
  
    [image: High Spirits]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      HIGH SPIRITS (A BROOKHAVEN COZY MYSTERY) Copyright © 2024 by S.E. Biglow.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      If you enjoy this work, please consider leaving a review.

      For information contact; www.sarah-biglow.com

      Edited by Under Wraps Publishing

      Cover Design by: Deranged Doctor Design

      

      Print ISBN: 978-1-955988-37-7

      

      Published by S.E. Biglow: August 2024

      

      
        
        10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Special Thanks

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

    

    
      
        High Horse Blurb

      

      
        High Horse Excerpt

      

      
        A FREE Story For You…

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPECIAL THANKS

          

        

      

    

    
      I would like to thank all of the wonderful backers who supported this series on Kickstarter and made these books possible.

      

      I need to give an extra special shout out to Jean Sitkei, Monica Kim, Anonymous Reader, Anonymous, Kathryn, Sara Vath, jeffrey.tristan.thyme, Ryan Scott James, GhostCat, Louisa, Rebecca Carter, Tory Penfield, Margaret M. St. John, Chloe Campbell, Heiko Koenig, Tom S., Alexandra Corrsin, Francesco Tehrani, maileguy, Rosie Pease, Sketch, Ernie Ridley, Amelia Pluck, Ayl, John Idlor, Sandy K., Brian D. Lambert, Michelle Kaye, Bonniejean Boettcher, Nicole Valdez, Eva S., Megan, Voldane Pelt, Diane Wagoner, Katrina, Rebecca Bock, Karin Baxter, Krista abd Barbara Griffiths, Jennifer Herschbach, Lisa Spalding, Sam, Isaac Dansicker, PippiMD, Brian, Rayne Sinclair, Mike Jones, Katie, Cheryl, Leslie, Nicole, Melissa, Vi Ta, Beth Caudill, Jennifer Preslar, Sasha Washburn, Matthew Walker, Jackie Ewing, Jenna N., Stephen Ballentine, Melissa Showers and Rob Steinberger

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn settled over Brookhaven as I marked my first full year as a Brookhaven resident. This year, the leaves had turned by the start of October and littered the sidewalks by the middle of the month. Maybe it was childish of me, but I’d delighted in racing through the foliage, feeling it crunch beneath my feet. The air had turned crisp and biting in the mornings. Yet it still held the promise of new life that would be back before we knew it. With only a few days until Halloween, everyone in town was consumed with preparations for the All Hallows Eve Extravaganza. Businesses from all around town lined Main Street in an open-air market, selling their wares and generally celebrating the season.

      The Extravaganza was an annual event. But this time I truly felt part of the festivities. Last year, I’d hardly known anyone beyond Tania and Maggie. Now though, people knew me. I’d proven myself to be dedicated to protecting Brookhaven and keeping its residents safe. Plus, Sage had put me in charge of High Time’s booth since she was out of town.

      “This is a big responsibility,” Maggie said as she helped me load the last box of decorations into the back of Tania’s VW Bug.

      “If I’m honest, I wouldn’t be my first choice. I’m just the woman who tends the plants. I don’t interface with customers and there are plenty of people who’ve been around longer than me,” I replied, voicing my doubt about Sage’s choice.

      “But you’re likable and whether you realize it or not, you have a calming effect on people,” my girlfriend said, leaning over to plant a kiss on my lips.

      It wasn’t just people I appeared to have an effect on. Over the last few months, the plants we cultivated at High Time appeared to respond more to my temperament. They grew like wildfire when I was in a good mood and verged on wilting if I was in a bad mood.

      “I think the more comfortable I become here, the more my magic is seeping into people and things around me,” I confided. “Maybe it’s my magic they feel they’re connecting with?”

      “Well, is that a bad thing? Your magic is just as much a part of you as your sparkling personality. And you deserve to be celebrated,” Maggie said, shutting the back door and climbing into the passenger seat of the car.

      “This is a crazy idea. But I’ve been thinking, what if I told people I’m a witch?” I broached as I climbed behind the wheel.

