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To the Haverstock babies that left before we met you

We will never hold you in our arms but you are always in our hearts


Things that Ella worries about at 2 a.m. 

__Does it hurt to get smited by an angel?

__What do dragons like for breakfast?

__Is her friendship a curse?

Ella and Vanessa must investigate the latest murder in their small but magical gambling town with only a few minor inconveniences like an avenging angel, a surprise posse of clueless ghosts, and an illegal baby dragon. The owner of Fuzzybatts, a long time Rambler store, was found dead by his two children and now his widow wants answers. Plus Emily, Ella’s close friend, has gone missing after sharing a threat against her life.  Ella will do anything to find her even if that means talking to someone she hoped to never see again.

 

Sign up for my newsletter below to hear all the details and new releases, sales, contests and ebook giveaways. As a thank you, receive a link to down a short story set in the Casino Witch Mystery world. The story occurs about six months before the events in Of Murders & Mages: Casino Witch Mysteries 1

The Case of the Exploding Luck Pumpkin

Vanessa is home in Rambler, Nevada for the biggest holiday of the magical calendar, Halloween and some time off from her mage training. When the traditional Luck Pumpkin disappears prior to the party, Vanessa makes a bet that she can find it. What’s at stake? Only midnight’s kiss with a handsome man! She will have to out navigate spells gone awry, slippery desserts and an exploding pumpkin if she wants to win the bet.

Click Here to sign up for my newsletter http://nikkihaverstock.com/newsletter/
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CHAPTER ONE

I started a list of tasks to be done at Fuzzybatts, labeling each item with either my daughter Megan’s name or my son Pat’s name. It was a shame Megan hadn’t been born male. Her mind would have been great if it hadn’t been born into a weak female form. Pat, on the other hand, would have benefitted from at least fifty percent more brains. He had his mother’s nature, which was not a compliment.

At least she had the decency to travel and leave me to run the business as I saw fit. And spend my free time accordingly. 

Finishing the last line of the page, I sat back to admire my clean office. If only Pat had the same appreciation. Every time I saw his office, I shuddered at the unmitigated disaster he worked in. The boy was a disappointment, though at least he had married well.

Perhaps it was time to marry Megan off as well. She had a boyfriend, but he was dumber than a box of rocks. I was surrounded by morons.

A small noise pulled my attention from my work. A small scratching noise. It sounded like it was coming from the window between the offices, but what could it possibly be? No sooner did I look up than I was immobilized, and everything went black. 


CHAPTER TWO

Dr. Trout looked up from her notebook. “One more time, Ella.”

I wiped my brow. The testing had gone on all day, and I wanted a break. “Take it easy on an old lady. I’m thirty now.” 

Beth looked up from her computer in the lab, her eyebrows knit together. “What is your hang up on being thirty? I don’t think I even remember my thirties.”

Vanessa had warned me that thirty was young by mage standards, but I had figured she was just being polite when I was blue about my birthday the month earlier. I had so many expectations about my thirtieth birthday. I would be married, maybe with a kid or two and a stable career. Boy, had I been wrong. 

But that was all my human hang-ups, and with my life span suddenly at least doubled, I still had so much adjusting to do every day. 

I sighed and focused on the blocks in front of me, using magic to teleport them to another room according to a pattern laid out on a card beside the blocks. Beth was watching the other room with a web camera that recorded the speed they arrived and how closely they fit the designated pattern. It wasn’t particularly useful magic, but Dr. Trout felt it was the perfect measure of something or other. 

I carefully moved the blocks using the correct amount of magic. Too much or little, and the blocks would fly off the table with a sense of wrongness I could discern even if I couldn’t see them. 

Vanessa and I had been helping Dr. Trout and her lab assistant, Beth, conduct research every few weeks for the past six months, since we had struck a deal to help each other out. They had helped us with our ongoing Legacy investigation, and we helped them with some egghead research. We had definitely gotten the better end of the deal. 

