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INTRODUCTION
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Welcome to the second year of the Holiday Extravaganza. 

Personally, I flat out love the holiday season because it really is a brilliant time of year. Not only because of the chance to see family again after living away from them for the first academic term, the delicious mouthwatering food or the great presents. But also because of the stories and all the wonderful storytelling possibilities that this magical time of year presents us with.

As a result of the commercialisation of Christmas, the holiday season runs from American Thanksgiving to New Year’s Day, because whilst I am not American so I don’t celebrate Thanksgiving, I like that the holidays are so stretched out. It just means that there are more stories that can be told.

This is only compounded by all the weird little holidays that people have made up over the years, all the lost traditions that we used to do but no longer do and you can bring these traditions back through fiction, and holiday stories are just brilliant fun.

As a reader, I love holiday stories because they really help me to feel Christmassy when I might not otherwise.

Personally, even though I am accidentally releasing this 2024 collection of holiday stories in January 2025, I am even more grateful for the joy, positivity and wonder that holiday fiction gives me. 2024 was an awful, rough, horrific year for me for trauma reasons I won’t say openly in this introduction. Yet I have mentioned it a lot on The Psychology World Podcast. 

I want to provide the same magical escapism for you in this collection that holiday fiction and writing provides me with.

Therefore, you get to enjoy 32 gripping, riveting, stellar short stories covering three genres, and there’s a science fiction holiday short story as a bonus too. You get to explore spellbinding, magical fantasy adventures with a major holiday twist as heroes, witches and strange neighbourhoods celebrate their own unique holidays in their very weird and magical ways.

You get to explore the mysterious, darker side of the holidays through mystery and crime stories. Including 5 gritty, gut-punching hardboiled detective stories. These were a lot of fun to write so I know you’re going to love them as much as I do.

Finally, you get to experience the swoony, heart-melting romantic element of the holiday season in a whole bunch of heart-warming romance short stories filled with love, laughter and pure holiday joy. You really can find love and romance as the days grow darker, the nights grow longer and the temperature drops down. 

Notice how I didn’t use Christmas to describe these stories very much. There is so much more to the holiday season than Christmas and a lot more holidays to explore.

So make yourself a wonderfully velvety, rich mug of hot chocolate or your favourite drink, settle down under a blanket and enjoy 32 enthralling stories providing you perfect escapism on these cold winter nights.

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ORDER AND ROUTINE
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University Lecturer Doctor Henry Oscar had never ever regretted moving to the amazing historical city of Canterbury, England with its impressive flint Roman walls, great cobblestone high street and wonderful student atmosphere that somehow managed to make him feel young even though he was middle-aged.

Henry sat on a metal chair with a small metal table in front of him outside his favourite little café on the high street. Coffee Lovers might have been a small little café but it was amazing and Henry seriously loved it.

He loved its bright blue, green and pink exterior looked so tasteful, inviting and warming that if he was having a bad day at the university then all he needed to do was think about that amazing paint job and he would instantly start to feel better. There was always plenty of seating outside and because of all the different students, adults and young families that were almost as obsessed with the café as him, there was always someone new to talk with.

Especially as the weird thing about being a university lecturer was that even though he did two-hour talks every single day of the week on different areas of psychology, and he had students ask him questions. Sometimes Henry just felt a little lonely because he couldn’t have very deep conversations.

It was great that the metal chair wasn’t wobbly even though it was sitting on the cobblestone ground, the day was perfectly mild (not too hot nor cold) and the air just smelt amazing of hints of bitter coffee, caramel and sweet spices that Henry couldn’t name.

This really was his idea of paradise.

Henry never really sat inside the café until it was absolutely freezing because Henry also liked watching all the people walking, talking and shopping up and down the high street. 

Even now Henry was rather enjoying focusing on a young couple wearing matching Christmas jumpers and black Chelsea boots as they walked along like they were on a mission. And Henry also liked focusing on a little old man and woman carrying two grandchildren (maybe just over a year old) looking at the massive Christmas displays in the shop windows. They really were so cute.

Yet the café’s inside was always a pleasure to go in as it was warm, toasty and the landscape paintings inside was just stunning.

It was incredible how an artist could infuse a mere piece of canvas with such life, depth and intrigue that if the café wasn’t so busy all the time then Henry just knew he would spend possibly hours staring at the paintings.

Apparently, the owner, a very hot Ben Palmer, painted it at the weekends or whenever he had a spare five minutes. Henry had to admit Ben was extremely talented and he had no clue why Ben was running a coffee café instead of painting for stunning places like the Tate Modern and that was the only art gallery that Henry knew about.

Henry wasn’t exactly into art or paintings but Ben seriously made him want to learn more.

“Excuse me dear,” a little old lady said in a blue jumper as she accidentally knocked into Henry’s table to get into the café.

Henry smiled and at her and really hoped she would have a good evening and night.

Henry had started coming here because he needed somewhere on the high street to meet his students one day to discuss their undergraduate dissertations and he wanted to be nice to them so the students didn’t have to walk so far from their accommodation up to campus.

It really had been love at first sight because Henry really enjoyed the café, the atmosphere and the coffee they did here, but it seriously had been the hot owner that had made Henry keep coming back again and again.

Ben was about the same age as Henry and  Henry had always considered himself to be in good shape but Ben’s body was just amazing. Ben might have always worn a tight white shirt, baggy black jeans and his handsome face was always smiling, but Henry could just tell how much Ben worked out and he had to be seriously toned under that t-shirt.