      “Oh … Like coming out?” Maggie answered with an arched brow.

      “Yeah. I mean, it isn’t exactly a secret around here that magic is real. Vinnie and Chief Hayes know the truth. And so does Ginny and half a dozen other people. Why shouldn’t I just be fully open about it?”

      “It’s a bold move. I’m not even fully out at the clinic,” Maggie admitted, reaching for my hand. “But if you’re ready to come out, I’m here to support you every step of the way. Just tell me what you need.”

      I gave her outstretched hand a squeeze. “I hadn’t gotten that far, yet. It’s just something I’ve been thinking about for a while.”

      In truth, it had been something rolling around in the recesses of my mind since Tania’s abduction in July. I couldn’t quite explain why though. I had this nagging feeling that if I’d been open about my abilities it could have made a difference in how long Tania was forced to suffer at the hands of Dr. Elijah Fitz. A part of me acknowledged it was a foolish idea. My magical abilities being common knowledge wouldn’t have stopped a vampire and his human accomplice from kidnapping my friend. Maybe it was my way of processing the guilt I felt from Tania having been swept up in the middle of his devious scheme.

      The B&B had finally settled back into a sense of normalcy at the start of October. Despite being adamant that both Maggie and I were available to talk, Tania had chosen to process her trauma quietly and in private. Some days she hardly came out of her room at all. Even Sam and Beau had kept their distance.

      “Darcy, where’d you go?” Maggie’s voice jolted me from the trip down memory lane.

      “Sorry. Just thinking about Tania.”

      “She’s been doing better lately.” It came out more like a question than a statement of fact.

      “I just hate that she felt she couldn’t lean on us.”

      “Everyone processes things differently. And I’m sure it helped her to know we were available if she really needed us.”

      “I know. But it still doesn’t stop me from feeling like I failed my friend.”

      “Enough doom and gloom. The Extravaganza is meant to be a party,” Maggie prompted.

      I nodded and put the car in drive, leaving High Time in the rearview mirror. I paralleled the boardwalk across Main Street and pulled into the alley that ran behind most of the shops on the thoroughfare. I managed to squeeze the VW Bug into a spot right behind Ginny’s. Not surprisingly, the café had become the headquarters of the festivities. All of the shops and their vendor designees were set to meet for a final walk through before the event started on the day before Halloween.

      Maggie and I left the car full of decorations and made our way around to the entrances of the storefronts. The street had been cordoned off on both ends to allow for the stalls to be set up. Public Works employees were scattered along the street as they wrangled tents and tables. Excitement permeated the atmosphere as I led the way into the café, the bell above the door announcing our arrival.

      “You’re late,” Ginny said, spotting us.

      “Sorry,” I said, taking a seat at the counter.

      Her usual place of honor—the middle stool—remained empty even though a dozen other shop owners crammed in around the counter. Ginny stood on the opposite side, an easel with a diagram of Main Street propped up behind her. Each tent was marked by a number that corresponded to a legend along the far right. It appeared High Time was only one booth down from where Ginny would be selling her café goods.

      I looked around to see how many of the other merchants I recognized. The head librarian was at one end of the counter, seated beside the lead editor of the local paper. On the far end, I did a double take when I spotted Tyson, the town’s pawn shop proprietor, leaning against a table. I had never seen the man outside of his shop. Part of me had wondered whether he was bound to the space somehow. I knew Ginny had helped him with some magic that forced customers to only tell the truth in his shop. As far as I knew, he wasn’t magical himself.

      “Now that everyone is accounted for, we’re going to run through logistics,” Ginny called, drawing attention to herself.

      Quiet fell over the space as Chief Hayes stepped up to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with his sister. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen them in close proximity to one another. Only in the bright lighting of the café’s interior, I could see just how much they resembled one another, from their blond hair to the shape of their face and the way they carried themselves with such confidence. The only thing that really set them apart was the odd amber glint in the chief’s eyes.

