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Can you find the killer before Ella? This collection of mini mysteries of the Casino Witch world were previously published in anthologies but are now available in a brand-new combined edition. Each story focuses on one night with Ella and her familiar Patagonia as they unravel a mystery.

The Case of the Murdered Moose

	An evening of trick-or-treating babysitting fun is disrupted when Ella runs into her mentor at a Halloween party turned unfortunate murder scene. What was supposed to be a family matriarch announcing her heir has turned into a dead body on the floor, multiple suspects on hand, and lots of finger pointing. Can Ella solve the case or will the murderer get away with a foul trick?

Previously published in Curses and Cauldrons 9/2/2019

The Case of the Criminal Christmas

	An evening of security detail for a Christmas party should be easy for Ella, especially with her magical mentor, Bear, at her side. But when she arrives at the abandoned casino where it’s taking place, she discovers all the guests are in disguise—and none of them are willing to reveal their identities to anyone, including Ella and Bear. Weird, but okay--until one of them dies.  Now Ella has to solve the case without knowing who any of the suspects really are.

Previously published in Curses and Candy Canes 11/20/2019

The Case of the Foretold Fatality

	When Ella is trapped in a snow storm she finds refuge at a restaurant where an eighty-year class reunion is underway. The owner has a premonition: Ella needs to help solve a murder that hasn't occurred yet. She goes undercover as a bartender and discovers old grudges and new discoveries that leave her with a shocking number of suspects and very little time to solve the crime-to-come.

Previously published in Pumpkins and Potions 9/1/2020

The Case of the Magic Moon

		Ella's invited along for a Magic Moon girls' weekend. She doesn't know anyone at the snowed-in mansion, except her sidekick and her black-cat familiar, which makes it tricky to be a sleuth when a spat escalates into murder. 

Previously published in Moons, Magic and Mystery 9/7/2021
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The Case of the Murdered Moose

The Case of the Murdered Moose

	An evening of trick-or-treating babysitting fun is disrupted when Ella runs into her mentor at a Halloween party turned unfortunate murder scene. What was supposed to be a family matriarch announcing her heir has turned into a dead body on the floor, multiple suspects on hand, and lots of finger pointing. Can Ella solve the case or will the murderer get away with a foul trick?


CHAPTER ONE

I waited for Patagonia to exit the car, then we trotted to catch up with Vanessa and Bitty. Bitty was the youngest of twelve kids and small even by six-year-old standards. She was Vanessa’s fifth or sixth cousin, possibly twice removed if I understood correctly, whose whole family was visiting from Pennsylvania. Bitty, being from a very traditional mage family, had never been trick-or-treating and had gotten it into her head that she wanted to try it. In fact she had sat on the ground and refused to breathe until she turned a spectacular shade of purple if she didn’t get to. 

I scooted around a gaggle of acne-riddled preteens dressed as superheroes and caught up with Vanessa. I handed her a pair of bunny ears and slid on my own pair. Bitty was dressed as a cat, with black pants, a T-shirt, and a pair of black kitty ears. It was the best I could do last minute. The costume aisle at the drugstore was almost picked bare.

Vanessa took the headband and slid it on before bending the ears into place, using the reflection of a parked car. “I hope you don’t mind that I volunteered us. You know everything about this kind of human stuff, and honestly if I had to stay and help Mom and Olivia for one more minute, I was going to run away.”

Vanessa and I were supposed to be helping out at a large party being hosted at the Golden Pyramid Casino, but it had already been a long week of preparations, and I was glad to get a few hours of freedom. There had been fighting, late nights, and all-around unpleasantness.

“It will be a nice, relaxing evening.” I had picked out what I hoped would be a good trick-or-treating neighborhood. There were wide sidewalks, and the houses were extremely large but didn’t have gates that closed them off. There were clusters of kids moving around but not so many that houses would run out of candy. I was an expert at the “human stuff,” like trick-or-treating. 

It was still light enough to see, and we had a few hours before we had to drop off Bitty and get ready for the party. 

I crouched down to talk to Bitty. She had big, round blue eyes and hair so pale that her eyebrows disappeared into her face. “You ready, kiddo?”

She nodded. “You’re going with me, right?”

“Sure thing. We’ll be right behind you. Remember to be polite.”

We went up to the door. She hesitated to knock, holding her little fist up but not making contact with the wood, so I reached around her and rang the doorbell. 

