol Bloomquest, and then a short distance later they passed the entrance into the nature preserve. Within the preserve was one of her favorite spots, Neptune’s Trident. Neptune’s Trident was named for the shape that the preserve made as it reached out into the ocean. The sandbars at low tide formed the traditional pitchfork weapon commonly associated with the mythical Neptune. The preserve possessed beautiful beaches, picnic areas, nature trails, a playground, and a lighthouse. At the fattest part of the preserve, closest to the main road, there was even an old section of the railroad and a working depot. Although the railroad wasn’t in use anymore, the line still existed, and a small three-car train would come through periodically filled with sightseers wanting to spend the day at the preserve. The train arrived two days a week early in the morning, dropping off passengers for their day of exploration and beach fun. Then it would return, picking them up hot, tired, sandy, and often with a touch of sunburn.
Their destination was on the other side of the reserve. Mr. Stevens’ property was on the ocean side of the preserve and the Bloomquest property was on the riverside. Because of the layout of the preserve, this gave Mr. Stevens a very private beachfront. Megan pulled into the driveway and followed it to the main house. It had been years since Lucy had been here, and she couldn’t help but be impressed at the retreat that Mr. Stevens had created. If she didn’t know any better, she would have sworn they were down in the Florida Keys. 
The main house was like a large bungalow, open and airy, with all windows and doors opening towards the ocean. Megan didn’t stop at the main house. Instead, she drove around to the side to the three private guesthouses that sat on the ocean’s edge. Pathways connected the guesthouses to the main house. Centered in between all the buildings was a large in-ground pool with a multi-level terrace that included comfortable furniture, shady umbrellas, and a fully stocked tiki bar.
After Megan parked the car, Lucy opened the door and got out, observing the surrounding sights. She raised her hands to her eyes to shield herself from the glare of the sun as she gazed toward the ocean and the beautiful picture before her. Comfortable cabanas dotted the beachside. From where she stood, she could also see a custom-made fire pit complete with rounded benches to sit and relax on.
“All right, Megan, if we can’t relax here, then there is something seriously wrong with us. I feel like we’ve gone into another corner of the world and left Citrus Beach far behind us.”
“Yeah, it looks like it will be a rough couple of days, doesn’t it?”
Lucy and Megan grabbed the leashes to put on the two dogs. Glancing back and forth between the guest house and the main house, Lucy asked Megan where they would be sleeping.
“Originally, I thought we would take a guesthouse. But since we brought the dogs with us, I think the main house will be better. There is a mudroom there where I can put a blanket down for them. They can sleep there, and I don’t have to worry about dog hair all over the furniture. Not that Mr. Stevens would care; he’s got three dogs of his own and they are a lot bigger than these two.”
“I was hoping you were going to say the main house. Oh, I’m going to feel like the queen of the castle today. And that means no work, no cooking, and no answering the phones.”
“Well then, let’s get our stuff inside, so you can begin your day of leisure. As a matter of fact, just dump the stuff inside the front door and I’ll grab mine later. I want to take these two for a walk on the beach.” Holding out her hand, Megan took the leashes from Lucy and headed down towards the beach. She was well aware that Lucy’s first choice of activity would be to explore the inside of the house. She would work her way down to the beach when she was ready. In the meantime, Megan felt the freedom and relaxation that only the beach could give you with every step she took. When she got to the end of the walkway, she kicked off her shoes and walked onto the sandy beach, digging her toes deep into the sand as she walked.
The two dogs were just as excited to be at the beach as Megan was. After checking the area for any dangers to her companions and finding none, Megan released them from their leashes to let them run and chase the breaking waves. Barney had recently graduated from dog obedience classes with flying colors, so Megan was comfortable giving them their freedom. Gypsy followed him wherever he led, and they were soon racing up and down the beach. Giving chase to the sea terns, they barked encouragement to each other as one of them seemed to get close to their prey. Of course, they didn’t have a prayer of catching the birds, and as Megan watched, she was sure that the birds were playing along, teasing the dogs by letting them get close and then flying off a few feet to start the game over.