      “For a lot of you this is going to be familiar, but for those of you just joining us,” the chief stated as he gave me a pointed look, “we set up booths today. Festivities begin tomorrow at noon and run through nine o’clock on Halloween. While it’s not an explicit requirement, the kids have come to expect treats from the booths on Halloween.”

      The way his jaw worked suggested he wanted to say more. That he was trying hard not to call me out to make sure we had some regular goodies to hand out. I had no intention of giving anything pot-laced to children.

      “What about the bonfire?” the librarian interjected.

      “Yeah. You aren’t going to cancel it again, are you?” the editor implored, producing pen and paper as if to take notes for their next article.

      From what I recalled, a lot of folks in town had been disappointed by its absence the year before. Ginny cleared her throat and interjected. “We’ve just finished securing the location. We’ll be holding it in the field behind Tyson’s shop around eight o’clock. He graciously agreed to let us use his land.”

      I turned to Maggie. “Am I missing something about this bonfire? Why is it such a big deal?’

      “For as long as I can remember, it’s been part of the celebration. It’s a way to honor those we’ve lost and celebrate the year ahead with the people still with us. For some people in town it holds spiritual significance.”

      “Sounds nice. Why didn’t it happen last year?”

      “Supposedly because they couldn’t find a place to hold it. It’s been on the boardwalk before, but a few years ago there was an incident where it got out of control,” Maggie replied.

      It sounded like the sort of thing that should happen as far from wooden structures as possible. So, having it out near Tyson’s shop, and on the edge of town, seemed a smart move. Plus, it was easy to access from Main Street, which meant everyone could get from the tents to the bonfire and back without issue.

      Chief Hayes cleared his throat, nudging his sister back so he could continue. “As Ginny said, the bonfire is back on this year. We will of course have both fire and medical staff on standby in case of emergencies. If you find you need such assistance at any other time, call the number on the top of the board here. It is my personal number.”

      I hastily added the chief’s number to my contacts so I wouldn’t forget it. It felt a little strange to have a direct line to the chief of police. Our relationship had softened over time. He didn’t look at me with disdain and annoyance whenever our paths crossed anymore. He was even downright pleasant sometimes.

      “If you need extra candy, I’ve got some stocked at the clinic,” Maggie noted.

      “Thanks. But Tania bought a bunch of bags for the B&B and said I could take some for the booth,” I answered.

      With the chief’s number disseminated, the formal part of the gathering ended. Shop owners dispersed, some likely heading to begin tent set up. I wound my way around the edge of the counter to stand beside Tyson.

      “It’s very generous of you to offer your land for the bonfire,” I told him.

      “Some things are tradition,” he replied with a shrug. “I see Sage has left you in charge during her absence.”

      “Thomas and a few others will help throughout the day,” I explained, and glanced at the diagram still displayed behind the counter. “I see you’ve got a tent, too.”

      “I can accept items anywhere,” he noted.

      That statement surprised me. I knew that Tyson had been tricked once, which was why Ginny had given him the charm that compelled people entering his shop to only tell the truth. Did that extend to the tent? Had she given him a charm for this occasion to encourage him to get out of his shop?

      “Well, I suppose that’s true. I’m excited to really be in the thick of things this year,” I said.

      He gave me a quizzical look. “You know, the bonfire isn’t just for honoring the dead. It’s about celebrating your truth.”

      A shiver danced down my spine at his words. He knew I was a witch already, but could he sense what I was considering doing? And had he just given me the perfect place to do it? Given the excitement in the room when Ginny confirmed the bonfire would happen this year, I assumed most of the town would be in attendance.

      “Is there a particular truth you think I should be sharing?” I probed.

      “I am not the one who traffics in truth. Only a beneficiary of it,” he said, jutting his chin in Ginny’s direction.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see her in conversation with Chief Hayes. I turned back to Tyson. “I might have something to share with people. Thanks for letting me know the bonfire is a good place to do it.”

      I retraced my steps back to Maggie in time to overhear Chief Hayes tell Ginny, “This needs to go off without a hitch.”

      “You just let me handle it, okay, Rick? You do your job and I’ll do mine.”

