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      The last thing I needed on the first Friday in October a half-hour before closing time was a magical disaster. Not that I knew it was a magical disaster, at first, mind you. I wasn’t particularly prepared to deal with any disasters today, for a number of reasons, most of them pretty good.

      But that’s exactly what I got. A magical disaster, a half-hour before closing time on Friday.

      It took me a moment to realize I even had a problem. I’d been sorting out a delivery of bolts of fabric from the new fall line of one of my best-selling quilting cottons in the fabric section of my little craft shop. All kinds of colorful, fun new prints, with that wonderful new fabric smell.

      I’d moved to this tiny little community nestled in the Appalachian Mountains of Kentucky several months ago to open Celia’s Craft Shop. I’d left my apartment and my job as a secretary at a law firm in Louisville and taken the small inheritance my grandmother had left me to pursue a dream. Because, the truth was, I loved knitting and crocheting and all other kinds of crafts, and I wanted to share that love with other people.

      The fact that I had a small, but growing group of regular customers helping me  actually make money pursuing this dream was just incredible. (After some hiccups—getting started hadn’t been all sunshine and roses. Not everybody wanted an outsider moving to their town. Some things don’t change no matter where you’re from.)

      Tucking a bolt of vibrant crimson, gold, and orange leaves into its place in a rack, I smiled to myself. This particular fabric was sure to be a favorite—if I could envision it as the featured fabric in an autumn table runner or a quilt, I’m sure others could, too.

      One of my favorite Celtic Woman’s albums played through the Bluetooth speakers I’d mounted at various points throughout my shop. I hummed along to the ethereal strains, content in a way I hadn’t been for years. This wasn’t how I’d envisioned life in my late twenties, when I was younger, but it was so much more rewarding than anything I could have imagined.

      The next bolt of fabric I picked up was a deep, rich forest green covered in a delicately etched pattern of gold leaves. I smoothed my fingertips over those gold lines, picturing it as the focal point of a modified Lone Star quilt with a light brown background. I frowned, tilting my head to one side. At least, I thought brown would work. Now that I had this particular fabric in hand, I could see it might take a minute to find complementary fabrics.

      That was the trouble with ordering online sometimes. Pictures didn’t always do justice to the colors of things like fabrics, yarns, and embroidery floss. Hence the reason I’d thought opening a craft shop in Starhaven was a viable idea.

      There’s nothing quite like rubbing the edge of a piece of fabric between your fingers or touching a skein of yarn to see if it’s really as soft as it looks. And, as it turned out, there were a lot of people in this town who didn’t leave Starhaven, let alone shop online.

      Although I was teaching some of them how to shop online. I’d created an online version of my store and customers could place mobile in-store orders and pick them up at their convenience. I had several people in particular who really appreciated being able to order from home—or work.

      My thoughts turned to Bianca, a young woman who worked at Black Forest Antiques down the street from me, on the corner of the Square, and I grinned. Bianca had joined my weekly Wednesday knitting class not long after I opened, and she’d become a good friend, though her though Dave Guthrey, her uncle (and also her boss), objected to my presence on principal. He was a good chunk of the reason I’d been initially afraid my craft shop might fail.

      I arranged the bolt of green and gold fabric on a rack, artfully draping the fabric to show it off to the best advantage, and turned back to my stack of fabric, which had dwindled to two bolts. I was nearly done. In a few minutes, it’d be time to start moving through the shop and preparing to close for the night.

      I reached for a bolt of cream fabric covered in glittery orange spiderwebs. It had been a good day, but I was looking forward to going home and making supper. I did a lot of meal prep, but I hadn’t made anything on this scale in a⁠—

      A startled cry rose above the pleasant strains of music drifting though my shop, followed by a strange squelching sound.

      I froze. The squelching sound was what grabbed my attention. That was not a sound you wanted to hear in a fabric store. Especially—I cocked my head to one side, listening.

      Especially when it came from an aisle other than the one aisle I’d devoted to craft paints and glues.

      Frowning, I stared at a glittery orange spiderweb on the fabric in my hands while I strained my ears for any further squelching sounds. All I heard was music…and then the tinkling sound of the bell above the front door. Someone had either just walked in…or they’d just walked out.

      If I was back in Louisville (or anywhere else, really), I’d probably have ignored that squelching sound. Just chalked it up to me hearing things and gone on with my day.

      But this wasn’t any other place in the United States. This was my shop in Starhaven, which meant I was responsible for dealing with whatever had made that sound. And I was this close to closing shop for the day.

      Supper preparations aside, there was a slice of chocolate cheesecake sitting in my refrigerator in my apartment upstairs calling my name.

      I bit my lip. I’d better go investigate that noise.

      Setting the bolt of fabric back down, I quickly headed for my rows of short aisles, searching for anything out of the ordinary. At the same time, I tried to remember who exactly had been in here in the last hour. Old Alice, as she was called, had been in to buy more glittery silver yarn for the lace shawls she was crocheting, but she’d left after I rang up her purchases.

      A couple of other customers had been in and out since then, but I hadn’t paid that much attention. I’d been too enamored by my new bolts of fabric and trying to figure out which ones were the prettiest and how to display them. The people I’d noticed had been regulars, anyway, so I’d subconsciously set them aside. They’d call me when they were ready.

      Just as I passed the embroidery aisle, a glint of glittery green on the old-fashioned hardwood floor caught my eye. That wasn’t supposed to be there. Pivoting, I started to turn down the aisle, but then I stopped dead in my tracks.

      No, that was definitely not supposed to be there.

      A large pile of glittery green goo streaked with dark purple occupied the center of the aisle floor.

      I stared at it in shock. What was this? I glanced from side to side at the aisle shelves, but I already knew there wasn’t anything in my store that would make this kind of mess.

      My gaze fell on the pile of glittery green goo again. I frowned. There was something in the middle of it. Squinting, I leaned closer without actually taking another step forward. Was that an… eyeball?

      It was. I recoiled in disgust, and belatedly noted that a strange bubblegum scent now permeated the aisle. What was this stuff? How had it gotten here?

      My first thought was to wonder if this was an early Halloween prank or something. Then I recalled the strange cry and gurgling sound I’d heard.