Megan let the dogs play and began walking to the shoreline. Looking out across the horizon, she saw a couple of large ships far out from the shore. Immediately past the waves rolling over the reef, she watched two-speed boats racing, their bows bouncing against the waves. It was a perfect day to spend at the beach, and she stretched her arms above her head as if to embrace the day. She inhaled a deep breath of salty air, and then Megan bent over and began to search the sand for any treasures. She was always searching for the shiny sea glass that was often found mixed in with the shells. With her sweater held out in front of her to hold any pieces that Lucy might be able to use in her jewelry, she began to pick up pieces that caught her eye.
As she collected her sea glass and shells, Megan also picked up the driftwood she found, piling it near the walkway to the terraces. It would make the ideal kindling to use in the fire pit. A bonfire later that evening would be the perfect way to end the day. She had brought along a bottle of Lucy’s favorite wine and a box of brownies she had dug out of her freezer and was anticipating the time they would spend talking and laughing around the fire.
Soon Lucy wandered down from the main house, apologizing for taking so long. She explained that she had taken the time to lay out her jewelry tools on the big island in the kitchen. She said that it would be the perfect place for her to work, and she was only going to take a few minutes to enjoy the beach before she headed back inside to begin her next design. Megan nodded her head at Lucy’s words, and then watched her friend begin her own search for sea treasures. Yeah right, she thought, and sure enough, Lucy was soon caught up in the hunt for the perfect shell, losing track of time. The beach seemed to cast a spell on the two of them, and they spent the next hour walking along, occasionally bending over to examine a shiny bobble that caught their eye, unaware of the time slipping away.
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Barney’s bark drew their attention away from the shells at their feet and up to where the dogs now sat. They had tired of the games of chasing waves and seabirds. Now they sat patiently waiting for the two women to join them and either feed them or start another new, exciting game. 
Glancing at her watch, Lucy couldn’t believe that an hour had passed, and with regret, she told Megan that she had to get to work.
“Gee, Lucy, I thought this was going to be a work-free zone. Weren’t we supposed to be relaxing?”
“No, I think that you were the one that is supposed to. I, on the other hand, have got to get some of this Christmas collection done. Seriously, Megan, you don’t mind, do you?”
“Of course not. I’m aware of how important the Christmas season can be to your business. Besides, I can come in and talk to you while you’re working, or I can stay out here and play with the dogs. Isn’t that what this is about? Relaxing and doing what I want?”
“Yes, it is—and don’t you forget it.”
With a laugh, the two women walked up to the dogs, and after giving them a bit of attention, headed up to the main house together. Lucy was planning on working on her jewelry, and Megan was going to grab her camera and wander off on her own to get some pictures. As for the dogs, well, Megan was sure they had worn themselves out and were due for a nice long nap.
When they entered the main house, Megan found that Lucy had not only set out her jewel supplies, but she’d also emptied the car. Waving off Megan’s thanks, Lucy headed to the kitchen to get to work. Megan grabbed the dog bed and blanket she had packed for the animals as well as their food and water bowls. Megan whistled for the dogs to follow, and then she set off for the mudroom to set them up with their own little area. After checking out their food and water, the dogs curled up in bed, clearly tired from their morning excursion on the beach. Megan walked back to the pile of bags by the front door grabbed her camera and a bottle of water and headed back outside. She loved to take pictures of the wildlife around Citrus Beach, focusing on birds and flowers. Her pictures were pretty, but not spectacular; it was a hobby, not a vocation. Something to keep her occupied and give her an excuse to wander around outdoors.
Megan decided to go in a different direction than the beach. She headed up the driveway towards the pathway that led into the nature preserve. As she walked, she zipped up her sweater, thankful that she still had it on as the breeze turned cooler and the mosquitoes made their appearance. This time of year, the mosquitoes were bad enough to be irritating, but not enough to deter her from her walk. It didn’t take long before she had the lens cap off the camera and, giving the lens a quick adjustment, was taking photos of wild orchids. Caught up in one of her favorite activities, Megan found herself humming Christmas carols as she walked along the path.