Henry would have loved to test that theory himself but he just wasn’t sure.

He had spoken to Ben most days and he always made sure that both of them spoke for at least five ten minutes before he left, but he wasn’t sure if Ben was into men or he was interested in him.

But as Henry’s mother, brother and best friends had constantly mentioned recently. He was pushing 45 and he was still single, living alone and hadn’t had a single boyfriend in over a year. It wasn’t like Henry was trying to be single and he was on the dating apps, he went to the gay clubs in Canterbury at times and he did try to seek out other gay members of staff at the university. Yet all of that came with very mixed results.

So Henry had decided to come here today to make a change and plot how he was going to get a boyfriend, because his current methodology clearly wasn’t working for him.

Normally Henry liked to live his life under a strict routine and order because it had helped him get to university, live his successful life and helped him. But clearly something in his routine wasn’t helping him find a boyfriend, fall in love and enjoy the pleasures of a man.

He needed to change that today.

Henry got out a massive file from his black rucksack that he always carried about him with and he placed it gently on the little round metal table.

“Your order dear sir,” 

Henry just grinned like a silly schoolboy when he heard his beautiful, sexy Ben behind him as he came over and sat a small tray on the table.

Henry absolutely loved it that Ben remembered what he always ordered (again another part of the routine and order). Ben always made the best cappuccino, coffee cake and little latte-flavoured biscuits that Henry couldn’t get enough of.

Yet Henry couldn’t understand why there was an extra cup of tea on the tray. He didn’t like tea too much but he grinned even more as Ben sat down opposite him and took a mouthful out of the mug.

“What’s all this Doctor?” Ben asked.

Henry almost felt embarrassed and ashamed to mention that he was trying to reorganise his life, but he never ever wanted to lie to such a beautiful man.

“I’m trying to find a boyfriend and something in my current routine is failing me in that department,” Henry said smiling.

Ben just grinned and shook his head. “You’ve had a lot of student meetings today, haven’t you?”

Henry playfully leant over the table and hit Ben on the head. He hated it that Ben knew what he was like after certain things because of how he spoke.

“Yea,” Henry said. “Had to deal with a lot of tears because deadlines are coming up and some students, well, aren’t very organised,”

Ben gestured to the file. “Clearly no one is as organised as you but, it suits you. You look really good in your professor mode,”

Henry laughed. He didn’t have a professor mode, he was a lecturer sure but he didn’t like to think of himself as an uptight lecturer.

“Why don’t you look around here for a boyfriend?” Ben asked gesturing to the café. “There are probably plenty of cute guys wanting to talk to you if you only realised they were there,”

Henry shrugged. It was a good point but it was a coffee café at the end of the day, he couldn’t imagine there would be that many gay people wanting or flocking to here. Regardless of how great and out-of-this-world the coffee, cakes and biscuits were.

Ben took another mouthful of his tea. “Fine, what sort of man do you want? Maybe I know someone like that,”

Henry grinned. He had never really thought about a man this way before but it was fun to imagine.

“I don’t know. I would love a man in a tight white shirt, black trousers and fluffy hair to come up to me and start flirting with me. It’s just a fantasy but that would be fun,”

Ben just smiled and it was such a beautiful one, and it was such a shame that Henry wasn’t gay at all. Ben was too beautiful, sexy and perfect to be gay but that was just the story of Henry’s life. Constantly falling for men he couldn’t have.

Ben finished off his tea quickly and wished Henry to have a good evening and night and he went back to his café but not before gently rubbing Henry’s back.

Henry had no clue what that gesture meant but he had loved the warmth, chemistry and sheer pleasure that flooded through him at the touch.

Henry just wished he could find a man just like that.

***
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Henry sort of realised that the thing that could be stopping him from meeting other hot men was that he always spent an hour at the Coffee Lovers café every weekday without fail, and that was an extra hour that he could be using to meet men. So Henry was going to go to the café and see if he really needed to go here every single weekday.

It was more like testing a theory more than anything else, and of course it would be amazing to see beautiful Ben again.

Henry sat in a very similar metal chair to yesterday but this one was a little wobbly on the cold cobblestone path and there weren’t a lot of other people sitting outside because of the sheer drop in temperature. The only other people outside were a middle-aged straight couple wearing black puffer jackets shaking so much they were making the chairs rattle.

The air was cold, crisp and slightly damp so much so that the attractive young woman coming out of the café to take Henry’s order shivered.

Henry looked through the massive glass windows to the inside of the café and couldn’t understand why a young woman was coming out to take his order when Ben knew it off by heart, and Henry actually couldn’t see Ben inside.

That wasn’t like him at all.

“Are you Henry?” the young woman asked. 

Henry slowly nodded because he had never been recognised before and she certainly wasn’t one of his students.

“Good,” the young woman said. “I’ve been told to look after you by the boss man. He must really like you and I can understand why,” 

It was only then that Henry realised that the young woman was really eyeing him up and down even though he was very much old enough to be her dad.

“It’s okay love,” Ben said as he pulled as a chair next to Henry and Henry realised that Ben hadn’t been at the café, he had only just arrived.

Henry was about to ask what was going on and why Ben was calling his employee “love” when he just smiled. Ben looked absolutely amazing in his tight white shirt that looked so crisp and really failed to hide how amazing his body was underneath, his black trousers left little to the imagination and wow, Ben’s hair just looked stunning.