We spent our morning in research until Dr. Trout and Beth dismissed us to grab food for a much-needed break. But just as I was leaving the room, Dr. Trout asked me to do the test one more time. 

I moved the last block from the table with a little pop of magic, and I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. I lifted my arms over my head and stretched all over as Dr. Trout walked over to check with Beth. They seemed to have a whole conversation without saying a word, then Beth left as Dr. Trout came over to sit opposite me.

“Are you and Vanessa fighting?” Dr. Trout asked. 

It was so out of the blue that I just stared and blinked at her while I replayed the words in my head to make sure I had heard correctly. “Fighting?”

“Some sort of friction between you two.”

I shook my head. “We’re closer than ever. We just went to Hawaii for my birthday last month, which she had been dying to do. And work is going awesome. Why?”

She looked at her clipboard then back to me. “Let me be a bit more direct. I have noticed that when Vanessa is in the room, your results are slower and less accurate. At first, I dismissed it, but it is a consistent pattern. I sent her away to double-check, and sure enough, there is a thirty-percent improvement in your scores. Are you purposely holding back when she is around?”

I tried to look confused, but my heart pounded in my chest. It hadn’t been on purpose, and until she said something, I hadn’t even realized I was doing it. I thought of all the times Vanessa had joked about me being so much stronger than her, and I had felt guilty. And I thought it was driving a wedge between us. But recently it had gotten better. We were more evenly paired, it seemed. I had assumed Vanessa was getting stronger. Dr. Trout’s tests weren’t perfect, and she was probably misunderstanding.

I shook my head. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

She gave me a look, and I knew she wasn’t buying it. “If you are holding yourself back, it can really mess with your abilities. Working with magic is a dynamic relationship and—”

Vanessa burst in through the door, balancing a tray overflowing with food. “I couldn’t decide between a shake and an ice cream sundae, so I got us three of each just… in case…” She looked between us. “What’s going on? Did I fart?” She sniffed the air.

I gave a big laugh that sounded fake and rushed to explain before Dr. Trout could. “Dr. Trout was just lecturing me about training. You know how she is. Man, that shake looks good.” I grabbed it off the tray and sucked hard on the straw. 

I didn’t expect to get much but instead got a huge mouthful closely followed by an ice cream headache from the frozen dessert. I pressed a hand to my forehead and staggered around the room. 

Dr. Trout was not amused, watching my production with something between annoyance and disappointment. 

My phone rang while Vanessa slid the tray onto the table. I winced as the headache faded. “Hello, Bear. Who’s dead?”

“Please don’t answer that way. What if I had a client in my office, and you were on speakerphone?”

“You know better than to do that,” I said. Variations of this conversation had played out multiple times over the past six months. After Vanessa and I had captured a murderer in a rather public way, our work for Bear was outed to the Rambler community at-large. 

My skill of reading the death scene of a magical murder was still a secret, but the penchant Vanessa and I shared for solving crimes for Bear was public and in high demand. We focused on stolen property, missing cash, and one single case of a stolen car. Smaller crimes that were of interest to no one but the victims. Nothing that required my special skills other than good old-fashioned detective work had gotten the job done. Our reputation was growing, and combined with the public death of the last murderer, that meant that sometimes people turned themselves in. The work had helped to fatten my wallet and give us both a chance to put our training to work. 

“Can you meet me, or are you busy? And I will want Vanessa to come if you can get ahold of her.”

I stood and grabbed my purse while gesturing to Vanessa to gather up the food. “Vanessa and I are already together. Text me over an address, and we’ll head right over.” I hung up and turned to Dr. Trout. “So sorry, but we have to go to work.” 

She narrowed her eyes a little. “Fine, but we will talk more later.”

“Sure, yeah, totally.” I avoided her eyes as I looked around and spotted my gigantic black familiar on the windowsill, soaking up every ray of the spring sunshine she could. “Come on, Patagonia, we have work to do!”