The door flew open a second later with a smiling gray-haired lady looking down. “Oh boy, what a scary kitty!” She held up her hands.

“I’m not a real kitty cat. Look.” Bitty pulled off her ears. 

“Aren’t you just the sweetest thing? Now what do you say?” The woman grabbed a large bowl of candy from behind the door and waited. 

“Um…” Bitty looked back at us. 

“Go on. You can do it,” I encouraged her. 

She turned back to the door. “Please give me food, or I will be forced to destroy your house.” She extended her plastic pumpkin. 

I kneeled next to Bitty. “Say trick or treat. Remember when we practiced in the car?” I looked up at the woman and smiled. “You’ll have to excuse her. This is her first time. She’s… Amish.”

She nodded, though I assumed she was starting to think I was a moron.

“But you said to be polite, and…” Bitty leaned in. “I could destroy her house. I won’t, but I could. Is that not a good threat?”

I patted her frightening little head. “A very good threat, but this is a custom. Just say trick or treat.”

She nodded and extended the pumpkin. “Trick or treat.”

The woman dumped the entire bowl of candy into the plastic container then closed the door as quickly as possible without actually slamming it. A second later came the telltale click of a dead bolt being locked, and the lights all turned out. 

We left the house, and Vanessa leaned down to grab a handful of candy. “I better check that none of these are poison.”

Bitty stopped dead and looked up with wide eyes. “What?”

I squeezed her shoulder. “Vanessa’s just teasing. She wants some candy. It is standard that adults take a little bit of candy to help keep up our energy.”

She smiled at me and extended her bucket. “You can have some if you want.”

I grabbed a couple of chocolate and peanut butter candies and tore into one as we approached the next house. Something familiar caught my eye, and I stopped to stare at a car.

“That’s weird. I think that it’s Bear’s car. I thought he said he was working tonight.” I trotted to catch up, as Vanessa and Bitty were already rapidly approaching the next house. 

It was large and unusual. It had to be at least three stories, but no two windows were at the same level. There were pointy turrets all over and not more than four feet of smooth surface before corners erupted. It reminded me of a haunted house and asylum for the architecturally insane. 

This time Bitty knocked on the door herself, and a moment later, a familiar man opened the door, holding a bowl of candy.

“Bear? What are you doing here?” I asked.


CHAPTER TWO

Bear looked equally surprised to see me. “I’m working.” He grabbed a handful of candy and leaned over to put it into Bitty’s plastic bucket. 

She yanked it away. A dozen tiny chocolate candies fell across the sidewalk. “No, I haven’t said trick or treat yet.”

He looked her over. “I apologize, Bitty.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “How do you know my name?”

“You’re quite famous for your finding ability. Are you out here to find candy?”

She seemed to accept his answer and extended her bucket. “Trick or treat, please.”

He dropped in the rest of the bowl of candy. “Ella, do you think you could help me out with something?”

“Like real quick or…?” I looked at Vanessa.

She checked her watch. “We have at least an hour or two until we need to head back.”

Bitty stared down at her candy, which was only a few inches from overflowing. “I’m going to have so much candy!”

I turned back to Bear. “Will that be enough time?”

“We’ll see.” He stepped back into the house.

Before I could even say more than the “good” in “goodbye,” he yanked me inside and slammed the door behind me. Then he turned off the porch lights and directed me into the kitchen. A gray-faced woman looked up at us, and her eyes flicked to the top of my head. 

I pulled off the bunny ears and stuffed them into my hood. 

Bear gestured to me. “Madame Suzanna Adams, this is Ella. She’ll be assisting me. Do you think we might speak privately? I would like to apprise her of the situation. Why don’t you sit with your nieces and nephews to make sure none of them leave?” 

She nodded and, despite her pale face, stood up with great grace and left the room. 

Once she was gone, Patagonia jumped onto the counter and started to lick the frosting off a cupcake. 

“No! Bad!” I started to chase after her as she leaped down and hid under the table with her stolen cupcake. She bit into it with such force that there was a cupcake explosion, spreading crumbs in every direction. 

“Leave her. The party was called off anyway. Can you do a quick reading in here and tell me if you can see a murder?”

I sighed and sank into a chair. If a death occurred because of magic, it left an imprint in the area. I could read the magical hologram, at least until it faded with time. It wouldn’t take more than a few seconds to start the reading, but I needed some time to mentally prepare myself for the task.

