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        This magician’s secrets are no longer safe.

        And everyone is paying for it.

      

      

      

      Maddie Swallows, resident psychologist, can now add MC to her resume. Her small New Mexican town has splurged and hired Rinaldo the Magnificent for their annual holiday festival, and Maddie has been asked to lead the entertainment. In the past, the most their town could expect was toddler tap dancers who wandered around the stage while their parents took pictures.

      

      Not this year.

      

      This year they had a real magician. With an assistant. And doves.

      

      Or, as real as a birthday party magician gets.

      

      But when a rival magician is found dead under the stage, and Rinaldo the Magnificent pulls a disappearing act of his own, all eyes are on Maddie.

      

      She’d rather not be involved in, yet another, murder investigation, but if history has taught her anything, it’s that she can’t leave well enough alone.

      

      Not when people aren’t who they are presenting themselves to be, and her skills she’s honed as a psychologist can bring a murderer to justice.

      

      If only the local sheriff would see things her way.
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      Christmas. My favorite holiday. Until today.

      I zigzagged across side streets as I speed-walked to the large park that was central to all community events in my hometown. The holiday festival had officially started thirty minutes earlier, and I hoped no one would notice my tardiness. Town council didn’t look kindly on folks who didn’t take their events seriously, or in my case, people who were late. And they weren’t the type to accept excuses. Especially because I was supposed to MC the entertainment, and I was going to be cutting it close. I still didn’t know why Bev had asked me. She acted like it was an honor, but I’d rather be sipping hot chocolate while sitting with the audience.

      My phone rang, and I paused to sift through all the unnecessary items in my purse. Of course my phone was at the very bottom. I glanced at the screen.

      It was my mother.

      In the past, I’d have ignored the call. And I was still tempted. Things were different now between us, though. Mostly.

      I touched the green phone icon.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      True to form, she didn’t waste any time getting down to business. “Where are you? Bev is beside herself, and there are only so many times I can tell her you will be here any minute. Flash has offered to MC the entertainment in your stead, but I don’t have to tell you how that will go.”

      No, she did not. My teenage son would likely forget he was only there to announce the next act and instead become the entertainment. He’d walk on his hands across the stage like he’d been doing in my kitchen all week, or worse, launch into his top one hundred worst jokes of all time. No one deserved that kind of torture.

      I quickened my steps.

      “I’m sorry, I’ve just never done anything like this before,” I told her. “I changed my outfit four times, couldn’t decide what to do with my hair, and then when I was finally ready, I couldn’t find my car keys, so I’m having to walk.”

      My mom gave an exasperated sigh. “You literally only need to thank the entertainers and announce who will be next. It’s all written on cue cards. Even I could do it.”

      If that was supposed to make me feel better, my mother had failed. “Why don’t you, then? Sounds like it doesn’t matter either way.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” my mom said. I could imagine her shaking her head, wondering what she was going to do with me. “Bev wouldn’t be freaking out if it didn’t matter who she tossed up on that stage. She’s trying something different with the entertainment this year, and you have a certain rapport with the town. They like you.” She paused. “That being said, if you aren’t here in the next three minutes, I doubt she’ll ever ask you again. We have a very anxious magician backstage who could use a steadying hand.”

      So that was why Bev needed me. She thought the local psychologist could help the performers with stage fright, and I was currently the only therapist in town. My roommate and fellow psychologist, Trish, had gone to see her parents for the holidays.

      I liked the idea of being a calming influence for the performers. Maybe I wasn’t excited about the prospect of getting on stage in front of the town, but I was a sucker for helping people. Or at least trying.

      “Tell Bev not to worry, I’m just around the corner,” I said. And exactly two minutes later, I slipped down a small pathway next to the bicycle shop and exited at the park.

      My breath hitched and my steps slowed as I took in the transformation.

      Sometimes it was difficult to feel the Christmas spirit in New Mexico. We rarely got snow, and when we did, if it actually stuck to the ground, it melted within fifteen minutes. If it weren’t for the decorations, it would be easy to forget it was the holiday season at all. It could just as easily be Halloween that was upon us.

      Bev had made sure no one could mistake what we were celebrating tonight.

      Ten-foot inflatable snowmen greeted me as I entered the park, a sprig of mistletoe dangling from a cord strung between them. I walked quickly through, not in the mood to deal with whatever awkward encounter the mistletoe might bring.