      Their tones held more tension than had been present earlier. The way Ginny held her shoulders stiff as she spoke was a definite shift in body language, too. Chalking it up to a sibling dispute, I turned my attention to my girlfriend.

      “We ought to get started setting up. I promised Tania I’d be back before dinner to help pack the free lunches she’s donating to the library tent.”

      I spotted Thomas and his roommate Dennis approaching from a few shops down and gave them a wave to let them know I’d seen them. They passed what used to be Beekman Family Butchery. Since Brian Beekman’s arrest for illegally harvesting organs, the shop had been shuttered and the space was technically for sale. Somehow, I pushed the thought of Brian and his crimes from my mind.

      “We’ve got boxes around back in the car,” I told Thomas once he was within earshot.

      “Sounds good,” he replied, gesturing to the rolled up sign slung in a protective case over his shoulder. “We can start getting the tent set up.”

      “Divide and conquer. I like it,” I said, relief washing over me that I had my co-worker’s support. He could have easily resented me for Sage’s decision to delegate, but he’d never been one to hold a grudge.

      Maggie and I rounded the back of the shops again. I opened the passenger side door, easing out a couple of boxes of decorations for the booth. Thomas had agreed to stop by High Time in the morning to pick up the confections and the cash box. Given the pot in our offerings, Sage had made sure I understood we couldn’t leave them here overnight. In short order, Maggie and I carried the decor to the tent which Public Works had constructed. Dennis and Thomas had already unfurled the High Time banner. Together, we strung battery-powered purple and orange strobe lights along the interior of the tent and draped festive paper marijuana leaves along the table’s edge.

      “Here, help me pull the flaps to keep everything covered overnight.” Thomas addressed Dennis and the two men easily secured the front of the tent.

      A couple of tents down, I spotted Ginny starting to set out her own wares. I doubted anyone would be foolish enough to steal packaged coffee from her tent. Even from this distance, I could tell she was still on edge. I didn’t want to get involved with whatever drama had befallen the Hayes siblings, so I just offered her a cordial wave. She returned the gesture with a forced smile and I said a silent prayer that the Extravaganza went off without a hitch.
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      My mood brightened as I sauntered up the front walk of Tania’s B&B. The natural foliage might be on its way out, but I’d still managed to coax the pumpkins we’d carved to thrive, glowing even without the aid of candlelight or flashlights stowed within their hollowed out cores. The pair of grinning jack-o-lanterns greeted me as I bounded up the front steps and into the foyer.

      “Tania, are you in here?” I called, approaching the kitchen.

      I expected the space to be filled with the heady scent of my landlady’s delicious cooking. Instead, I caught a heavy scent of smoke. Picking up the pace, I rushed in to find dark plumes of smoke billowing from the oven. Just as I reached the center of the industrial space, the alarm overhead began blaring in a high-pitched wail. Coughing through the smoke, I yanked the oven door open and hastily grabbed a towel to pull out a tray of burnt cookies.

      “Dios mio!” Tania exclaimed as she rushed in, trying to wave the smell away.

      Leaving the baking tray atop the oven, I rushed to the back door. Flinging it open, I moved on to the windows in the hopes of circulating some fresh air into the space.

      “What happened in here?” Sam materialized beside me. The smoky backdrop of the kitchen dampened the sparkle of his rhinestone-studded dinner jacket and matching teal slacks.

      Tania let out a frustrated sigh. “I was so busy trying to get everything ready for the Extravaganza, I lost track of what I was doing … now the cookies are ruined.” She sunk into one of the chairs around the kitchen table and rested her head in her hands.

      I pulled up a seat opposite her and reached for her hands to give them a comforting squeeze. “Take a breath, yeah? It’s going to be all right.”

      Her hands shook beneath mine as she raised her head, looking at me. “I just don’t want to let people down.”

      I nodded at the trays of food already sitting on the counter, waiting to be wrapped up. “So you won’t have as many cookies as you planned. You’re offering up more than just baked goods. And people are going to love it.”