She recognized the tune she was humming and smiled to herself. Christmas was her favorite time of year, and her little temper tantrum over her frustration about the extra work her volunteer activity had caused was silly. Letting the demands of other people take away from her the joy of the season didn’t make sense. The true reason she so willingly gave her time and helped others was to enjoy the true joy and meaning of the Christmas holiday. For instance, the Christmas tree contest they were hosting on her property was not only about the local companies sponsoring a tree to see who could make the prettiest splash of holiday decorations. It was about helping others in their community. Each sponsored tree helped raise money that would go to the less fortunate in the community, usually the families of the grove workers who migrated into their area during the citrus season to pick crops.
Megan didn’t wander too far into the preserve. She didn’t need to; plenty of beautiful flowers could be found at the start of the trail where there was more light, which produced more showy flowers. She was also able to take a few shots of some interesting lizards and frogs. Once the birds had gotten used to her presence, they went back to their activities, and she grabbed some great shots of the white egrets as they landed on the larger bushes around her. Seeing a large rock off the side of the path, Megan decided to sit for a moment and take in the atmosphere. After walking around the rock to make sure that no snakes or other creatures she didn’t particularly want to sit on called the rock home, Megan made herself comfortable. As she sat there, she enjoyed the sweet smell of wild jasmine, and the beautiful sounds of the mockingbird as he sang his many songs, almost as if he was serenading her. She closed her eyes in appreciation of the beautiful nature around her and listened for a moment. When she opened her eyes, she got the surprise of her life. There, about ten feet up the pathway, staring right at her, stood a bobcat. Megan held her breath, not sure what the animal would do. The wildcat contemplated her, not put off by her presence. After a moment, he seemed to nod his head and continued along the path as if he was unimpressed to find her in his domain. 
As the animal disappeared into the wild brush, Megan looked down at the camera in her hand and cursed herself for not being on the ball and getting a snapshot of the beautiful cat.
“Oh well, that was just a moment between him and me, one for memories not for photos.”
Megan waited for a few moments, hoping that maybe the wildcat would come back. When she realized he wasn’t, she jumped up from the rock and headed back to the house to tell Lucy what she had been privileged to see.
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Lucy listened to Megan’s excited description of her encounter with the bobcat, a wee bit jealous that she hadn’t been there to see the animal as well. She was pleased to hear that Megan’s voice sounded more relaxed already. This getaway was just what she needed. Lucy was sure that within a couple of days Megan would be up and raring to go, ready to take on all the challenges of the upcoming holiday season and the demands of her job. 
Megan finished telling Lucy about the bobcat and showed her a few of the pictures she had taken of the wild orchids. As she was talking to Lucy, she inspected the gemstones and gold jewels in front of her and thought she recognized the design and the necklace that Lucy was creating.
“Lucy, this piece will be beautiful, it seems familiar.”
“It should. I’m loosely basing it on the ring we found at Mary’s farm. It was such a beautiful piece and, even though the circumstances we found it in were awful, it has stuck in my mind. I’m actually making a complete set. I’m going to call it Mary’s Gift.”
Megan nodded silently, remembering how a few months ago she and Aiden had found their dear friend murdered. During the investigation, they had come across a beautiful ring, part of an antique set belonging to another family.
“That’s a wonderful idea, Lucy, and I love the title. I’m so glad you started giving your pieces names. It makes them that much more special, and this piece will be wonderful, I’m sure.”
The two women were quiet for a moment and then Lucy shook off the sadness that was settling in on them. She asked Megan if there was a way to turn on the music in the house. Megan found the remote for the surround sound system that operated both the TV and stereo. She flipped through their host’s selection of music and decided on some lively Christmas carols. Soon the two of them were singing along. Lucy worked on her jewelry a bit longer, and then they ate lunch out on the pool deck.
They settled into the comfortable deck chairs after finishing their lunch. To strains of Christmas music filling the air from the sound system that played outside and inside, the two women put their feet up on the matching ottomans and prepared to sit and talk. However, soon the warm rays of the sun combined with full stomachs and the peacefulness of the location lulled their eyes into closing. There was something about sitting on the beach with the salty air blowing across your face that seemed to invite an afternoon nap and it wasn’t long before the women gave in and dozed off.