Ben really was the most beautiful man Henry had ever seen. And Henry’s wayward parts agreed too.

“Is this place any good cutie?” Ben asked.

Henry just smiled. He presumed Ben was trying to flirt with him but no one had ever done this to him before. Henry didn’t know what to do so he tried to play along.

“It’s okay I suppose,” Henry said grinning. “I only really come here for the hot owner. Do you know him?”

Ben shrugged. “I suppose the Ben dude’s hot and all but I’m better, cuter and a lot better in bed,”

Henry gasped and laughed when Ben looked so embarrassed. Ben laughed even harder and just put his hands in his face.

Henry leant over the table and rubbed his cold hands a little.

“Should we get out of here and have a real conversation?” Henry asked in-between laughing at the beautiful man that had failed casual flirting so badly.

“You really want to go on a date after how forward I was?” Ben asked. 

Henry just looked at him. Henry couldn’t imagine how someone wouldn’t want to go on a date with such a cute, handsome and sexy man that was willing to embarrass himself just to get another guy’s attention.

Henry stood and took Ben by the hand and grinned like the little schoolboy he felt like at that moment.

“Nothing would make me happier than going on a date with you and hopefully more than one,” Henry said.

Ben pretended to look sceptical but Henry could just tell that Ben was delighted, excited and more than happy. And Henry understood it too.

As Henry and Ben went down the little cobblestone high street, hand in hand, Henry really did feel like the happiest and luckiest man alive because after months of pining and interest in stunning Ben. He was finally going to go on a date. 

And Henry already knew the date was going to be fine and would hopefully lead to many more wonderful things not just at this magical, snowy time of year but into the future too.
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INVITATIONS TO SECRETS, LIES AND DECEIT
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2nd December 2022

Canterbury, England

No one thinks about the walls.

Before Private Eye Bettie English had fallen in love, before she had become President of The British Private Eye Federation and before she had given birth to two amazing kids, Bettie actually got a lot of cases through strange invitations. Hell, she loved it and she had gotten some of her best and most exciting cases from invitations from mystery senders.

But as she sat at a massive oak round table with only four other people she was really starting to regret her joy of receiving weird invitations. 

The dining room she sat in was rather nice and almost magical in a way with beautiful red, green and bright pink tinsel hanging all over the walls and ceiling and the tinsel shined like stars off the crystal chandelier (that was probably real), Bettie had seen some impressive families do great on their Christmas decorations but this family might have topped it.

There of course wasn’t one or two or even three massive pine trees in the dining room, there was one in each corner. And Bettie was amazed that each Christmas tree was decorated in an identical way with rainbow coloured LED lights gently pulsing Christmas magic, golden tinsel hugging the tree loosely and little naked candles burning on the trees filling the air with the sweet scents of frankincense and myrrh.

Bettie wasn’t exactly sure why the hell these four people wanted to burn naked candles on their trees (surely they knew that was a fiery death sentence) but Bettie didn’t really want to argue.

Not when she had received a very panicked letter two hours ago wanting her to attend because someone was going to die tonight.

Bettie had originally planned to spend the night with her amazing, sexy boyfriend Graham as they went through all the great (and utterly rubbish) Christmas decorations that her 70-year-old mum had given her and then Bettie was going to read her two little angels a Christmas bedtime story before she put them to bed (but them sleeping when she wanted them to was a joke at this moment. Four-month-old babies didn’t like sleeping).

But the invitation had changed those plans in a flash.

“Welcome everyone,” the very tall woman, probably 32, at the head of the table said with a massive smile.

Bettie rather liked the woman’s blue jeans, white shirt and shoeless feet, because it made her look normal and calm and like she was there to make sure everyone had a good time. It was just a shame that the other people at the table didn’t look like that.

The other three people at the table were tall middle-aged men and wow did they look the part, and not the good or normal part, the three men were dressed in what Bettie could only describe as “grandad clothes” with their tan slacks, monocle and knitted red jumpers that looked so old they were about to fall apart.

Bettie was looking forward to seeing what these people were meeting about, and most importantly who was going to die. Something Bettie was hoping beyond hope that she could stop.

“We all know why we are here tonight,” the tall woman said. “Three years ago, my father Lord Admiral Collins of the British Royal navy disappeared,”

“Happy Collins Day,” the three men returned.

Bettie was shocked that she was actually attending Collins Day. She had read about it in the paper recently because his daughter, Beatrice and presumably the tall woman was her, had been launching new campaigns in search of information about her father’s disappearance.

Bettie had even had a crack at the case whilst she was on maternity leave during those extremely precious moments when her beautiful angels were finally sleeping.

The case was as strange as it got. Mr Collins had been on leave from the Navy for a month because Beatrice was getting married to the love of her life and Collins wanted to be there for the wedding and Christmas and New Year.

So he left the Naval Base at Portsmouth, England and drove to Canterbury two hours away, he kissed his wife hello and quickly popped to the shops to get some wine to celebrate his return (that was his wife’s idea) and then he was never seen again.

There were no witnesses, no security footage that saw him on the second of December 2019 and his wife never heard from him again.

“Beatrice,” Bettie said leaning forward, “why did your mother not get the wine?”

Everyone just looked at Bettie like she was a crazy woman. 