      My gaze dropped to the remnants of what really looked like an eyeball, slowly dissolving into that glittery green goo that smelled like bubblegum. My stomach lurched. Maybe this wasn’t an early Halloween prank, or a mess one of my customers had somehow accidentally made.

      I swallowed, feeling a little lightheaded. Maybe one of my customers was the mess.

      It shouldn’t be possible. I knew that. But…in the short time I’d lived here, I’d already learned that Starhaven had one secret: it was home to a number of people (and creatures) from a place called the Enchanted Realm.

      Some of those people and creatures had voluntarily come here from other parts of the world, but some of them were fairytale characters who’d been placed under a powerful curse. A curse that stripped away their happy endings—and their memories—and sent them to live in our Realm via a portal in a clearing in the woods outside of Starhaven Park.

      Maybe this was connected.

      Either way, I couldn’t deal with it  by myself.

      I might somehow be able to break the curse on these fairytale characters—which was another strange thing I’d learned since I moved to Starhaven—but something like this was definitely above my pay grade. (Don’t ask me how I can break the curse—I have absolutely no idea.)

      Surveying the goo, I shook my head and took a deep breath. Well, I thought wryly, there goes my Friday night. Nothing else to do.

      But instead of calling 911, I called Maddie, director of Starhaven Community Foundation and self-proclaimed town facilitator. Also a fairy godmother from the Enchanted Realm, though she didn’t advertise that last bit.

      “Please pick up,” I muttered, my gaze falling on that pile of green goo again.

      To my relief, Maddie answered. “Celia,” she began, but I cut her off.

      “Maddie, there’s a pile of green goo with an eyeball in it in the middle of my craft shop.”

      Silence greeted this statement.  “What?”

      In a few short sentences, I explained the situation. “Is someone pranking me? Because⁠—”

      “No.” It was Maddie’s turn to cut me off, her voice growing stern and serious. “Call 911. Tell them there’s been an accident of an unusual sort.”

      “Okay, but⁠—”

      The line went dead. I stared at my phone in shock. Maddie had actually hung up on me.

      Shaking my head, I called 911.

      An operator answered almost at once, her drawling voice crisp and professional. “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “Yes, ma’am…I’d like to report an accident.” I eyed the pile of glittery goo. “Of the…unusual sort, if you know what I mean.” I really hoped she did.

       “What happened?” The operator took this in stride.

      I bit my lip. “It’s going to sound crazy, but I’m afraid one of my customers might have somehow turned into a pile of goo in the middle of my store.”

      A brief pause ensued, and then the operator said briskly, “We’ll send officers over immediately. Verify your name and address for me, please.”

      I did so, and she added, “Don’t touch anything, okay? Stay right where you are.”

      “Don’t worry.” I looked at the pile of goo again and then had to look away. The eyeball—if it was an eyeball—was almost completely gone. “I won’t.”
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      Less than ten minutes later, though to be honest it felt more like an hour, the front door of my shop jingled. I’d left my spot in aisle three long enough to flip the sign on the front door to ‘closed’, though I hadn’t locked the door. Then I’d returned to the embroidery aisle to stand guard over the goo.

      I’m not really sure why I’d done this—it certainly wasn’t because I wanted to keep looking at that pile of green goo—but it seemed like the right thing to do. Keep the goo in view, as it were.

      Expecting to hear footsteps, I glanced in the direction of the door (though of course I couldn’t see it through three aisles), but I didn’t hear anything except the latest song playing over my shop’s speakers. An upbeat melody about tragic loss.

      My gaze fell to that pile of goo again. Seemed fitting.

      A faint tinkling buzz was all the warning I had before something zipped past my shoulder and a bell-like voice said, “Wow, that’s a stinky mess.”

      “Aahhh!” I nearly jumped out of my skin. Stumbling backward, one hand over my heart, I searched wide-eyed for the source of that voice.

      It turned out to be what I could only describe as a…pixie. Less than six inches tall, dressed in a dark blue police uniform, her pale hands on her hips and her head tilted to one side as she regarded the goo. Beneath her standard-issue brimmed police hat, her hair was a beautiful orange that probably matched that gorgeous bolt of fabric I’d been admiring earlier.

      For a second, the pixie  hovered in place in the middle of the aisle, her wings a gossamer blur. Then she spun around to look me up and down with dark brown eyes.

      “Sorry,” she said, though her tone didn’t sound very apologetic. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” She tipped the brim of her hat to me. “I’m Officer Spice.” She paused, her eyes narrowing as though she was preparing for battle. “Officer Pumpkin Spice.”

      “You’re…Officer Pumpkin Spice,” I said weakly, my heart still pounding beneath my fingers. “Got it.”

      Officer Spice’s  eyes narrowed further. “No cries of how cute that is, or how much you love pumpkin-spice-flavored whatever?” She waved a dismissive hand.

      “Uh…” I had to blink twice; my brain suddenly felt foggy. “I actually can’t stand pumpkin spice. I’m more of a salted caramel mocha girl.”

      I had a split-second to panic—what if I offended her? But I needn’t have worried.

      “Oh, good.” Officer Spice’s expression cleared. “Then we’ll get along just fine.”

      My lightheaded feeling returned. I took a deep breath, suddenly wondering if I’d somehow slipped and hit my head and was imagining this entire encounter.

      Officer Spice seemed to sense what I was thinking. Posting her hands on her hips, she regarded me with keen frankness. “Yes, I’m a pixie. Yes, there are pixie police officers here in Starhaven. Yes, I know what I’m doing.”

      “I wasn’t—I didn’t—” I began, but the tiny pixie bulldozed right over the top of me.

      “You’re new here, so I don’t expect you to know how things work yet, but it’s good that you called 911 and said it was an unusual accident. Triggered the Magical Response Team.” Spice shifted slightly in the air to keep both me and the pile of goo in view. “That—” she jerked a thumb toward the green goo, “—is not normal. Even for us.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “I didn’t think it was.”

      Cautioning me to remain where I was (not that I needed any prompting), Spice flew down toward the pile of goo. She flitted around it, scrutinizing it from every angle possible, and then hovered about two feet off the floor. “Tell me what happened.”