Once I viewed the death scene, it would be inside me forever, or so I was told. Like many magical skills, the exact details weren’t freely shared in the general mage population. After a few deep breaths, there were no more excuses. 

I held a hand out to my side, and a moment later, Patagonia walked by and pressed her head into my calf. She was my familiar, and not only did she seem to know when I was about to work magic of any kind, but she assisted me. 

I closed my eyes, and the moment I committed to starting the spell, the vision sprang into my mind. It was so fast, vivid, and surprising that I gasped though the sensation seemed to be very far away. 

What I saw wasn’t the room in front of me but must have been close by, as my ability was limited by distance. Perhaps on the far wall of the kitchen? It was a room I thought of as a library or perhaps a study. It had dark wood bookcases lining the walls except where a large, ornate hearth and fireplace dominated one wall. A variety of people stood around in animal onesies.

I had seen the outfits at some of the stores I had shopped and even debated picking one up, as they looked comfortable for a cold winter night snuggled up with a book. But I hadn’t expected to see them in the lead-up to a death. 

There were windows between some of the bookcases, and I could see the sunlight was fading. It must have been at least an hour earlier than it had been when I first came to the door. 

The scene was focused toward whoever was about to die, so though there was general chatter, it was tough to pick up the details. A man in a moose costume was in the center of five people, all of them facing Madame Suzanna, who stood in front of the fireplace. 

To the right of the moose were a female costumed gray mouse and a female white swan. To his left were two costumed men, a red fox and a white rhino. The scene was oriented such that I saw their backs as they faced Madame and could only catch glimpses of their faces as they turned to talk. 

Everyone seemed to be in a good mood, and the energy felt good, but I knew that would change soon, as only a short window of time would be captured by the vision. During that time, I could not only see and hear, I could sense the emotions. 

There was excitement and merriment, as was expected for a party, but more than that was an undercurrent of deceit, trepidation, and malice. It was all jumbled together. Perhaps the people were too close together, but my gut said that my inability to nail down the truth was because the emotions were coming from everyone. 

Madame cleared her throat. “I have made my final decision, and it has been a long time coming—”

She stopped talking when suddenly the lights went out. Or so I thought for a second, then I realized the darkness was too thick. The windows should have let light in, but instead the blackness was complete, as was the tingling of mint, an aura associated with the magic being done. Usually I experienced auras as a scent, but occasionally I experienced them as a taste instead. It reminded me of the first few minutes after brushing my teeth, and I ran my tongue across my teeth out of habit. Most mages, as far as I knew, didn’t have the ability to sense auras, but I tucked away the information for future use. If I could match a person with an aura, it could be an easy case.

A moment later, the lights returned, and everyone was scattered to various corners. As the lights returned, so did the sound, which made me realize that everything had been silenced, perhaps by a general sense-blanketing spell that countered light and sound.

Then I realized that there was a man on the floor, his eyes staring straight up. 


CHAPTER THREE

I reviewed it several times to see if I had missed anything, but nothing new stood out, so I opened my eyes to face Bear. 

I was slightly dizzy and tired, not uncommon after a vision, so I grabbed a can of soda off the counter and sat down. Guzzling it down, I felt a bit better as the sugar hit my system. Little prickles of magic danced across my skin, and I twitched when a pleasant chill went down my spine.

Bear grabbed a cupcake and handed it to me on a napkin. “Tell me about it.” 

“Pretty simple. The five guests were facing Suzanna, and she was about to make an announcement, but everything went dark. When the light returned, he was dead. That’s about it.”

“Hear anything?” He pulled a small notepad from his pocket.

“No. In fact, there must have been some kind of magic behind the darkness and something that prevented sound. I could sense a magical aura. I might be able to match it to a user if you can get them to perform some small magical act.”

I bit into the red cupcake with a thick white frosting top. Red velvet. Moist and delicate but flavorful. Cream cheese frosting was the perfect partner—sweet and smooth without being a large block of sugar. “Wonderful,” I said around my mouthful. “So, what’s the deal here?”

“Suzanna was about to name her heir. She never had children of her own, but her three siblings did. She has quite a fortune and a good business making potions, so she was going to name which child would come work with her and inherit her abilities and magic.”

“What if they didn’t want to work with her?” I asked.