Megan was the first to wake with a start. She glanced around her, getting her bearings. She felt uneasy as if something was off. Lucy was still sleeping, her sunglasses hanging on the tip of her nose, having slid out of place while she slept. Hearing a distant bark, Megan realized the two dogs were still in the house and wanted out. Maybe that was what seemed odd, but as Megan stared at the house, she still felt uncomfortable, almost as if she were being watched. She peered at the other buildings on the property and at the beach, but seeing nothing unusual, she gave a shrug realizing the sensation was gone.
“It must be because I woke up suddenly and in a strange place. There’s nothing wrong around here except for two dogs that need some attention,” she told herself.
She got to her feet, being careful not to wake Lucy, and walked over to the side door that opened into the mudroom and let the puppies out. Their excited barks told her how happy they were to see her. Gypsy caught sight of the sleeping Lucy, and before Megan could stop her, she raced over to Lucy’s chair and jumped on her, landing in the middle of her stomach. Lucy sat upright, her glasses falling completely off her nose and landing on the ground beside her. Before she got her bearings, Gypsy was licking her face, as if to say wake up. Megan and Barney walked back down to the chairs at a more leisurely pace; Megan laughing at the expression on Lucy’s face as she tried to push the dog away. Finally, she gave up and got to her feet as well. Wiping her hands across her face in disgust, she got rid of the dog slobber.
“Do you think she wakes Aiden up this way, too? Or did I seem like an easy target?”
“A couple of weeks ago, I would’ve said no way. Aiden would never tolerate something like this. But this little puppy dog has got him wrapped around her paw and seems to be able to get away with anything. Do you want to try out the pool?”
“I’m thinking that sounds like too much work for me. My mood is more for lounging in the Jacuzzi, with those massaging jets aimed right at my back,” Lucy answered.
“That sounds good too, but I’m going to swim laps first. I’m sure there are towels and pool paraphernalia in the bathhouse. Help yourself to what you need. I’m going to run and throw on my bathing suit.”
Lucy nodded her agreement and walked over to the spa. She had slipped into her bathing suit earlier before lunch and now pulled the cover-up over her head. With a quick adjustment of the Jacuzzi settings, she settled herself down on the built-in seat. A few minutes later, Lucy was getting ready to nod off again when she heard the splash of Megan jumping into the pool. She barely opened her eyes when she heard two smaller splashes as the dogs jumped in with Megan for a bit of fun. Megan had grabbed one of their toys on her way out and was busy throwing it down to the other end of the pool. The dogs enjoyed themselves as they swam from one end to the other. After a half hour of play, the dogs were worn out and got out of the pool and wandered over to sit next to the spa. Megan did a couple more laps and joined Lucy in the Jacuzzi.
“This is the life. All we need is a cute pool boy to get us our drinks, and we’d be all set.”
“Lucy, you’re a married woman. What are you doing thinking about pool boys?”
“I’m married, Megan, not blind. Everyone appreciates a bit of eye candy.”
The two women laughed at each other and settled back to enjoy the warm, pulsating water. The rest of the afternoon was spent with idle chitchat and companionable silences. After they’d had enough time in the water, they went out to retrieve their books and retired to the beachside to sit in the cabana. Not wanting to exert themselves, they ordered dinner and afterward watched a beautiful sunset. At one point Megan had got up and started the fire in the fire pit with the driftwood she had collected earlier, and Lucy had run to the house to grab her laptop.
Both women loved to shop online, and unless they were patronizing a local shop, found that they did most of their shopping this way. While they sat by the fire, they did most of their Christmas shopping, in a very untraditional way. As the last of the fire’s embers were going from hot red to a more cooling amber, Lucy closed her laptop with a satisfied snap.
“There, we’ve got most of our list completed. There are a few little odds and ends that we need to get. Just think, while our northern relatives are sitting around the traditional fireplace planning out their shopping list, we sat on the beach by a bonfire and did ours.”
“You’re right. It’s a great feeling to know we’re done. I’d much rather do my shopping this way than have to go out and fight traffic and snowstorms. Give me a Southern Christmas any time.”