      I did so, and she frowned. “You think there was an eyeball inside that?”

      My stomach lurched at the memory. “I’m sure there was.”

      “Huh.” Spice tilted her head to one side. “No sign of it now.”

      “It, ah, looked like it was dissolving.”

      “Well, if it was there, it did.” Shaking her head, Spice flew back over to me and hovered at eye level. “I need to use your phone, please.”

      Before I could ask why she couldn’t use her own phone (which, again, was admittedly a stupid question), she continued, “Electronics and pixies don’t mix well. Plus,” she wrinkled her nose and it was strangely adorable, “nobody’s figured out how to make them small enough for us to cart around.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask how in the world she expected to do her job as a police officer without access to a phone or a radio or…something…but I bit the words back and pulled out my phone instead. “Who do you want me to call?”

      Spice rattled off a number and I entered it in. Then I held the phone up for her to talk. When somebody picked up on the other end, she gave her identification number and asked to speak to someone called Honeycomb.

      Seconds later, a gruff voice came through my phone’s speaker. “What is it now, Spice?”

      “We’ve got another one, sir.” Spice’s dark eyes darted to me before she glanced back at the pile of green goo.

      A pregnant pause greeted this announcement, and then something like a heavy sigh issued from my phone.  “Any clues?”

      “Not yet.” Spice glanced at the goo again. “Nothing left outside of goo.”

      “What color is it this time?”

      “Green. Purple striations. Still smells metallic, though.”

      Another pause. “That doesn’t tell us much.”

      “No, sir.”

      “Any witnesses?”

      Spice glanced up at me again. “Sort of. The craft shop owner.”

      “Ah, yes. Her.”

      A prickling feeling crawled over my skin. Her. That didn’t sound good. I bit the inside of my lip. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I’d been friendly and polite to everybody in town. Apart from the fact that I was new to Starhaven, it shouldn’t⁠—

      My thoughts cut off as Spice spoke again. “We’ll have to secure the scene. Send me a team, please, boss.”

      “Will do. And Poindexter’s on his way.” Honeycomb paused. “How’s the witness?”

      It took me a second to realize he was referring to me.

      Spice glanced at me again and her lips curving into a small, amused smile. “In shock. But, handling it well, overall.”

      “Good. We don’t want any…problems.”

      “No, boss.”

      Problems? It was my turn to narrow my eyes at Officer Pumpkin Spice. What was that supposed to mean?

      The pixie officer just gave me a bland, noncommittal stare in return, like she hadn’t the faintest idea what could possibly be bothering me. Her boss, Honeycomb, hung up.

      “Thanks.” Spice nodded briskly to me.

      “How do you do your job if you can’t carry a cell phone or radio?” The question popped out before I could stop myself. Really, given the fact that I had a magical glittery pile of green goo on my floor that had quite possibly once been a citizen of this town, pixie electronic problems shouldn’t even matter at this point, but my brain had apparently decided to seize onto it as a sort of life preserver.

      Just to keep me sane. If that was possible.

      Starhaven was proving even more unique than I’d realized.

      “I have a radio.” Still hovering at eye level, Spice pulled a tiny black device from her belt. “Runs on pixie magic, though, so the network is a little limited. My partner usually handles all the human calls.”

      I stared at the tiny pixie. “Your…partner?”

      “Yeah. Nick. Should be here any minute.” Spice jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “It’s too complicated to explain in the middle of a crime scene, but suffice to say you can rest assured the Starhaven Police Department has got things covered.”

      “Okay,” I said weakly. Despite my best efforts to keep Officer Spice—and only Officer Spice—in view, my gaze kept straying to that glittery pile of green goo.

      I really hoped whoever that goo had been was not one of my favorite customers. And not just because I hated to lose their business.

      Five seconds later, the shop door jingled merrily. I glanced automatically in the direction of the door again, but Spice never took her eyes off of the goo.

      “Spice?” called a deep male voice. Was it my imagination, or did he sound familiar?

      “Aisle three,” she called back.

      Footsteps sounded, and then Spice’s partner rounded the corner. Whatever I’d been expecting, it wasn’t him.

      I blinked, and then gulped. I’d met Spice’s partner before. Only, the last time I’d seen him, he’d had a different partner.

      It was Officer Nick Poindexter, one of the police officers who’d helped me after I’d found an injured, amnesiac man in a clearing in the woods outside of Starhaven Park. (A man who’d eventually turned out to be Prince Alan,  Rapunzel’s husband, but that was a story for later.)

      Nick Poindexter was also one of the handsomest men I’d ever laid eyes on. A tall drink of water, as my grandmother used to say. A head taller than me, he had tanned skin, chocolate brown eyes, and a smile that could light up half of Starhaven. And beneath the brim of his hat, his black hair was just a touch curly.

      “Miss O’Malley.” The faintest hint of that smile curved one corner of his mouth as he gave me a look that felt like it encompassed everything about me, from the makeup I’d never bothered to refresh this afternoon to the wisps of curly brown hair that had escaped my messy bun over the course of the day. “We meet again.”

      Officer Spice’s head whipped around to stare at both of us. “You’ve met?”

      There was just the right note of suspicious curiosity in her voice to bring a blush to my cheeks. I did my best to tamp it down. Why in the world was I blushing?

      “Yes,” Nick said before I could respond. “She found that guy a month or so ago.” He gave Spice a significant look. “The one in the clearing in the woods by the park.”

      Recognition dawned in Spice’s orange eyes, but the grumpy cast to her features did not abate.

      Nick looked back at me. “What did you call him?” he asked, a note of amusement in his voice. “Renaissance Man?”

      This time I did flush. “Yeah…” One hand rose to rub the back of my neck. “Well, with the way he talked, I didn’t know what else to call him. It’s not like I knew his name,” I added a touch defensively.

      “Good point.”  Nick acknowledged this with a nod.

      I furrowed my brow at him. “I thought Officer Riordan was your partner.”

      “Well, Spice was on suspension.” Smiling wryly, Nick nodded in the pixie’s direction. “So they paired me with Riordan until she was allowed back.”

      “Hey,” Spice protested. “That whole thing was not my fault.”