“Who are you?” the oldest of the three men asked and Bettie noticed a minor scar under his chin like he had been punched there.

“This is Bettie English, the best private eye in the UK and somehow she received an invitation tonight,” Beatrice said.

Bettie forced herself not to seem surprised at that comment. She was sure that if anyone had requested her presence tonight it would be Beatrice, but she certainly didn’t invite Bettie with that tone.

“My question,” Bettie said again, not really caring for the group’s concern towards her.

“My mother was a woman in her late fifties who had just broken her leg after she fell down the stairs. She could barely let my father into the house let alone getting some wine,” Beatrice said.

Bettie slowly nodded. That made sense.

“Nibbles Mrs Collins,” a man said behind Bettie. 

Bettie turned around and smiled when a very young man, maybe 19, walked in wearing a black waiter’s uniform carrying a large silver tray of wine, freshly roasted nuts and smoked salmon.

Bettie loved all of those things but one part of herself she had never gotten back after her pregnancy was the ability to eat animal products. Bettie forced herself not to react to the amazing smell of the salmon despite her stomach churning.

Clearly these people didn’t know about the possible death threat as the waiter placed the wine and nuts and salmon on the table and then bought out five silver plates and cutlery for them to enjoy the salmon on.

Bettie was starting to wonder if the person who actually invited her was really at the table.

“Are you not drinking Miss English?” the waiter said with concern edging his voice.

“No thank you,” Bettie said. “I’m driving and I have two kids at home so I don’t anymore,”

“Oh please Bettie,” Beatrice said. “This wine is from the hills of Southern France, an area that my father loved. This is how we honour him on Collins Day,”

Bettie politely nodded and pretended to take a sip or two but she did not. The waiter just smiled at her and Bettie was almost a little concerned that everyone wanted her to drink. What if there was poison or something in the wine?

“What have you discovered about my father?” Beatrice asked the three men.

The youngest of the middle-aged man who Bettie was only realising now had a black eye smiled at Beatrice.

“We found one person who remembers selling your father a bottle of wine on the night in question,” he said. 

Bettie leant forward. “How? I didn’t think the Police or Military police found anyone,”

The man with the scar under his chin sighed. “It’s a great shame of our society that time loosen up tongues a lot better than a murder,”

Don’t say that,” Beatrice said. “My father is not dead,”

“My apologies Mrs Collins,” 

That was a strange comment and now Bettie was seriously starting to wonder how the hell these people all knew each other. Bettie had believed they were friends or something but surely friends use first names and not formal surnames?

Beatrice started coughing a little and holding her stomach.

“Are you okay?” Bettie asked standing up.

Beatrice took a sip of the wine and smiled as she started picking at her salmon a little.

Bettie really wasn’t liking this situation at all. She felt like a fish out of water but the mother angle was still annoying Bettie.

“Beatrice,” Bettie said, “is this the same house that your mother lived in all those years ago?”

Beatrice coughed a little more and nodded before picking up a massive chunk of flaky salmon and eating it.

Bettie paced around the wooden table a little. “I assume your mother would have been in here with similar decorations when your father rang the doorbell,”

“Of course,” Beatrice said grinning. “These are even the exact same decorations that were up on the night of the disappearance,”

Bettie almost felt sorry for Beatrice because she was clearly so obsessed with finding what happened to her father that Bettie was concerned she didn’t have much of a life outside this hunt for the truth.

If Beatrice’s mother had told the truth to the police then there was another problem, if she really had broken her leg and was on crutches then Bettie had to admit the mother was strong to walk herself all the way to the front door.

“I hadn’t focused on it before,” Bettie said, “but your dining room is at the back of the house and you cannot walk straight through the hallway to get from the front door to the dining room,” 

Beatrice slammed her fork down on the table.

“You have to go through a number of other rooms with lots of twists and turns and this house probably has tons of hollow walls. If your mother really did that then why wasn’t she more tired? And where was the waiter?”

The three men looked at Beatrice and nodded.

“You seem to be obsessed with keeping everything the same so there had to be a waiter, probably the same waiter, three years ago. Why didn’t he answer the door? Or better yet, why didn’t your father open the door with his front door keys?”

Beatrice downed her wine in a single gulp. “I don’t know damn you. I don’t know what happened to my father. I don’t know what happened to my mother that night. I don’t know anything,”

Bettie went over to her and folded her arms. “What do you mean you don’t know what happened to your mother that night? Did she lie to the police?”

All three men stood up and went over to Beatrice. Their arms folded.

Beatrice held her stomach a little tighter. “My mother was out that night. She texted my father saying she would be home soon so he went to get the wine as a surprise,”

Bettie looked at the men. “She was having an affair, wasn’t she?”

“No. No. No,” Beatrice said. “That ain’t true. My mummy was not having an affair,”

The last of the men that Bettie hadn’t focused at all on yet just looked to the ground. And Bettie noticed his massive balding patch.

“How long did you sleep with her mother?” Bettie asked calmly.

Beatrice folded her arms and looked like she was about to cry.

“I didn’t mean to sleep with her,” he said not daring to look up. “I didn’t mean to have sex with her. I didn’t mean, well, any of it,”

Beatrice hissed a little. 

“It was just my wife left me years ago, your mother was so nice and she was annoyed at the Navy for always taking her husband away from her. We were both lonely,” he said.

“Damn you Jasper,” Beatrice said.