      “Aren’t I supposed to be the one talking sense into you and validating your feelings?” she asked with a half-smile on her lips.

      “Just because you’re an empath doesn’t mean the rest of us can’t pick up the slack now and again.”

      “I am sorry. I haven’t been quite myself lately.”

      “You went through something none of us can fully understand. You don’t owe anyone an apology,” I reminded her.

      She nodded in agreement—mostly to convince herself I suspected—and pulled her hands free. She stood and approached the platters on the counter. “Well, these aren’t going to finish themselves.”

      By the time we finished parceling out the food and wrapping it into individual portions, the smoke from the burnt cookies had cleared the kitchen. With it gone, Tania’s mood had brightened. She gave me a knowing smile as we stacked the last tray of food in the back seat of the VW Bug.

      “You are really excited for this event,” she noted.

      “I guess I am. I’m a little nervous since Sage put me in charge of High Time’s tent, but I feel like I’m finally settling in and finding my place.”

      “You are going to do wonderfully.”

      “Thanks. And I’m also looking forward to the bonfire tomorrow night.”

      “Why is that?” Tania closed the passenger side door and fixed me with a curious expression.

      “I told Maggie this earlier, but I have been thinking about coming out to everyone.”

      “Darcy, I do not think anyone would be surprised by that news.”

      “Oh, not about me being a lesbian,” I said with a hiccup of laughter. “I meant about being a witch.”

      “Now that makes more sense,” she said slowly. “It is a big step for you.”

      “I know it is. But I think I’m ready for it. I want people to know who I really am. And I know in my heart that this place drew me in, because it was somewhere I’d be able to do that.”

      “Letting your full freak flag fly. I’m proud of you,” Sam chimed in as he popped into existence above the hood of the car.

      “You should do whatever makes you happy and fulfilled,” Tania said.

      The way her lips parted suggested she had more to say, but kept it to herself. That wasn’t like her. Sam leaned over, picking up on her hesitation, too.

      “You think it isn’t a good idea?” I pressed.

      “Of course I don’t,” she answered, again stopping short of saying more.

      “There’s something you’re not saying,” I pointed out.

      “Darcy, you deserve to be happy and if admitting to everyone in town that you have magic brings you happiness, then absolutely you should do it. But be aware there can also be a downside to revealing that sort of truth.”

      “Like what?”

      “People come to expect things from you; assume that because you have supernatural gifts, they are there for the taking … for their benefit.”

      I wanted to tell my friend that she was full of it and Brookhaven wasn’t like that. Yet I couldn’t help picture the steady stream of people passing through Ginny’s. I couldn’t recall many times when she wasn’t surrounded by people. I’d always assumed she simply drew people to her and got them to confess their secrets. Was it more complicated than that? Were they drawn to her simply because they thought she could give them something they craved?

      “I help plants grow. That’s not very exciting,” I said in a weak attempt to counter her concerns.

      “You do more than that,” she retorted. “You don’t just help them grow. You can make them do things. Also, you can see through them, and relive their memories.”

      I hadn’t considered those skills. They’d only ever manifested when someone was in trouble. I took a moment to process Tania’s words. She was right. Those sort of abilities could be abused or misused if I wasn’t careful.

      “I appreciate you wanting to make sure I don’t get taken advantage of, Tania,” I said, giving the older woman a hug. “I promise, I won’t let it get out of hand. But I need to do this.”

      “We both know that me telling you to be careful wasn’t ever going to stop you from doing it anyway,” she said with a smirk. “Now, come inside. I think there are enough leftovers to make a nice stew for tonight.”

      Dinner was delicious. Even Sam looked more forlorn than usual at his inability to eat as he watched Tania and I sit side by side at the dining room table. I hadn’t seen Beau all afternoon, but he’d been keeping to himself the last few weeks. Given his telepathic abilities, I suspected he, too, needed a bit of peace and solitude. I made a mental note to check on my reptilian companion in the morning before heading out to the Extravaganza.

      “So, Tyson told me that people use the bonfire to come clean about things. What’s the
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