      Nick just lifted his eyebrows at her.

      “It wasn’t.” Scowling, she posted her hands on her hips again. “And I’ll prove that one of these days.”

      I nodded mostly to myself. So, meeting Nick a few weeks back had been entirely a fluke. He wouldn’t have been there at all if it hadn’t been for whatever Officer Spice did to get herself into trouble.

      I bit the inside of my lip. Part of me wondered if Nick, Spice, and the rest of the Starhaven Police Department knew that the man they’d called Cedric had remembered his real identity. I didn’t know what kind of lines of communication Maddie kept with the police department.

      And maybe it didn’t matter right now. There were definitely other things to think about.

      I swallowed. Like who or what that pile of goo in the middle of my aisle had been.
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      I tried not to stare as Nick Poindexter knelt in the middle of the of the aisle a safe distance from the green goo to examine it. Pumpkin Spice gave him a quick rundown of everything I’d told her, and Nick nodded solemnly, his gaze still fixed on that glittery goo. When she finished speaking, he rose to his feet and turned back to me.

      “We’ll have to take your statement, ma’am. The detectives will need it when they get here.”

      I nodded, but I had to clear my throat before I could speak. His voice put me in mind of hot chocolate on a cold, raw day, and my own vocal cords were protesting working again. Mentally, I gave myself a swift kick. Here I was, a grown woman, hard-pressed to keep from acting like a silly teenager.

      Nick Poindexter apparently had that effect on me—and I hoped he never found out.

      “That’s fine.” I had to clear my throat before I could speak.

      Nick gave me a faint, encouraging smile before he proceeded to take my statement. I recounted the story again—in greater detail than I’d told Officer Spice.

      At the end, he nodded. “We’ll get that written up and bring you in to sign it.”

      “I can do that.” I wrapped my arms around myself, my gaze straying in the direction of aisle three and the possible remnants of my former customer.

      “Hey.” Nick’s deep voice, calm and reassuring, drew my attention back to him. He offered me a slight smile. “It’s going to be all right.”

      He didn’t say anything else, didn’t offer the usual platitudes you’d expect from the police, at least on TV shows. Don’t worry, ma’am, we’ll get whoever did this.

      Nonetheless, I felt reassured. I took a deep breath and then nodded. “Thanks.”

      “You may have to close the store for a couple of days.” It was his turn to glance around. “Active crime scene and all.”

      I managed a wry smile. “I figured as much.”

      “No way around it, unfortunately.” Nick matched my smile, and I swear my heart fluttered.

      Get a grip, I told myself. It’s quite possible that a customer just…melted…or something inside your store. This is not the time to go all googly-eyed over a handsome police officer.

      “Hey, Nick, come look at this.”

      Spice’s tinkly voice drifted through the shop to us. I might have only just met the pixie, but even I caught the too-casual note in those bell-like tones.

      The only reaction Nick made was a slight narrowing of his eyes. If I hadn’t been standing as close to him as I was, I might have missed it. “Spice…”

      “Seriously, Nick. Come here.”

      Instead of moving, Nick glanced from the door to me and back. Then and only then did he turn in the direction of his partner’s voice. “Where are you?”

      “Aisle two”

      He walked that direction and I trailed after him, as though drawn by an invisible cord that had suddenly sprung to life, connecting us. Hey, he hadn’t told me I couldn’t come along, right?

      Aisle two held my wide array (at least in my humble opinion) of spools of threads in all the shades of the rainbow plus some, along with various sewing accoutrements. Scissors, decorative trims like rickrack or bias tape, and sewing needles, as well as a small assortment of attachments for sewing machines.

      Officer Spice floated in midair beside a section of shelving that held a selection of sewing scissors, fabric shears, and rotary cutters. A frown twisted her pretty dark orange lips, and her tiny hands were posted on her hips.

      I bit the inside of my lip. She looked like an adorable punk rock police officer doll.

      I couldn’t say that out loud, of course. She’d probably arrest me. Or maybe just make me disappear. (Up until today, I hadn’t known pixies existed for real, so who knew what they could do?)

      Nick drew up beside her. “What is it?”

      “You see that?” Spice jerked her head toward what looked like several pairs of fabric shears hanging at what would be eye level on your average female human.

      “See what?” Nick folded his arms across his chest, but he leaned in anyway.

      “That.” Spice took one hand off her hip and pointed.

      Nick and I both squinted in the direction she indicated. She wasn’t pointing at the fabric shears themselves, but at the shelving behind it.  My eyes widened. Specifically, one of the holes in the shelving.

      A hole with a drip of a lavender iridescent crystalline substance.

      I tilted my head to one side, still squinting. What was that? Paint?  A frown creased my forehead. It couldn’t be paint—I  hadn’t used any lavender paint in here.

      Nick leaned in closer as well, and then straightened. “Great find, Spice. Mark it and we’ll tell the crime scene team when they get here.”

      “Nick.” Spice actually stomped her tiny foot in midair. “We have to investigate this.”

      “No, we don’t.” Nick shook his head. “We’re not detectives, remember, Pumpkin?”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      The ice in her bell-like voice sent a shiver down my spine, but it didn’t seem to faze Nick.

      “I don’t care what your beef is with Detective Plum⁠—”

      “She treats us like garbage, that’s what!”

      “—but you’ve got to face the facts, and the fact is that⁠—”

      “We are just as capable of finding clues and solving as those sparkly-faced⁠—”

      “—solving this case is not our job,” Nick finished sternly.

      “Nick—” Spice stomped her foot again, but a pleading note entered her voice as she stared at her partner.

      Nick remained unmoved. “Our job is to secure the scene, interview witnesses, and wait for the detectives.”

      Standing here watching them, momentarily forgotten, I felt like I’d stumbled into the middle of an ongoing argument that stretched back into the far-flung reaches of time.

      “But, Nick⁠—”

      “Pumpkin—”

      “Look at this!” Spice sidestepped the prickly issue of her first name to wave emphatically at that crystalline substance. “Look at it! You know as well as I do what this means!”

      She abruptly zoomed away from the shelf to hover six inches from her partner’s nose. “We saw it at the last crime scene, remember? Remember?”