Bettie went over to Jasper and gently raised his head with a single finger. “Did you kill Mr Collins?”

Jasper didn’t even smile like that was a stupid thing to say, instead he simply shook his head as his eyes turned wet and Bettie knew, really knew that he was telling the truth.

Someone collapsed to the ground.

Bettie spun around. 

The man with the black eye was gasping for air.

Bettie laid him perfectly straight, tried for a pulse and she didn’t find one. 

“Call an ambulance!” Bettie shouted.

Bettie immediately started CPR as hard and fast as she could.

Moments later the man gasped as air rushed into his lungs but he didn’t open his eyes or move. But he was breathing and for now that would have to do.

Bettie picked him up and placed him gently back into his chair allowing him to lay unconscious, with his head tilted to one side so in case he vomited he wouldn’t choke on it.

“I called an ambulance. They’ll be here in the next hour,” Beatrice said.

Bettie laughed because that really was a testament to how bad the ambulance service was getting in the UK.

“What’s going on?” Jasper asked.

Bettie looked at the half-eaten plates of salmon plus her own intact plate and Bettie shook her head.

The food had to be poisoned but it also made no sense. Why poison that particular man? Why not poison Jasper or Beatrice or even herself?

Hell maybe they had poisoned Bettie.

“The waiter,” Bettie said. “He smiled at me before he left and at the time I thought he was smiling at me because he knew I wasn’t drinking. What if he was smiling because I was about to die?”

Beatrice shrugged. “Look at Tom’s wine,”

Bettie presumed Tom was the black-eye man and Beatrice was right, Tom hadn’t touched his wine so the poison hadn’t come from there.

Bettie waved her hands in the air. “So I received an invitation two hours ago saying someone was going to die and they needed my help to stop it,”

“Great job you did,” Beatrice said.

“Did any of you send the invitation?” Bettie asked.

The three people just looked at each other like none of them would dare do such a thing.

Bettie had to agree with them. If any of them had sent the invitation they would have known not to drink or eat or touch anything just in case poison was being used.

“So we have three problems to solve,” Bettie said. “I need to know who sent me the invitation, what happened to your father and who tried to kill Tom here,”

Both Jasper, the man with the scar under the chin and Beatrice laughed.

“I’m sorry,” Bettie said to the man with the scar. “What’s your name?”

The man laughed. “Believe it or not, I’m the uncle of the family. Jeremiah Collins, the bum of the family who has apparently never accomplished anything in my life,” 

Beatrice hissed and Bettie thought she was actually going to spit at him, there was definitely no love lost between them.

“How did you get your scar?” Bettie asked.

Bettie loved watching all the colour drain from Jeremiah’s face. 

“Um,” he said. “I was cleaning snow off my drive two years ago and the shovel hit me,”

“We didn’t have snow two years ago,” Bettie said.

“And you had that scar... three years ago but not before,” Beatrice said.

“Fine,” Jeremiah said trying to go for the hallway but the waiter appeared and blocked him. “I saw my brother that night he disappeared,”

“And you never said anything,” Beatrice said trying to control her rage. Bettie took a few steps back just in case she lashed out.

“I was scared. I met my brother at the house that night and paid the waiter a thousand pounds the next day to say I wasn’t,”

“And you still work here?” Bettie asked to the waiter.

The waiter smiled. “I love the family and I actually love the work,”

Bettie was surprised but the waiter seemed nice enough.

“I met my brother here after he found out about the affair because his wife had sent nudes to him instead of Jasper,”

Jasper looked as if he was about to die and really wanted the ground to swallow him up. Bettie loved hearing about people’s secrets.

“I never wanted anything to happen but it simply turned into a massive argument. I said just divorce the woman but he didn’t believe in divorce,”

“So you kept pressing daddy and he swung at you,” Beatrice said as she rubbed her left arm.

“When did the argument happen? Before or after he went out to get the wine?” Bettie asked.

“After and we never drunk the wine. He was saving it for the wife,”

Bettie was glad these people were revealing their secrets to her because at least the night of the 2nd December 2019 was starting to make sense.

Mr Collins travelled home after deployment to find his home empty and his wife said she was on her way back so he goes out to get a bottle of wine, then Collins received a series of nude photos of his wife that wasn’t meant for him and he suddenly realises she was having an affair.

Yet Bettie couldn’t understand another question now, what had happened to the wine?

“I need to speak to your mother,” Bettie said to Beatrice with a lot more force than she intended to.

Beatrice looked at the ground. “You can’t. She’s... fragile. She isn’t right in the head. And she... isn’t a fan of Collins Day,”

“My boyfriend is a cop. One call from me and he will come running and he will investigate all of this including the assault from Jeremiah, the affair and everything else,” Bettie said.

Beatrice stood up perfectly straight so Bettie knew there was more secrets to uncover but she believed that everyone was allowed to have at least secrets to themselves. Hell she certainly did.

“I took her to a home yesterday,” Beatrice said. “She has advanced dementia for the past year and a half. She kept thinking that the waiter was my father and, nothing has been going well for her,”

Well that was another dead end for the case.

Bettie just looked at poor unconscious Tom and really hoped that when the ambulance and paramedics got here she could have them run a little test for her.

She needed to know exactly what poison had tried to kill Tom.

Yet Bettie was still no closer to knowing who had wanted her here tonight, who had tried to kill Tom and most importantly what had happened to Mr Collins.