The two women laughed, but with pity remembering the weather forecast for the Northeast. Winter was coming early to the north, and maybe that was why it was so hectic down in the South, people rushing to get away to the warm tropical weather.
They had spent a relaxing day together, but every once in a while, Megan would get that nagging feeling that she was being watched again. The feelings seem to coincide with the dogs getting a little edgy. But it passed quickly, so Megan simply ignored it. Now the bonfire was burning itself out, and the mosquitoes were beginning to bite. By mutual agreement, the two women got up and went back to the house, ready to turn in, worn out from simply doing nothing.
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Wednesday
Megan’s internal clock usually protested if she attempted an early morning, but not this morning. She was up before the sun had even begun to break over the ocean’s horizon. Sliding her feet from under the covers, Megan stumbled out of bed, crossing the guestroom she had selected the night before to the sliding glass doors that led out to the private balcony. The grayish color of the pre-dawn sky greeted her as she stepped outside and stared out to the ocean. She made out a few clouds that soon would be glowing with the sun’s arrival. Something had woken her, but she could see nothing out of the ordinary. Since the dogs had not made any noise down in the mudroom, Megan attributed her unease to an interrupted dream, which she didn’t even remember. 
Looking around again, she shrugged her shoulders. There was nothing there. Turning, she stumbled sleepily back into the bedroom, ready to get back to that dream she didn’t remember. As she sat on the edge of the soft, queen-size bed, Megan shivered and reached for the fuzzy fleece blanket that was at the end of the bed. She had gotten chilled from her time on the balcony. If she had just stayed in bed, she would be toasty warm. And sleeping.
There was something still nagging at her.
She continued to sit on the edge of the bed for some reason, not willing to lie back down to get the additional sleep her body craved. She scanned her elegant room, illuminated by the small nightlight sitting on a table in a small reading area between the bed and the bathroom. The room was designed with comfort in mind, every detail thought out to make the guest feel at home. There was no reason for her to not curl back up in bed and get up at a more reasonable hour. Except for that feeling that she was missing something.
Surprising herself, Megan wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and got up from the bed. As if she was being pulled by one of the legendary sirens that lived in the ocean, she retraced her steps back to the balcony. She eased the door open, just enough to let herself out, and plopped into one of the wicker chairs that sat deep in the shadow of the house. She was close enough to the railing to see out over the terraces to the ocean, but back far enough that she wouldn’t be seen below. She watched the shoreline for anything out of the ordinary, but could only make out the waves rolling in on the beach.
A sloppy wet kiss on the side of her cheek jolted Megan from her sound sleep. She opened her eyes and stared into Barney’s face. He had crawled up on the chair with her and was waiting for her to wake up. A bit disoriented, she pushed the dog down, noticing the sun was now above the horizon. Barney, not liking being pushed away, jumped completely onto her lap and stared her down, as if daring her to put him down again.
“Okay, okay I’m up, Barney. Who let you out?”
“That would be me. I heard them downstairs when I got up, so I opened the door, and before I could catch him, Barney took off searching for you. What are you doing sleeping out here, anyway?”
“Good morning, Lucy. I woke up early and thought I’d watch the sunrise. I guess I fell back asleep and missed it.”
Megan didn’t want to alarm Lucy with her early-morning doubts, so she told the half-truth. Lucy gave her a quick glance, realizing that she wasn’t getting the whole story, but she let it go.
“Well, if you’re ready to get up and at ’em, I’ve got the coffee pot on and there are muffins ready. Come on down the way you are. We can relax out on the terrace and get dressed later.”
“Sounds wonderful, thanks Lucy. I can’t remember the last time I lazed around in my pajamas. Let me use the bathroom and I’ll meet you downstairs.”
“Meet me on the terrace. I’ll take the dogs for a short walk while you get yourself in gear.”
They gave each other a thumbs-up and went in different directions. Barney followed Lucy, but only when she promised him a walk and a treat. Megan finished quickly in the bathroom and then made her way downstairs and out to the terrace. The sound of the dogs playing greeted her as she walked out the sliding doors. Lucy had already brought out a tray with their coffee and food, so all Megan had to do was sit down across from her friend and pour their drink from the carafe. 
“What a glorious morning!”