***

I pulled into the parking lot of the superstore Fuzzybatts, which was in an older section of the Avenue. We had to speak with a parking attendant and explain why we were there. The store was right on the strip, so their front parking was highly coveted, and if you strayed from the store, your car would be towed faster than you could blink. 

Most of the neighbors had sold out to be replaced by sprawling casinos, but not Fuzzybatts, which was a hit with visiting mages who stocked up on discounted but still reliable spells of all varieties. Vanessa and I had occasionally stopped in to pick up kitschy gifts for birthday parties and such. The store always had a steady stream of customers at the register but was never truly crowded except at Christmas. 

Bear spotted us as I pulled in and gestured at me in a vague manner that I took to mean to wait in the car. 

I turned off the car and checked the mirror to touch up any makeup that might have smeared during the morning testing. 

“Olivia tried to buy the building last year for a trunkload of cash, but the owner turned her down.” Vanessa swiped on some lip gloss then passed it to me. 

I gave it a sniff. “Yum, peach,” I mumbled before applying it and passing it back. “Why would Olivia need this building? It’s miles from the Golden Pyramid Casino.” 

“She said that it was time to expand. Something like ‘either you’re growing or dying.’ Last I heard, she bought something on the other end of the Avenue, and they are set to break ground next month, so maybe she doesn’t need this place anymore.” 

I turned to face her. “The old Max Palace they just tore down? She bought that place? Holy cow.” Olivia was supposed to oversee my training, but so was Vin, and both had handed off the job to Auntie Ann. Though even Auntie Ann was starting to step back as my training had gone from a full-time job for her and Bear and Badger to workouts a few times a week. 

In fact, Auntie Ann was taking on some local clients, much to the delight of rich mage parents in the area and to the dismay of the spoiled mage teenagers who were learning that Auntie Ann was a fierce taskmaster. 

Not that we had been lounging around sipping martinis and flirting with guys at the dance club, despite Vanessa’s constant attempts to convince me that was a great Saturday night. We still trained with Bear, Badger, and Auntie Ann several hours a week each on top of testing at Dr. Trout’s lab. When you added in the work for Bear’s security company, we were busier than ever. Plus, I had slipped away several times to work with Colleen, which I felt guilty about. Vanessa insisted that she was thrilled to stay home and rest, but surely she felt a little left out, and I wasn’t just imagining the chilly reception when I returned. 

Bear tapped on the back window, and I jumped. I had been lost in my own thoughts. I unlocked the door, and he slipped into the back seat. He flipped open a notebook as he greeted us.

“Thanks for coming straight over.” Without waiting for a reply, he continued. “This is a bit of a strange murder—”

“Is there a normal kind of murder?” Vanessa asked.

Bear let out a little sigh before continuing. “Happened last month, and I have no details about how it occurred. Mark Hanson was the victim. He ran the store. Son, Pat Hanson, and daughter, Megan Hanson, work here and found him in the morning, either together or one after another. Later, mom, Lyrica Batts, who was out of the country and apparently slightly estranged from the family, started asking questions about his death, like how he died. When she didn’t get any answers she liked, she called some friends in town to ask for the best investigators, and that’s us.”

I was twisted around in my seat to face him and struggled to raise my hand in a gesture for him to wait. “If they aren’t answering her questions, what makes her think they will answer ours?”

“Nothing. In fact, we should count on them being evasive and uncooperative, but Lyrica apparently still controls the family and threatened her kids if they didn’t behave. We can get in and ask around, but don’t assume they are telling the truth or even have any desire to find the truth.”

“Sounds awesome!” Vanessa said.

At first, I assumed she was being sarcastic, but a look at her bright shiny eyes revealed only sincerity. “What are you all amped about?” I asked.

“Are you serious? I love investigating. I get to crash at your place, have a huge adventure, and we always eat so much.”

“Occasionally we almost die.”