***
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Bettie’s boyfriend Graham had to be the sexiest man alive and she seriously loved Senior Scientist Zoey Quill because she had agreed to go late into the lab tonight to run a few tests for Bettie, Bettie was definitely going to have to buy Zoey and her husband and her children a very special present for Christmas.

A few hours later, Bettie was sitting at the wooden table again with Beatrice, Jasper and Jeremiah with the air still smelling of fresh salmon, freshly roasted pecans and strong bitter coffee that the waiter had just bought out when her phone buzzed with the test results. 

There was no way in hell that Bettie could even pronounce or read the name of the toxin used against Tom but thankfully (and because Zoey was so amazing) she had included a layman’s version of the toxin.

“A very rare nerve agent was placed into the salmon tonight,” Bettie said. “And this particular nerve agent has to be programmed with the DNA of the victim before it activates,”

“So we’re safe?” Jasper and Jeremiah asked at the same time.

Bettie nodded but was still a little surprised that Jeremiah was Beatrice’s uncle yet she had been hissing, coughing and holding her stomach all night like she had been poisoned.

“What’s wrong with your stomach?” Bettie asked knowing that she really needed to get answers now. 

Beatrice looked past Bettie and weakly at the young waiter. Bettie didn’t know whether to be concerned or not that it was fair to say the waiter had gotten Beatrice pregnant. 

“That’s why you stay as the waiter,” Bettie said. That made a lot of sense but the nerve agent could only have come from one source that was possible for Bettie to understand.

The waiter went over, stood next to Beatrice and kissed her. And it was nice to see that they were in true love and not some fling that had ended in a pregnancy.

“Did your father ever bring back things from the Navy?” Bettie asked.

Beatrice held the waiter’s hand so tight that her knuckles had turned white. “Yes, he bought back little things but he always kept them locked in a safe,” 

Bettie just laughed because she finally realised what was going on, how someone had tried to kill Tom and what had happened to Mr Collins three years ago.

Someone, not Mr Collins, was living in the walls.

“Have you ever heard sounds in the walls?” Bettie asked. “Have you ever heard sounds like someone was walking about at night?”

Beatrice’s eyes widened. “My mother... she said someone pushed her down the stairs when she broke her leg I never believed her. I lied about when she broke her leg but she did break it four months before my father disappeared,”

“And my brother constantly moaned about food going missing,” Jeremiah said. “Nothing weird has happened for years though. No food or anything,”

Bettie just nodded. “This old house has a lot of hollow spaces in-between the walls and I think if we open up some of these walls then we’ll find something very disturbing,”

“You think... my daddy’s inside?” Beatrice said.

Bettie took out her phone and called Graham. She didn’t have the heart to agree with Beatrice but they did need a team of crime scene techs here immediately.

There was a lot of answers to find. No matter how disturbing they might be.

***
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The constant low sounds of crime scene techs in their white uniforms, police sirens and Beatrice and the two remaining men giving statements filled the air as Bettie stood there outside in the icy cold winter night with her beautiful sexy Graham standing next to her.

Thankfully he was wearing a massive thick coat that Bettie clung to in case it would warm her up, Bettie was just glad that their little angels were asleep with Bettie’s nephew Sean and his boyfriend harry watching over them. At least they were warm and toasty tonight.

Despite all the police cars and white crime scene vans outside, Bettie was still pleased that Beatrice’s house looked beautiful and Christmassy outside as it had earlier with plenty of gravity-defying light displays in the shapes of angels, reindeer and snowmen. It was like you were about to walk into a winter wonderland.

And not a house filled with lies, deceit and secrets.

Graham’s phone buzzed, took it out and gasped before showing the photo to Bettie. Bettie was amazed that the crime scene techs had found an entire network of narrow spaces in-between the old walls with remains of food wrappings, matches and water bottles littered throughout. 

Yet the photo was of the perfectly mummified body of Mr Collins who was wrapped up tightly in a tarp and stuffed at the end of one of the passages that the person living inside the walls had made for themselves.

Bettie felt so disgusted because it was flat out wrong for someone to live inside the walls instead of living in their own house. The things this person could have seen was a horrific invasion of privacy but at least it explained a lot.

It explained why Beatrice’s mother had said a man pushed her down the stairs, it explained why Mr Collins’ brother didn’t know what had happened to his brother after he left and what had happened to the wine, and it finally explained what happened to Mr Collins the night of the 2nd December 2019.

“What do you think happened that night?” Graham asked as he finished texting the crime scene techs because apparently the scene was far too busy, fragile and chaotic to risk Graham contaminating it.

“I think the man or woman came out the walls looking for food that night. He found Mr Collins angry and frustrated about his wife’s affair and Mr Collins caught him or her. There was a fight and Mr Collins died,” Bettie said.

“Then the killer took him into the walls to avoid anyone finding the body. But just imagine living with your own murder victim for so long?”  Graham asked.

Bettie just laughed. “Babe, you realise what we do for a living. And you think a man living in the walls is the weirdest?”

“Fair point,” Graham said, kissing her on the head.

“But where is the man or woman now?” Bettie asked. “And we know what happened to Mr Collins but what happened to Tom and who invited me?”

“Detective!” a uniformed officer standing by the police tape shouted to Graham and then the officer gestured to a man engulfed in the shadow of the bright streetlamps.