      “I remember.” A muscle twitched in Nick’s tanned jaw.

      “And then it never showed up in the crime scene report.” Spice flitted back and forth like she was pacing in midair, wringing her hands together. “And I talked to some of the other officers, remember?”

      “They couldn’t remember for sure,” Nick pointed out. “And there was nothing in the crime scene report.”

      “But there wouldn’t be, would there?” Spice shook her head. “Not if little Miss Detective Sugar Plum took care of it.” She spun around in midair to face her partner again and stabbed a finger in the air. “Nick, we have to do something. She’s literally getting away with murder!”

      A little of the color left Nick’s tanned face. “Spice…” He drew in a deep breath. “You can’t just fly around saying stuff like that. We don’t even know for sure what that goo is.”

      Standing off to the side, I watched in complete fascination. If her orange hair hadn’t been mostly contained by her standard-issue police issue hat, I really think the little pixie would have started pulling chunks of it out in sheer frustration.

      “Look!” Spice seethed, pointing at that little smear of crystalline lavender substance. “You don’t think that’s not her doing? We saw it before and then it was gone. What do you think is going to happen this time?”

      “It doesn’t prove anything,” Nick said, but he sounded shaken, like a man who’d just been presented a piece of evidence that threatened to turn his world upside down.

      My gaze drifted to that little smear of iridescent lavender. What was that stuff? And how was a pixie police detective involved?

      My heart started pounding in my chest, coinciding with a pounding in my temples. I knew I was new to Starhaven and its ways, but it really sounded like Officer Pumpkin Spice thought that this other pixie was the culprit.

      For a second, the overhead lights seemed to fade in and out around me. I forced myself to take a deep breath and exhale slowly, and the interior of my shop stabilized.

      “We don’t have much time.” Spice’s wings buzzed faster. “The detectives will be here any minute.”

      Nick inhaled deeply and then blew it out in one long rush. “Spice, say for a minute that I believe you. What can we do?” He lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “We’re not going to be able to⁠—”

      His partner cut him off. “That’s a defeatist line of troll dung, and you know it.” The tiny pixie police officer abruptly whirled around and pointed to me. “We have her.”

      Despite the fact that I was at least a hundred times her size, the manic glow in those orange-brown eyes made me take a step back. “Um…” I said eloquently.

      “We’ll set a trap,” Spice held her arms up in the air like she was conducting an invisible orchestra, “and prove my theory.”

      Unbidden, Nick and I exchanged glances. I didn’t know what to think, and, so it seemed, neither did he.

      We listened to Pumpkin Spice anyway.
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      In theory, Spice’s plan was actually quite elegant. Also quite simpler than I had anticipated. And, surprisingly, non-magical.

      It involved me setting my phone up to record and hiding it on the shelf opposite the mysterious iridescent lavender smear. I had to sacrifice a few of my craft supplies for the cause—namely, some adhesive. Spice was convinced that any attempt to use magic to secure the phone in place would be found out immediately.

      A simple human technological trap, however? She was pretty sure that would work.

      As Nick fixed the adhesive in place, and I arranged items hanging on the shelf to hide my phone, I eyed the little pixie police officer dubiously.

      “What happens if my phone gets damaged? Is that likely?” I looked from her to Nick and back.

      The two police officers glanced at each other before shrugging in tandem. Spice waved a tiny dismissive hand. “We’ll make sure you get another one. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

       The sideways glance Nick darted in her direction belied her blithe statement that it would be that easy, but I let it go. After all, someone had possibly turned one of my customers into a pile of glittery green goo…and whoever had done it needed to be caught.

      I swallowed, my stomach turning over. They couldn’t just go around Starhaven turning people into piles of goo willy-nilly. That was  no way for a society to operate. Not to mention it would be really bad for business.

      Nick’s voice broke into my thoughts. “They’ll be here any minute,” he said grimly.

       Spice nodded once, very emphatically, and posted her hands in her hips. “We’ll be ready.

       A thought struck me; I looked from her to Nick again. “You said this has happened before. How many times?”

      Nick and Spice exchanged wary, almost hesitant looks.

       “Why?” Nick asked.

      It was my turn to post my hands on my hips, a flood of courage coming from…well, I actually didn’t know where.

      Storyteller, whispered a reedy little voice in the back of my mind. Agnes, my live-in housekeeping brownie, had dubbed me that a few weeks ago—after I broke a curse on a girl who turned out to be Rapunzel.

      “I’m no police officer—” I began, prompting a snort from Spice. Nick shot her a quelling look. “—but,” I continued, “aren’t you supposed to report multiple homicides with the same MO to the FBI?”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew how stupid they sounded. What in the world would the FBI do with piles of goo, glittery or otherwise? Starhaven was no normal town, that was for sure. I didn’t know how many people in Starhaven knew about the influx of individuals who had arrived from the Enchanted Realm, but they’d probably want to stay as far away from the Federal Bureau of Investigation as they could.

       I held up a hand before Spice could open her tiny mouth. “No, no, I take it back. That was a dumb thing to say.”

      “No.” Nick shook his head. “Not dumb. Not for a normal town anyway.” Something that was almost a smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. “But I’m sure you’ve noticed by now that this isn’t exactly your average town.”

      “Uh, yes, I have started to notice that.” I raised a self-conscious hand to the back of my neck, before shrugging. “I mean, I sort of knew that already, but…” I trailed off, feeling awkward and out of place.

      It was a strange sensation, considering we were still standing in the middle of my shop. But this whole situation was nothing like I had anticipated. Ever. Let alone on a Friday afternoon when I had plans.

      Despite my embarrassment, more questions crowded to the forefront of my mind. What reason would a pixie police officer, excuse me, a pixie police detective have for turning citizens into random piles of glittery goo? What was up with that?

      A shiver worked its way down my spine. I’d signed a year-long lease for the store, and for the most part I really did like it here, but if there was a serial killer running amok.. maybe this wasn’t the best place to start over. Even if I could help people here.

       “We need to get out of this aisle,” Nick said a second later, breaking into my concentration again. “Miss O’Malley,” he addressed me, “you’d better go back over by the front desk. Spice, go watch over the goo.”