“Isn’t it? We take for granted what a wonderful place we live in. Even if we don’t live in such stately homes as this, we still are so fortunate. Unfortunately, after we’re done here, I need to get back in and get some more work accomplished. Do you have any plans?”
Megan shrugged her shoulders noncommittally. Her goal was to get as much downtime as possible and she was reading the perfect book. Megan contentedly explained to Lucy that she planned to spend the morning reading and wandering. This was exactly the weekend that she needed, even if it was in the middle of the week. She knew herself well and acknowledged to herself that this feeling of contentment wouldn’t last for long. Soon she would be bored and anxious to get back to work. But she would be refreshed and have renewed energy to not only face her job’s challenges, but enjoy them as well.
Megan was true to her word and did little all morning. She moved from chair to chair with her book, keeping to the shade to spare her fair skin the extra exposure to the sun. She had always taken care of her skin, especially during the years when she was doing more outside work in her clients’ gardens. Sunscreen and moisturizer were a must, multiple times during the day. Her Irish heritage made her susceptible to sunburn and the precautions she had started taking when she was younger had paid off. She was often mistaken for a woman ten years younger than her current 45 years. During the summer months, her hair was often several shades lighter from the sun and the salty air, even though she tried to wear a hat as often as possible. Now that she was older, she tended to enjoy sitting in the shade rather than out in the full sun. Her youthful enjoyment of laying on the beach for a tan was behind her. Common sense and medical advice kept her out of the sun’s hot rays.
When Megan wasn’t reading, she took the dogs for walks along the shore, throwing sticks and letting them wear themselves out. After her near encounter with the bobcat yesterday, she decided to keep them out of the preserve. Barney was good at obeying her commands, but when Gypsy was added to the mix, he sometimes got caught up in their play and forgot to listen. Just like a kid. Lucy stopped working long enough to join her for lunch, a couple of subs that Megan ordered in, and then went back to her jewelry. She explained that she was right in the middle of a piece and didn’t want to lose her momentum.
It was close to three o’clock that afternoon when Lucy came to the door and called to Megan. Marking her spot in her book, she put it down and walked over to find out what her friend wanted. The dogs looked up expectantly, hoping for another game of fetch. Realizing a game wasn’t what was on Megan’s mind, they put their heads back down to finish the nap they had just been interrupted from.
“What’s up, Lucy?”
“I just got off the phone with Paul. How would you like company for dinner?”
“Sure, Paul’s welcome; you both know that.”
“Not just Paul. Aiden’s back in town and he’ll be coming with Paul. They’re bringing dinner, too.”
Megan couldn’t hide the happiness she felt at Lucy’s words. She had missed Aiden over the last few days, and she found that her heart beat a little faster at the thought of seeing him. Lucy saw the expression on her face and grinned. She was thrilled that Megan and Aiden were developing a special relationship, even if the pace was too slow for Lucy’s taste.
“That’s great! What time are they arriving?”
“You’ve got about an hour and a half. Either they miss us, or our guys are hungry.”
Megan laughed along with Lucy and mentally went over what she would need to do before Aiden got here. Obviously, a shower and nicer clothes than the cutoff jeans and t-shirt she was wearing over her bathing suit were necessary. And she needed to give the dogs a long run to wear them out and a bath to get the sand out of their fur. Lucy looked at her and read where her thoughts were going.
“Go on and do what you need to do. I’m going to clean up my mess in here and grab a shower—I promise not to use all the hot water.” 
Megan smirked at her words. Lucy was notorious for her long, hot showers, often leaving her husband to suffer in a cold shower after her. She decided not to tease her about it. Instead, she waved her to the mess on the counter.
“You’d better get to it, Lucy. It seems like you’ve got a lot to clean up. I’m going to take the dogs for a run first. Hey, there is a bottle of wine in the basket of goodies I brought. Why don’t you throw it in the fridge to chill?”
Lucy agreed, and Megan called to the dogs. Now that things were going their way, they jumped to their feet and ran to the edge of the terrace. Megan grabbed her hat and a bottle of water and led the way down to the beach. She headed in the opposite direction of the preserve, past the second guesthouse that was almost a bungalow. Mr. Stevens had joked with her on many occasions that this was the guesthouse that he reserved for his least favorite guests, hoping that the distance from the main house would keep them out of his hair. He would always chuckle at this because the man was completely bald.