Graham waved him through and Bettie instantly knew who this man was. He was the man living in the walls.

Bettie just stared at the very, almost dangerously thin man walk towards them, he was clean-shaved, in good health and looked rather handsome for a man in his late fifties.

The man was wearing black jogging bottoms, a very nice red t-shirt and a thick puffer jacket that suited him perfectly.

“Why kill him?” Bettie asked. Graham didn’t seem to be following.

“I never meant to do that Miss English,” the man said. “I was made homeless after my divorce and I had nothing but I was once a bricklayer and my father worked on this house,”

“So you knew about the gaps in the wall,” Bettie said.

“Of course and my father was a cowboy builder. He didn’t put in any insulation or anything so it was hardly a health hazard,”

“It’s still illegal,” Graham said.

Bettie waved him silent and gestured the man to continue. 

“I knew the family always celebrated their silly little Collins Day tonight so I wanted... I wanted someone to finally discover the truth, because, he keeps talking to me,”

Bettie hugged the man for some reason she didn’t understand but she could tell that he wasn’t a bad person, he was just a man that had been forced by a situation to react. 

Granted Bettie never would have decided to live in the walls of a house if she was homeless, but she could understand if someone was desperate enough. 

“I never meant to kill Mr Collins but he caught me and I hate living with that corpse anyway. Please arrest me. At least you guys have heating, meals and free water. You have any idea how annoying it is having to wake up in the middle of the night just to get a day’s supply of water,”

Bettie smiled and shook her head as Graham cuffed the man and arrested him for murder.

“Why did you try to kill Tom? You must have seen where Mr Collins kept the illegal things we bought back from the Navy and programmed the nerve agent,” Bettie said.

The man’s smile deepened. “I never wanted to kill Tom. I was aiming for Beatrice. I didn’t know you needed to programme the nerve agent so that only means one thing, doesn’t it Miss English?”

Bettie waved Graham so he took the man over to the nearest police car and Bettie was just shocked at yet another secret this family held. Mr Collins had programmed the nerve agent to kill Tom before he died, Bettie wasn’t even sure she wanted to know why Mr Collins wanted to kill him (maybe he believed it was Tom who was having the affair with the wife) but Bettie knew one thing for sure.

She was really glad that the man, whoever he was, had invited her tonight so she could uncover the secrets, lies and deceptions that had been eating this family away for so long. And now, hopefully, just hopefully Beatrice could find some peace and move on from Collins Day.

And as Bettie went home to kiss her two little angels goodnight, she really hoped that was true. Because she had seen first-hand the sheer cost of people not being able to move on from the past.

It never ended well and it never led to a happy Christmas.
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DARK YETI HUNT
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Witch Victoria Simpson was icy cold when she stepped into the little stone village in the north of England, she normally loved little magical villages like this one with its tiny wooden houses with large stone chimneys that symbolised a poor family trying to get themselves warm and she really loved the little square at the very heart of all of this village.

Victoria wasn’t a massive fan of this village as she stood in the middle of the little square with wooden market stalls, a destroyed wooden stage at the front and all the charred little shops surrounding the square.

And there was the small matter of the bodies.

The air was thick with the foul smells of death, charred wood and burnt flesh that told Victoria all she needed to know about this village. There was no one left alive and all the buildings and bodies were just charred husks of their former selves.

It was beyond sad in a way and Victoria hated her job sometimes as a Prime Investigator for the UK Government. So it was her job and her job alone to travel to these magical sites to investigate what on earth had happened to these taxpayers (and that was exactly how her job was described to her a decade ago).

The UK government didn’t care about witches, wizards and warlocks, but they allowed her to investigate these crimes so people could live and continue to pay their taxes.

But that was unfortunately the country she lived in at the moment.

All the bodies around her were normal adult size without any children thankfully, but they were all young, healthy and fit. This village had been set up to encourage magical people to meet and give birth to more magical offspring.

Victoria wasn’t exactly sure how she felt about her people being effectively used as lab rats to see if magical offspring could be bred. Victoria hated to think about all the deadly, unethical and foul implications if that was proven true.

That wasn’t Victoria’s problem, for now.

The village was so cold but Victoria was wearing her normal thick black fake-fur coat with the black hood pulled over her head, her fur-lined trousers kept her legs warm and her brown tunic kept the top of her very warm thankfully.

She wasn’t exactly sure why she wore this particular get up, but she liked it and truth be told, she felt more connected to her past when she wore it.

The silence of the village changed when Victoria heard very, very heavy footsteps enter the village.

Victoria used her magic to sense what was coming. It was a massive creature, white fur, small teeth and gentle hands.

Victoria instantly knew that a Yeti had somehow gotten to the village but they were always kind creatures and very soft-footed so Victoria had no clue whatsoever as to why this creature was coming here. Especially after so much death.

The heavy footsteps slowed down and whilst Victoria couldn’t see the probable Yeti she just knew it had already sensed her presence. Yeti were very good when it came to detecting magic.

Yet Victoria also couldn’t understand why on earth a Yeti would come into England. Normally they lived in Wales and Scotland on the highest peaks in those wonderful countries, and then they lived in other parts of the world too, so it just made no sense why the Yeti was here.

She didn’t have time to work out an explanation for that problem, if the Yeti showed itself to her then she would question it but right now it didn’t serve her mission or investigation to wonder why.