“Hey, no almost for me. Remember?” She dug into the glove compartment and pulled out a sleeve of mini doughnuts. “I better carbo load. You never know when we will need every ounce of magic to fight our way out of a life-and-death scenario.”

She was too focused to notice my shudder. I didn’t like to think about what had happened during our last murder case. I had been happy for the string of non-murder cases we had helped out on. They were mostly financial in nature. Mages weren’t great at embezzling. Why learn bookkeeping when you can work magic? But apparently Vanessa missed the danger. 

I shook off my feelings and gestured to Vanessa, who nodded and opened her purse to grab her own notebook and started taking notes. She didn’t record the mother’s name, and we likely wouldn’t remember the next time we needed it. “Don’t forget to—”

“I know, I know.” She waved me off and wrote down “Lyrica” in her notes.

“Okay, Bobbsey Twins, we need to talk about how you two are communicating.”

Vanessa spoke, and a fine cloud of white powdered sugar puffed out of her mouth, making her appear to be smoking. “Who are the Bobbsey Twins?” 

I cut in. “What about how we are communicating?”

He looked between us. “The mind-reading thing.”

Vanessa stuffed another doughnut into her mouth, the sugar sprinkling down on her cleavage like freshly fallen snow. 

My voice, though, had a shrill note to it when I replied. “What? No, we don’t—we’re just good friends and—” I broke off into nervous laughter.

Vanessa narrowed her eyes at me then turned to Bear and shrugged. 

Bear seemed to pick his words carefully. “What’s bothering you?”

I wasn’t sure, other than that I didn’t like the idea of Vanessa in my head. I had noticed that she answered my questions before I asked them and always seemed to know what I was going to order, but wasn’t that just a side effect of spending virtually every waking moment together? I needed some privacy, and my brain seemed like a perfectly sane place to demand it. I had things I didn’t want her to know. 

“You guys are just jumping to conclusions,” I said.

Vanessa swallowed her doughnut, or at least most of it, before speaking, flecks of doughnut joining the sugar on her chest. “Dude, don’t freak out. We’re mages, and telepathy isn’t that usual.”

Bear nodded. “Neither of you had previously the ability, but bringing Vanessa back from the dead might have changed things.”

“We now have a special bond. Ooohhh.” She dragged out the word into a spooky noise. 

It certainly didn’t seem to bother her any, but it probably would when she realized how much of my ability I was hiding. If she would just take her training seriously, I was sure she could catch up or at least improve enough not to be embarrassed by how much I had passed her. But I didn’t need to worry about that if we weren’t mentally connected. 

My temper came out in my voice. “Stop it. You guys are just overreacting.”

Vanessa started to reply, but Bear cut her a look, and she stopped. Bear instead took the hint and a different tack. “Maybe you guys are just in rhythm because you hang out a lot, but you might want to hide that. No point in making it too obvious. Clearly someone is hiding something.”

“You think they killed their dad?” I asked.

He shrugged. “They definitely aren’t welcoming us with open arms, so they are hiding something, but I can’t say if it is murder. I met the son, Pat, and he was polite enough, but just assume that they could be lying about anything.”

He ran through some more information. Pat was married, but Megan wasn’t. Neither had children, and there were no other siblings. Lyrica had a lot of money but had nothing to do with the business, and she traveled overseas full-time. Apparently she was a “free spirit.”

“She called me from a magic-free retreat in Bulgaria. She seemed to love her children and her husband but hadn’t been in the States in five years. I’m not sure she is fully in touch with reality.”

Vanessa took notes in between doodling hearts in her notebook. 

“Any chance she hired a hit man?” I asked. 

Bear opened the door. “Could be. I wouldn’t cross anything off the list yet.”


CHAPTER THREE

Bear had to check on some clients across town, so Vanessa and I went in without him. Fuzzybatts was exactly as I remembered it from the last time we had visited. I guessed that little had changed in the past several decades. The colors, angles, and arrangements gave the store a retro feel.