“They all did. According to her, they have been jockeying for years. The house was locked up and sealed, so we know it was one of the four sitting in the living room.”

“You mean the swan, mouse, fox, and rhino?”

He looked over the notes on his pad, then he reached over and grabbed a cupcake for himself. “Yep, that is a lot easier to remember than their names. Apparently she picked out their costumes based on personality. She thought they could have a fun party, she would surprise them by naming the heir, give the rest of them some inheritance, and then head out to parties for the rest of the night.”

“I think she really misjudged that.”

He nodded. “Agreed.”

“Tell me about the fox, rhino, swan, mouse, and the dearly departed moose. How did their personalities match the animals?” Patagonia leaped into my lap with a bit more use of her claws than I felt necessary. She had a bit of frosting stuck to the base of her whiskers and was eyeing my cupcake for round two. 

“Suzanna has on older brother, and his son was the moose. Then she has a younger brother, who has two boys, the rhino and the fox. The rhino is blunt, stubborn, and occasionally not the smartest. The fox is the younger, and he’s personable, funny, but seems to have a devious side to him. Suzanna’s youngest sibling is a sister, who has two girls. The older is the swan, who is beautiful but mean.”

I held the cupcake away from Patagonia, who had given up on begging and resorted to batting at my arm with a paw, claws extended. “Swans are mean?”

“Nasty buggers. You ever been at a park trying to feed the ducks when swans were around?” 

I had a sudden flashback to being young and a swan chasing me all the way back to the car, hissing and honking. I shuddered. “Got it. And that just leaves the mouse. Timid and skittish?”

“That sounds about right.” 

Patagonia caught my skin particularly well with a claw, and I dropped half the cupcake with a yelp. “What about the moose? I can’t think of any personality qualities about a moose.”

He sighed. “Moose were her favorite animal.”

“Yeesh, she wasn’t subtle at all.”

“I chastised her a bit for not seeing this coming but I didn’t say much. She is bummed out. Didn’t realize how badly they all wanted it.”

“How did you get involved?” I debated cleaning up the cupcake from the floor, but Patagonia was making a great show of licking up every single speck. Maybe just a quick wipe when she was done. I grabbed a second cupcake off the counter, checking Patagonia’s location before I risked taking a bite.

“I run security on her business. After the lights came back on, they tried to revive him and then called for help. The medical team came and declared him dead and made arrangements to remove his body. She then called me. I showed up as soon as possible. I’m on call on Halloween, as parties can get pretty wild. I arrived a few minutes before you did. I only had enough time to meet everyone and talk to Suzanna about what was happening.”

“You haven’t interviewed anyone yet? Can I stick around?”

“I was hoping you would. Finish up the cupcake, and we can get to work.”

I stuffed the remaining half into my mouth and wiped off my hands and the floor. “By the way, how did he die? I didn’t see any wounds.”

“He was allergic to a certain ingredient in potions. Someone spiked his food, and when it was dark, they activated the spell. He had a severe allergic reaction and died instantly. Magic allergies work like that.”

The cupcake felt like a bowling ball in my stomach. “Just so you know, if the food is spiked, you should probably tell me before I chomp down a bunch of it.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry. If you are allergic to something, we’ll find out at the autopsy.”


CHAPTER FOUR

We entered the living room, and it was just as I had seen it in my vision though the light was fading in the windows and the mood was far sourer. The four suspects were still in their costumes while Suzanna sat in a corner, watching her nieces and nephews, or at least the ones who were still alive.

The fox stood up quickly. “Pardon our appearance. None of us thought to bring a change of clothes. We hadn’t expected a tragedy to occur.” He ducked his head in respect briefly but had spoken with a dazzling smile that conveyed a bit of humor while not being out of place given the circumstances. 

I fought my innate response to joke back and managed to keep my reaction to a friendly smile.

The swan stood up to refill her glass from a decanter on a rolling cart. “This is ridiculous. Can’t we go home now? I’m exhausted, and this whole night has been nothing but a disaster.”

Suzanna cut her eye at the swan. “Your cousin has been murdered, and I intend to find out who did it.”

The rhino, who was warming himself in front of the fire, joined in. “Won’t bring him back, so what’s the point?” When everyone turned to stare, he cleared his throat and continued. “Which is a shame. May he rest in peace.”

The mouse was wrapped in a thick blanket despite the warm room and cowered in
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