Victoria went over to a small group of bodies wearing jeans, shirts and leather jackets. They were all young men probably on a night out by the look of the condoms they were carrying.

They all looked so respectable, kind and caring. That only made their deaths even more outrageous and unforgivable.

Victoria placed her hand on the head of one of the men and tapped into his brain to see what he saw in his final moments.

As she had expected the three men had all been friends since infant school, they were out on the village to look for girls to chat up and hopefully bring up for a night of fun. They were respectable, calm and very intelligent.

Then nothing.

Victoria disconnected from the man’s mind and she just couldn’t believe that she couldn’t see how he had died. That power always worked for her in the past, and it had never ever failed until now.

Victoria really focused on the three men as she knelt down next to them and there weren’t signs of injury at all. No cuts, stab wounds or anything to suggest that the men were in danger or had died at all.

“A Yeti could have done that,” a very deep booming voice said behind Victoria.

Victoria’s heart jumped to her throat. Her stomach churned. She felt icy sweat drip down her back.

Victoria slowly turned around to see an immense three-metre-tall Yeti with dense white fur standing behind her just looking at her.

“I didn’t know Yetis came to England,” Victoria said.

The Yeti smiled, well as much as a Yeti could with its small teeth and wide jaw. “Believe me Missy, this is not my first choice either. The country is awful, foul and I’ve been shot at three times in the past hour. That ain’t my idea of fun,”

Victoria almost apologised for the English because it was bad that the English just wanted to shoot magical creature first, ask questions later even when the magical creatures were sleeping or doing nothing wrong at all.

“So why come?” Victoria asked.

The Yeti folded its massive furry arms. “Because I am hunting of one my kind. A Yeti that has fallen into the Temptation of our kind,”

Victoria’s eyes widened. Sure she had read about Yeti culture, their magic and their genetic flaws plenty of times but she never thought she was going to have the chance to see it.

The Temptation as the Yetis called it was a genetic defect that made them believe they were like the Martyred Yeti, a legendary warrior that died thousands of years ago protecting the Yetis from the Roman Empire when they invaded France or Gaul as it was known then. It made Yetis commit mass murder, invade countries and seek to kill all humans like their ancestor did all those centuries ago.

And now there was a Yeti in England that wanted to kill humans.

“How do we find him or Her?” Victoria asked.

The Yeti frowned. “The Yeti has not left this area and now that you have arrived she is heading here right now. She seeks to kill you just like how you English have already tried to kill me today,”

“Sorry,” Victoria said. “I will not kill you I promise that unless you attack me,”

The Yeti laughed. “Believe me English I will not be attacking you,”

Victoria didn’t quite know how to take that, maybe as a warning or promise or maybe even a little bit of threatening.

Little shops exploded.

A Yeti with black fur shot through them.

Stone exploded everywhere.

Wooden shards screamed through the air.

Victoria waved her hand. Placing a shield around herself and the Yeti.

The Dark Yeti charged at the Yeti.

Jumping on him.

She slammed her fists into his chest.

The Yeti screamed. 

The Dark Yeti wrapped her hands round his throat.

Victoria unleashed a torrent of fire at her.

The Dark Yeti laughed. She absorbed the flames.

The Dark Yeti shot flames out of her hands. Right into the Yeti’s neck.

The Yeti was burning. 

Victoria tried to put them out. It only made the flames worse.

The Dark Yeti leapt up. 

Smashing her knees back down on the yeti’s chest.

Ribs cracked. Deafening cracking filled the air.

Blood flowed out of the Yeti’s mouth, ears and nose.

The Dark Yeti kicked the Yeti in the head so hard its head flew off.

Victoria fell to her knees at what she had just witnessed. It was so amazing but horrific to see the killing of a Yeti. Such a great magical creature was now dead because of her.

She should have tried harder, reacted faster and... Victoria stood up because this wasn’t her fault.

And now she just had to defeat the Dark Yeti that was currently snacking on the Yeti’s fatty, juicy flesh.

Victoria flicked her wrist. Trying to send the Dark Yeti flying.

Victoria flew into the air. Slamming herself against a destroyed stone wall.

She was hardly impressed. 

Victoria screamed into the Dark Yeti’s mind. 

A deafening scream ripped through her own mind. Blood dripped down her nose.

And then Victoria realised that the Dark Yeti had to be creating some kind of magical field around the village so whatever magic she used inside it didn’t work or didn’t work as it meant to.

Everything in this place was about the reverse and making sure that Victoria couldn’t do whatever she wanted. That was extremely clever of the Dark Yeti but it was also its undoing.

Victoria placed her hands in front of her and really hoped her plan would work. She shot torrents of fire into her face.

No flames came out.

The Dark Yeti screamed in crippling plain.

Victoria punched herself. Again and again. Again and again.

The Dark Yeti screamed in pain. 

Victoria punched herself in the nose. Breaking it.

Then she heard magic crackling wildly in the air and Victoria just knew that the Dark Yeti had deactivated the magical field around the village.

And Victoria went over to the Dark Yeti that was kneeling on the icy cold ground in tears. Small puddles of black oily tears had formed under it but Victoria wasn’t in the mood.

This Yeti had fallen to the corrupting influence of a genetic defect that all Yetis were trained to resist from birth and so few precious cases had fallen to the Temptation in the past thousand years that it really was the case of only the weak who failed to resist it.

Victoria felt sorry for the Yeti because it could have been a
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