But otherwise, it was a pretty standard drugstore, providing medicine, toiletries, and every food item or article of clothing that you might need, though the candy selection was excellent. I remembered they had a black licorice that was soft and chewy but never left your fingers sticky. I veered to pick up a package or six. Depending on what we discovered, I might never be able to shop there ever again, and I wanted to stock up. 

Two cashiers, a man I pegged at midthirties and an attractive woman who could have been slightly older or younger, depending on how well either of them maintained their appearance, were helping out a gaggle of Asian women. Based on their voices, I guessed mages on vacation from overseas, which would explain the large tour bus idling out front. 

Though we had been in the store previously, we didn’t know the owners or even the employees, but I was pretty sure I had seen the man before. The woman looked just enough like him: matching brown curly hair, same thin long nose, and similar complexion with slight yellow undertones, so I pegged them as related, probably the Pat and Megan Bear had told us about. 

I picked up the licorice then some bright-red lollipops that promised to be hot and let you blow a flame from your mouth. Based on my experience with their products, the flame would be tiny and only last a few seconds, but it would be fun, and who didn’t love to pretend to be a dragon? 

Vanessa, always up for anything involving sugar or food in general, grabbed a few for herself. “Good idea.” With her fists full of candy, she headed down the aisle. “I’ll grab a basket and meet you in the beauty department.”

By the time we were done, I was hauling two baskets, and the wire handles dug into my fingers. I had picked up all the most popular products: a heel cream that could repair any crack, nail polish that removed in one swipe, top coat that dried instantly, and a hand lotion that never left you slick. Nothing worse than putting lotion on your cracked hands then discovering that you can’t turn the door handle. Each product had a very reasonable price, and in the end, I only had to peel off a few hundred-dollar bills, despite buying enough stocking stuffers and emergency birthday gifts to last me a lifetime and toiletries to line my own bathroom until forever. 

Vanessa came up next to me, equally weighed down with bags. The store was empty of customers, and it was an appropriate time to introduce ourselves, but I hadn’t thought through what we would do with our haul. 

She grabbed my bags off the counter. “I’ll put it all in the car while you start.”

The man behind the counter looked between us, an eyebrow raised. “Yes?”

I wiped a hand across my pants then offered it to him. “I’m Monza Ella Patagonia, and that was Vanessa Russo. Lou Freeman sent us here to investigate. We are with Freeman Security.” I busted out our most formal names, though it was unlikely he knew Bear as anything other than Lou. But if he hadn’t known about Vanessa and me, then my Monza title and Vanessa’s last name might scare him, and perhaps I could catch him off guard. 

He broke into a large smile, and if he was intimidated by us or the investigation, then he hid it well. He reached across the counter, his warm hand wrapping around mine, and gave me an enthusiastic handshake while shouting over to the other lady behind the counter. “Megan, this is Monza Ella. She’s investigating Dad’s death. Can you believe it? We have a celebrity here.”

The lady gave her customer a receipt, wished her a good day, then slid down and offered me her hand. 

I had to gently tug my hand away as Pat, I assumed, still had a grip on it and was pumping away. “Just Ella is fine.”

Megan’s hand was smooth and cool. She seemed less enthusiastic but not hostile. “I’m Megan, and that’s my brother, Pat.”

He shrugged good-naturedly. “Oops. Forgot to introduce myself. So, what do you need? What can we do? Do you need the keys? I can show you around.” His brown hair flopped over one eye, and he jerked his head to clear it.

He gave me the distinct impression of a friendly dog, like a golden retriever. On the other hand, his sister exuded the energy of a guard dog, watching me for bad behavior. I had no doubt that she could snap an order when required. 

Vanessa came to my side and repeated the greetings. Pat was just as excited to meet her. He was either genuinely a people person or the world’s best actor or perhaps both. 

Everyone turned to me, and I realized they were waiting for me to direct them. “We usually start at the scene of the… passing.” I tried to look respectful. I wasn’t used to dealing with family. 