      My gaze took in the booths that were set up around the periphery, touting hot chocolate, pin the nose on Rudolph, and a red and green salsa station. A much-too-thin Santa had stopped his wanderings to make balloon animals for the children who were waiting to get their faces painted.

      A large sign had been hung to my left, announcing a snowman-building contest. I looked down at the brown grass beneath my feet and wondered how they were going to pull that one off.

      And at the far end of the clearing was the makeshift stage that had been erected the previous evening, several rows of chairs set up in front of it. Bev stood on the stage steps, seemingly looking for someone in the crowd.

      When her gaze landed on me and her tense expression relaxed, I knew I had been the cause of the worry lines.

      I hurried forward, nodding to people, hoping they didn’t think me rude for not stopping to talk.

      “Thank goodness you’re here,” Bev said as I approached her. “When I booked the traveling magician to start off our entertainment tonight, I assumed he’d done shows like this before. That he was a professional. But it turns out the magician’s specialty is children’s birthday parties. His anxiety has already sent him to the bathroom three times. To top it off, his assistant hasn’t arrived yet and, apparently, he’s lost without her.” She placed a hand on her forehead, as if wishing this evening would come to a speedy conclusion. “He’s supposed to be the highlight of the evening.”

      Okay, so she’d accidentally hired a birthday party magician who had misplaced his assistant. I was sure it would be fine. The town of Amor was easy to please.

      As soon as I thought it, I knew it was a lie. This town was going to tear him apart. They’d been promised a magician—something we were in short supply of—and their expectations were no doubt that David Copperfield had decided to pay us a visit.

      A sound technician was finishing setting up the speakers. He plugged in the last cord, and as he walked to the soundboard, he pulled out a deck of cards and shuffled them. He didn’t even have to look at them as he expertly moved the cards around with one hand. When he noticed a small girl looking on, awe in her eyes, he bent down and asked her to pick a card. Looked like no one was immune to the call of magic.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said, hurrying backstage.

      “Thank you,” Bev called after me. “He’s supposed to go on in ten minutes.”

      The backstage area was literally that—the backside of the stage. Makeshift curtains had been erected on two sides to help prevent curious bystanders from snooping, while the back end faced a dirt parking lot. I stepped around one of the curtains. Several crates were scattered on the grass, and a van had been backed in, the tailgate open. Crawling around inside was our magician, easily spotted by the black top hat and traditional cape he wore. He was surrounded by a large variety of boxes and an occasional cage.

      I now realized that I didn’t know the magician’s name but plastered on a smile as I approached him. “I understand you are tonight’s special entertainment.”

      The man turned with a start. His eyes seemed troubled, but he attempted a smile as he clambered his way out of the van. “I’m Rinaldo the Magnificent.” He swished his cape as he announced himself with the flourish of an entertainer, but then didn’t seem to know what to do with himself.

      “It’s lovely to meet you. I’m Maddie. I’ll be your MC tonight.” I held out a hand, and Rinaldo looked at it, but he didn’t move to take it. I awkwardly ran my fingers through my hair, like that was what I’d intended to do all along. “Do you need help carrying your crates? You’re going on in ten minutes.”

      The troubled look returned, and Rinaldo the Magnificent looked like he’d prefer to be anywhere but here. “Thank you for the offer, but my work is too important to trust to anyone else. I will do it myself.” He moved to lift a large case out of the van but paused before turning back to me. “The thing is, I’m unsure if I will be able to perform. This—this isn’t what I was expecting. So many people. So many eyes. To top it all off, my assistant, Victoria, has gone missing, and she’s essential for many of my illusions.”

      “I understand the difficulty of your situation,” I said, though I wasn’t willing to give up quite yet. I’d been entrusted to ensure the magician performed, and that was what I intended to do. “Do you have illusions you are able to perform without her, you know, just to stall until she arrives?”

      Rinaldo hesitated. “I suppose so. I performed for many years without an assistant.”

      I smiled. “Well, there you go, then. Let’s get you on that stage.”

      Rinaldo raised a finger. “But there is also the matter of my doves. I worry for them.”

      “You have doves in there?” I asked, peeking into the van, eager to catch a glimpse of the birds. Pulling a seemingly endless scarf out of your sleeve or producing a coin from behind someone’s ear was fine, but working with a living creature and making it miraculously appear and disappear? That was something else.