       Spice folded her arms across her chest. “Why me?” She drilled her partner with a narrowed look. “You watch over the goo.” She tipped her head in its general direction. “That stuff gives me the creeps.”

      Nick pressed his lips together, like he was counting to ten inside his head. I wondered how often he had to do that when working with his partner.

      “Look, Spice,” he said at last, “don’t argue with me right now. Just do it. We don’t have time for this. Besides,” he added, cutting into her protest, “isn’t this how we normally do it?”

       Spice didn’t bat an eyelash. “Yes, but not when there’s goo.” Her pout wouldn’t have looked out of place on a five-year-old. On a tiny being her size, it made her look strangely adorable, which was probably not the look she was going for.

      I made a mental note never to tell her that. And then I made another mental note to revisit why I was already thinking like I was going to be staying here in Starhaven despite citizens getting turned into piles of goo.

      The bell above the door jingled merrily, and we all looked toward the front of the store. Another chill danced its way down my spine, raising the hair on the back of my neck. It was one thing to talk about a potential pixie serial killer, but quite another to actually be confronted face-to-face with one.

      A faint tinkle and a sudden blur of lavender were all the warning I had before I found myself staring face to face with a pixie in street clothes who had appeared at eye level and was hovering in front of my face, sizing me up.

      If this was Detective Sugar Plum, she definitely did not look like a serial killer. Of course, I amended to myself, from what I understood, most serial killers didn’t look like serial killers. That was how they managed to get away with it for so long. Nobody suspected them.

      Detective Plum wore a tiny brown leather jacket over a silver shirt tucked into dark-wash boot-cut jeans. It even looked like she was wearing brown boots. Her outfit complemented her lovely dark brown skin and silvery lavender hair, which was pulled back into an elaborate French twist.

       Her jacket had slits in the back to let her wings through. I wondered how she managed to get dressed with those things. I made a mental note to myself to investigate that at some point. (This was hardly the time or the place. Even I knew that.)

      A second later, the bell above the door jingled again as Plum’s partner joined us. He was a short Hispanic man a few years older than myself. He had short dark hair and a friendly face, but there was a hardness to his brown eyes that said he’d come here on business and he knew it was grim business.

      “That was fast.” Nick appeared at my elbow. “You beat the crime scene team here.”

      “Oh, we did?” Detective Plum looked around, as though expecting her colleagues to pop out from behind bolts of fabric. She didn’t seem overly concerned.

      “They’ll be here shortly,” said her partner. “We were closer to the store.”

       Completely ignoring me, Plum addressed Nick. “Where’s the body?”

       Nick grimaced. “You mean the pile of goo?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Aisle three. Spice is standing guard.”

      Detective Plum’s expression shifted slightly, her nose wrinkling like she’d gotten a whiff of something malodorous. “Of course she is.”

      It was only then that she and her partner turned their attention to me. Plum inclined her head in a nod that was almost courteous. “I’m Detective Sugar Plum.” She waved a dainty hand to her partner. “This is Detective Javier Solares.”

      “I’m Celia O’Malley.” I gestured to the store around us. “This is my craft shop, obviously.”

      Plum and Solares asked me a few of the same questions Nick and Spice had. Did I know who the victim was, and so on. My answers didn’t change.

      “Stay here,” Solares advised me, as he and Plum started toward Aisle three.

      I nodded silently, hitching a hip on the front counter. Might as well sit down. There was no telling how long this would take.
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      A surreal feeling settled over me while I waited, the murmur of voices in aisle three fading to a low buzz. My thoughts wandered to some of my favorite detective and police procedural shows. They made it look like this whole process took no time at all, but of course things couldn’t possibly move that fast in real life. I mean, the crime scene team wasn’t even here yet.

      My stomach rumbled; I bit down on the inside of my cheek. Of all days to take an early lunch break…

      My plans for tonight had definitely not involved eating much past six o’clock. My shoulders slumped a little. It looked like I’d be scrambling for leftovers instead of eating the steak, baked potato, and broccoli I’d intended. I might have to move that meal to tomorrow.

      At least you’ve got cheesecake, I reminded myself. That I would probably still eat tonight.

      I suppressed a snort. I might need it, by the time this was all said and done.

      “Big plans for tonight?” A deep voice broke into my thoughts.

      I started, only now realizing that Nick had remained near the front counter. (No doubt because somebody was supposed to keep an eye on me, the sole witness.) Blinking, I wondered if this was a trick question. Hadn’t they asked that already?

      Still, I’d been raised to be polite. I gave a little shrug. “I had a special supper planned for tonight, that’s all.”

      Interest flickered in his chocolate brown eyes. “Oh, yeah?” Nick shifted his stance minutely, facing me more than the door. “What’s the occasion?” One corner of his mouth curved in a smile. “Is it your birthday?”

      “No.”

      “Hot date?”

      I shook my head again, then hesitated, unsure how to put this. It made sense in my head, but the few times I’d actually said it out loud, it sounded crazy.

      …which was probably why I rarely mentioned it to anybody.

      I bit my lip. It was also probably not exactly the sort of thing one casually mentioned to a police officer, either. But…this was probably a homicide investigation—albeit the strangest one I’d ever heard of. And if the Starhaven Police Department went digging into my background, they’d learn it all anyway.

      “It’s the anniversary of my wedding day,” I said sheepishly. “Or what would have been my wedding day, if I hadn’t figured out that my prospective groom was probably one of the worst people I could have married.” I shrugged prosaically; I’d come to peace with this part of that whole mess a long time ago.

      It was Nick’s turn to blink. Clearly, he hadn’t expected that. His brow crinkled (it was kind of adorable, actually) and he stared at me as though debating whether or not he’d heard me correctly. “And you celebrate this day every year?”

      “Every year,” I confirmed with a nod. My sheepish smile grew more cheerful. “I’m that grateful that I didn’t walk down the aisle.”

      Nick blinked again, clearly searching for words. “That’s…”

      “Kind of crazy, I know.” I shrugged again. “But, seriously, I’m so glad I didn’t marry him.” I shook my head. “If we’d gone through with it, I’d probably be in jail for homicide.”