This was the first time on this trip that Megan had walked past this guesthouse, and she frowned to herself when she saw that some of the patio furniture had been pulled away from the side of the house and the protection from the roof’s overhang. She made a mental note to talk to the crew that had cleaned up after Mr. Stevens’ last visit. Little details like this could quickly get away from her staff, and the exposure to the sun would fade the cushions on the furniture. She decided to let it go for now, and broke into a run, racing the two dogs along the beach. 
Megan enjoyed her romp with the dogs and lost track of time. With a quick glance down at her watch, she was shocked to find that she had lost an entire hour. 
“Okay, you two, we need to get back to the house. There’s no time for you to get your baths. Looks like you’re going to have to do with just a good hosing off from the garden hose. Let’s go.”
Megan talked to the dogs as she turned back to the main house, throwing the ball Gypsy gave her towards their destination. The dogs quickly ran after it, then brought it back to Megan for another toss. With each toss, they got closer to the bungalow/guest house. On her last throw, the ball went a little wild, landing further up the dune than Megan had intended. It didn’t matter to the dogs, and they quickly went after it. Watching their movements, Megan glanced at the back corner of the bungalow—and noticed a movement and a flash of color. Whatever it was, the dogs noticed it, too.
The ball was forgotten, Barney and Gypsy started barking and took off in the direction of the movement. Megan yelled for them to stay put and ran after them. Just when she had almost reached them, the dogs broke into a run, chasing something around the corner. Megan rounded the corner seconds later and was shocked to see a group of teenagers. 
They were just as shocked to see her and began to run away, splitting into two groups. Without pause, Barney ran after four of the oldest kids, heading in the direction of the preserve. Gypsy took off after the other three as they tried to scamper over the dune. Since the group of three seemed closer and slower, Megan gave chase after them, yelling for them to stop. But they were younger and faster than her, and the dune seemed to give them no problems. Megan, however, was running out of breath and having a hard time getting a good footing in the loose sand. 
Just when she was ready to give up the chase, the smallest of the three lost footing in the sand and went down hard on an arm, face-first into the dune. Gypsy was there immediately, barking and growling. The figure cowered in fright and Megan called for Gypsy to stay. The dog obeyed but kept barking. Putting an arm up, the teen curled into a tight ball, protecting both the injured arm and head.
Gasping for breath, Megan reached the two, and without thinking, grabbed the teen by the shoulder, rolling the body over so she could look at the face. They stared at each other, one in fear and the other in shock. 
Megan couldn’t believe her eyes. This was no teenager in front of her; it was a frightened little girl, no older than ten. Tears ran down her cheeks, making miniature rivers in the sand that stuck to her wet face. There was none of the expected teenage defiance, but instead the child appeared terrified.
“What is going on around here?”






  
  6

The child stared at Megan but did not answer her. The fear Megan recognized in her eyes made her heart ache. The girl was trembling with both fear and pain from the wrist she was holding. Gypsy’s barking was not helping the matter, and Megan commanded her to be quiet. The dog obeyed Megan, hearing the seriousness of her voice, and the sudden quiet was as unnerving as the dog’s incessant barking. 
Megan crouched down to the child’s level, ignoring the girl’s immediate cringing away from her. She held her hand out to the child, as one would to an animal to show she meant no harm.
“What’s your name, sweetie? Okay, I’m not going to hurt you. Can I look at your wrist? You seem to have hurt it and I only want to see how badly. My name’s Megan, and that’s Gypsy next to you. She won’t bite. Maybe if you talk to her, she’ll sit next to you.”
The girl still didn’t answer Megan, but she watched her every movement. Gypsy seemed to understand that the girl needed comfort, and she inched her way closer until her head was on the child’s lap. Without her realizing she was doing it, the child let go of her sore wrist to pet the dog. When she moved her hand, Megan could see how swollen her wrist was already. The girl needed medical attention. Care for the child
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