      Rinaldo’s lips dipped into a frown. “I do. But like I said, this is not what we are used to. When we train and we perform, it is in a very specific way in a very specific environment. My doves are used to working with both myself and my assistant in smaller settings. They are like family to me, and I do not want to scare them.”

      I had a feeling his doves would be just fine. What would they care if it was twenty kids hyped up on sugar or five hundred people casually strolling about? Chaos was chaos, no matter how you looked at it. No, this had everything to do with Rinaldo. He was projecting his own insecurities onto the birds and using them as an excuse to not go on stage.

      “Rinaldo, I know this is overwhelming,” I said, my tone softening. “It’s a larger event than you were expecting, and you aren’t used to performing alone. I get that. But just looking at you, I can tell you’re the real deal. You can handle anything that’s thrown your way.”

      Rinaldo nodded slowly, as if he’d run out of excuses and his only choice now was to agree with me.

      I felt the tension leave my body. I had done it. The show would go on. Even if Rinaldo did look like he might throw up.

      “Let’s get you set up,” I said with a smile, and held out my hands to take the black case he was holding. His grip was so tight, his knuckles had turned white. “There are a lot of folks out there who can’t wait to see your show.”

      Any progress I had made with Rinaldo instantly vanished. His breathing became shallow, and I couldn’t help but wonder how I had managed to get a PhD, teach at a large university, open my own therapy office, and still be so terrible at what I did.

      That wasn’t fair. Not everyone could be helped. I knew that. But still, maybe I could at least manage to not give the guy a panic attack.

      “Look at who we have here,” a man said, pushing through the curtains to my left. I glanced in his direction.

      Andrew Tait.

      The guy owned a hobby shop in town, but that was all I knew about him. He pretty much kept to himself.

      “I’m sorry, Andrew, but this area is off limits. Only entertainers are allowed back here,” I said.

      “Oh, is that what you are now?” he asked Rinaldo, a conceited smirk pulling on his lips. Did Andrew see Rinaldo as competition for the two shelves of magic supplies he kept stocked in his shop?

      The magician’s expression clouded. “Andy, what am I doing here? You didn’t drag me all the way to your little town just to insult me.”

      Never mind. They knew each other. And the plot thickened. Except, we didn’t have time for an interesting backstory. I needed to get Rinaldo the Magnificent on that stage in T-minus three minutes.

      “Maybe you can catch up after the show,” I said, attempting to keep my tone bright. “Rinaldo needs to set up, but thanks for stopping by, Andrew.”

      Rinaldo didn’t move, and neither did Andrew.

      “What makes you think I want you here?” Andrew asked, his gaze hardening, refusing to look away. “You promised me the world, and then you took it all away. You were threatened by how talented I was, and you forced me out. Tarnished my name.” He paused and then said through gritted teeth, “You are the last person I’d want to see.”

      I held up a finger and turned to Andrew. “Sorry, you were a magician? I had no idea. What was your stage name?”

      He gave me a side glance and frowned. “What?”

      “I mean, all magicians have a cool name, right? Was it Andrew the Amazing?”

      Rinaldo burst into laughter. “It was waiting right there, and he never considered it. He was just Andrew Tait. The magician. And now you see why he failed so miserably.”

      I looked between the two men. Our local Andrew Tait was in fact a washed-up birthday party magician, and Rinaldo the Magnificent was the man who had sealed his fate. Not something I’d thought I’d ever encounter.

      “Okay. Well, Andrew Tait, I’m going to need you to sit in the audience now, because Rinaldo needs to start a show in less than a minute, and he’s not remotely prepared.” I paused and turned to Rinaldo. “Unless you’d rather Andrew take your place. No one would fault you⁠—”

      Rinaldo made a flourish with his cape. “No. I will be doing the show.” He threw me a smile. “When you see me bring out the silver pan, watch the illusion closely. It’s Bianca’s favorite.” He then whisked off to the van, where he proceeded to pull out more boxes and cages.

      When all else failed, reverse psychology worked every time. I hadn’t learned that one in grad school. I’d learned it as a mother.

      A little rivalry never hurt either.

      “Bianca?” I asked Andrew as Rinaldo scurried around.

      He nodded. “One of his precious doves.”

      I gestured for Andrew to leave Rinaldo to his preparations, and, with a deep-set frown, Andrew pushed his way back through the black curtain.

      A weight settled in my stomach.

      Andrew’s presence would either help Rinaldo do the best show of his career or completely ruin him.

      And I was afraid to discover which it would be.
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