      The second the words were out of my mouth, I wished I could take them back. That was not the kind of thing you told a police officer when there’d been a homicide in your business! (Actually, it probably wasn’t the kind of thing you told a police officer ever, but…)

      Instead of giving me a look that said he was seriously considering my mental state, Nick actually laughed. His confusion cleared and his chocolate eyes almost seemed to sparkle. “That bad, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I looked away, staring at the display of little sewing kits I’d set up by my cash register without really seeing them. “It wouldn’t have started out that way, but it wouldn’t have taken long to end up there. He’s not a bad guy,” I hastened to add, lest Nick think I was a terrible judge of character. “Just…really not compatible with me in the long run.” I managed a weak smile. “Honestly, I’d have driven him up the wall, too.”

      Still facing me, Nick leaned up against the counter. “So you make a fancy dinner every year to celebrate the fact that you’re not married?”

      “Not married to him, yes,” I corrected him. “I figure someday, when I meet the right guy, I won’t need to celebrate that anymore. But for now…” I turned one hand palm up.

      “Fancy dinner it is.” Nick’s smile softening with understanding. He glanced toward the front door and then toward aisle three, where the detectives and Spice were conversing in tones too soft to make out words, before he looked back at me. “What are you having?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but at that moment the door blew open and a mass of people rushed in. The crime scene team had arrived.
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      It felt like fifteen people had just swept into my shop in that whirlwind of activity, but it was really only four. They immediately set to work, scurrying around my shop with all kinds of equipment. I watched, wide-eyed, and then sent Nick a questioning look.

      “Will they find my phone?” I kept my voice low.

      He lifted his shoulders in a shrug, the movement barely perceptible. He didn’t know.

      All at once, Officer Spice’s bell-like voice rose above the rest of the noise filling my shop. “It’s gone! I told you, it was right here!”

      Nick and I exchanged glances. I raised an eyebrow. I had to hand it to her—she hit exactly the right note of incredulous disbelief. Detective Plum will never suspect Spice is setting her up.

      Something in the air tensed. I felt it—and Nick definitely felt it. He straightened and then moved off to join the group gathering in my sewing aisle.

      After a split-second’s worth of debate, I followed. (Again, they hadn’t told me to stay here, right?)

      Peeking around Nick’s broad, uniformed shoulders, I saw Spice and Plum facing off against each other. Spice was gesticulating toward the spot on the shelving where that drip of lavender crystalline substance had been, while Plum regarded her with barely concealed contempt, like she couldn’t believe the other pixie was wasting everyone’s time on ridiculous minutia.

      Solares stood to one side, watching them both with his brow furrowed, his dark eyes tracking back and forth between the pixies. His glance flicked briefly to Nick—and me—before returning to the showdown between pixie police officer and pixie police detective.

      “Spice, you’re delusional.” Plum shook her head, her lip curling. “You weren’t on suspension long enough.”

      “That has absolutely nothing to do with this.” Pumpkin Spice’s tiny hands curled into fists, before she jabbed a finger in the direction of the spot where that crystalline drip had been. “I saw that stuff, Nick saw that stuff, and she saw it too.” She pointed at me without taking her eyes off of Detective Sugar Plum.

      I froze as both Plum and Solares turned their heads to look at me. Something in Plum’s face hardened—I knew she was about to order me away from her crime scene. I just had that feeling.

      Before the detective could say anything else, however, Spice continued, “Somebody cleaned that up before CSU got here.” She put her hands on her hips. “And I can prove it.”

      Detective Solares stared at her, taken aback by the suddenly smug tone in her voice, but his partner just snorted. “Oh, really.” Plum raised condescending eyebrows at the other pixie. “And just how do you intend to do that?” She sent a dismissive glance around my shop. “This place doesn’t have security cameras, does it?” She directed this last to me.

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Nick?” Pumpkin’s gaze swung to her partner.

      Without a word, Nick moved past the two pixies to the shelf where we’d hidden my phone. He removed it from its hiding spot and turned back toward me. “Miss O’Malley, if you’d be so kind?”

      I noticed that he kept the bulk of his body between my phone in his hand and the spot in midair where Detective Plum hovered. My heart started pounding in my chest as I took the phone and unlocked it.

      Would there be anything on it? Was Pumpkin Spice right about somebody tampering with the evidence? I didn’t know how that was possible—there hadn’t been anybody else in my shop other than us.

      Unless somebody’s got mad chameleon skills or an invisibility cloak, whispered a dry voice in the back of my head.

      Off the top of my head, I didn’t recall any invisibility cloaks being part of any of the fairytales I’d read as a child, but who knew what kind of crazy stuff might have ended up here from the Enchanted Realm?

      “What is that?” Plum’s dark eyebrows furrowed with dramatic suspicion. “Have you two been contaminating my crime scene?”

      “We didn’t contaminate anything,” Nick said calmly. “Spice had an idea, and Miss O’Malley was kind enough to assist us.” He glanced from Plum to Solares, a wry smile tugging at his lips. “This may be a complete waste of time.”

      “On that, Poindexter, we’re agreed.” Plum rolled her eyes. “Javi, why don’t we⁠—“

      “Hang on, Plum,” her partner interrupted, his voice crisp. “Spice may be onto something.”

      “And if she’s not?” Plum folded her arms across her chest, her expression bored.

      “Then you’ve got something to give her grief about for the rest of your lives.” Solares nodded to me. “Play it, Miss O’Malley. One point five speed.”

      I’d never taken a video this long before. Briefly thanking heaven that I had enough storage space for it all, I tapped my screen and adjusted the playback speed. A video of the aisle began to play.

      “Detective Solares.” One of the CSU techs appeared at the end of the aisle. “We’re going to need fingerprints from your witness.”

      “In a minute.” Solares held up a hand, his attention still fixed on the video playing on my phone.

      I was very aware of Nick shifting to stand next to me. His arm brushed my shoulder, the contact sending an unexpected ripple of…something through me.

      I swallowed, my mouth suddenly quite dry, and did my best to focus on the video playing on my phone. Get a grip, Celia. This is not the time.

      “Double the speed,” Solares said after a moment.

      Obediently, I complied. Not that it made any difference on the video. When you’re filming an empty aisle, it doesn’t matter how fast the playback is—nothing changes.

      Until it does.

      A flicker of movement, like a flash of light, suddenly broke the monotonous feedback.

      “Stop.” Solares and Nick spoke at the same time. The detective looked at me. “Run it back.”

      Heart leaping into my throat, I stopped the video, ran it back, and then hit play at normal speed.

      For a few seconds, the aisle remained completely empty, just as it had been for the first chunk of the video. And then…a silvery streak zipped into the frame and hovered over the spot where we’d all seen that lavender crystalline substance.

      I couldn’t help it; I gasped. My phone wavered in my hands, but I managed to hang onto it.

      The silvery streak was Detective Sugar Plum.
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      Silence fell over the aisle—a sort of shocked, disbelieving silence that made my ears ring. The two police officers, two detectives, and I all continued to watch as Plum waved her hand over the spot where that drip of lavender substance had been. Then, mission apparently accomplished, she glanced once to the right and left before diving toward the hardwood floor and vanishing from the video frame.

      I paused the video and we all collectively turned to stare at the tiny detective, who hovered in midair, looking stunned.

      “Sugar Plum.” Solares pointed to my phone. “What is this?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head very fast, holding up both hands. “I have absolutely no idea what that is. I didn’t do anything.” Her expression turned bewildered and pleading by turns. “I would never tamper with a crime scene, Javi, you know that.”

      “But you did.” Pumpkin Spice posted her hands on her hips again, before nodding to my phone. “We’ve got video proof that you did.”

      “I didn’t!” Plum clenched her tiny hands into fists, glaring daggers at the other pixie. “It’s wrong! Somebody’s framing me!” She shifted her furious gaze to pin Nick, and then me.

      “Plum…” Solares began uncertainly.

      “Javi, you know this can’t be right.” Plum turned pleading eyes on her partner. “We’ve worked together for how many years now?” She waved a hand toward the aisle. “What possible reason could I have for tampering with a crime scene?”

      “I don’t know,” he said at last, and her expression cleared. His next words, however, put a frown back on her face. “But that’s what we’re going to have to find out.”

      Plum’s dark face darkened further. “You,” she hissed, whirling around to face Pumpkin Spice again. Her hands balled into fists. “You did this, you jealous little⁠—“

      “Hey, hey.” Nick stepped in between the two pixies, one hand outstretched in a conciliatory gesture. “Detective, you know the rules better than anybody. This has to be investigated.”

      “I didn’t do anything.” Plum stamped her booted foot in midair, reminding me so forcibly of Officer Spice earlier that I almost laughed. Almost. (I think she’d have probably done the pixie equivalent of eviscerating me.)

      “Mabel.” Solares raised his voice, startling me. “We need you over here ASAP.”

      A second later, a short, skinny young woman skidded around the corner. “What’s up, Detective?” Her brown eyes took in the tableaux in the aisle, lingering on Plum’s outraged form, before she fixed her attention on Solares.

      “Our witness here has a video on her phone I need you to take off while Plum and I head back to the station.”

      “Yes, Detective.”

      “Javi—“ Plum began.

      “No.” Solares shook his head, giving her a hard look. “You know the procedure as well as I do.” His tone brooked no argument. “Poindexter.” He turned to Nick.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Hold down the fort here until the Chief sends over another set of detectives.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Solares then turned to Spice. “This was your idea, wasn’t it?” It wasn’t a question.

      Spice straightened, folding her hands behind her back. “It was.”

      The detective didn’t respond, but instead turned back to Plum and motioned for her to follow him out. The pixie detective didn’t move. She remained frozen in midair, though her wings fluttered to keep her in place, like she was having trouble processing what had just happened.

      “Plum,” Solares said sharply.

      Detective Plum blinked and then zipped forward. For one wild second, I thought she was coming for my phone—and the evidence that she’d tampered with the crime scene after she and Solares arrived. But all she did was shoot Officer Spice a filthy look as she passed by.

      Seconds later, the bell above my door jingled, letting us know that the two detectives were gone.

      “Well.” Nick blew out a breath, frowning at his partner. “Looks like you were right about somebody tampering with the crime scene.”

      “I didn’t expect it to be her.” Spice shook her head, her expression a curious blend of shock and triumph. “Why would she do that?” She jerked her thumb in the direction of the pile of goo in the next aisle over. “Does that mean she had something to do with⁠—“

      “Looks like we’re going to find out,” Nick cut her off, before turning to me. “Thanks for your help, Miss O’Malley.”

      “Ahem.” Someone cleared their throat.

      The three of us turned toward the end of the aisle, and I realized that Mabel, the crime scene tech, was still standing there. She arched an eyebrow at Nick and Spice. “Do you two mind letting me do my job?”

      “Sorry.” Nick flashed her an apologetic smile and gestured to me. “All yours. Let us know if you need anything.”

      “Mmmhmm.” Mabel pressed her lips into a thin line, watching the two police officers as they exited the aisle. Then she turned to me. “All right. What’s this about a video?”
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      It was after seven o’clock before Starhaven’s finest shooed me out of my craft shop with an admonishment not to leave town. Grateful that I didn’t have far to go—my apartment was located directly above Celia’s Craft Shop—I wearily climbed the stairs at the back of the building.

      The shock and morbid excitement had worn off, and fatigue settled over me, making me feel like I’d strapped exercise weights to all my limbs.

      At least they hadn’t confiscated my phone in the service of the investigation. Mabel had removed the video (part of me had hoped she would leave a copy so I could watch it again later) and then she’d handed me off to another tech to be fingerprinted.

      At some point, two more detectives arrived, both of them grim-faced. I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of stir Detective Plum’s behavior had caused. Not to mention the fact that the pile of goo in my shop was apparently not the first pile of goo to appear in Starhaven.

      A shiver traveled down my spine as I crossed the hall to my apartment door and unlocked it. I wondered who—or what—that poor soul had been before he or she was gooified. My stomach churned at the thought—and it wasn’t because it had been hours and hours since I’d last eaten.

      The familiar scent of vanilla and cinnamon greeted me as I stepped into
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