We all lightly dipped our heads in respect to the dead. Pat and Megan briefly crossed themselves, then I continued. “Then we would like a tour and to meet anyone else that works here. After that we just kinda poke around.” Hardly my most professional of explanations. Maybe I needed to shadow Bear more. 

Pat took off a white-and-red-striped apron and tossed it on the counter as he moved out from behind it. “I can do that.” 

Megan didn’t quite roll her eyes at him, but you could feel she wanted to. “Fine. I’ll take care of the store.” 

They had the well-worn interaction of siblings. Not something I related to personally but had observed amply with siblings I had known, especially Vanessa and Vin. They were grumpy and crotchety but still very close. When Vanessa died, even though it was only a temporary state, it had deeply affected Vin. He even skipped part of his own honeymoon to stay with Vanessa. But then they had fought like cats and dogs the entire time. 

He had eventually gone to join Tiffany, his new bride, on the rest of their honeymoon, which she had still been enjoying without his company. Tiffany was gone almost six months, with Vin joining her for the last two, only having returned a few weeks earlier. I had seen him in passing, and he seemed happy to be home.

According to Vanessa, Tiffany had turned over a new leaf. She had brought back thoughtful gifts for Vanessa and Auntie Ann and even a small glass vase from Murano for me. I had been so surprised when she handed it to me that I nearly dropped it. While she was still mouthy, short-tempered, and selfish, the new Tiffany was quite bearable compared to the Bridezilla she was when she left. 

Vin had seemed very happy, and everyone was relieved that Tiffany was more pleasant, but I was still deeply suspicious. I was sure that Vanessa and Auntie Ann were also suspicious but were doing their best to be open-minded.

I almost tripped over Patagonia, who had suddenly appeared at my feet. I would have cursed at her, but frankly I was glad to see her. More and more often she had been choosing to stay at home, curled up on the bed and awaiting my return. Vanessa had shrugged and pointed out that most familiars stayed at home. Physical distance wasn’t an issue to them until they were hundreds of miles away, so why not sleep in a sunbeam while I worked in town? 

But I missed having her underfoot, biting at my ankles and stealing food from my hand. Despite all her bothers, she was as dear to me as Vanessa, and I liked having them both around for company. 

I tried to follow Pat through a door, but Patagonia stepped in front of me again and stopped. I bent down to pick her up. She squirmed and wiggled then bit me on the upper arm before leaping onto the ground. She probably just wanted me to try to carry her so she could tell me no. 

I wiped the black hair from my jeans and rubbed my upper arm then stood up to realize that Pat and Vanessa were waiting for me. “Sorry, you know how familiars are.”

Pat nodded, his hair flopping across his eyes. I could imagine him wagging a big flopping blond tail as he replied. “Totally. This is the back area. No one is working right now but Megan and me. A new hire will be in later, and I’ll introduce you if you are here. Is being an investigator super fun? I bet it is. Sometimes working here is boring, but it’s a paycheck. Grew up in the business. My grandfather started it, and Dad inherited it but never really liked Rambler. I guess technically Mom inherited the place, but she doesn’t have any interest in the job so long as there is money in the account. She travels a lot. Most people think she is weird, but weird can be good. Right?” 

He hardly needed to breathe in his monologue. He was gesturing to rooms without giving much of an explanation of their uses or contents, but I let him ramble on. I could pick up details we might need later. So far, the rooms seemed self-explanatory. An oversized closet was filled with cleaning supplies, and a few other rooms appeared to have unused packaging materials. As we continued into a large room set up with lab materials, he chatted on.

“I can’t believe Dad’s gone. He was planning on retiring in the next decade. He was seventy already. He said that maybe he’d join Mom on her ‘quest to nowhere,’ as he called it. I figured we had a lot more time together.” He turned away and wiped at his face. 

Vanessa and I both wandered the room, partially in actual investigation but mostly to give him some moments alone. We both had lost our dads and understood that the pain was crippling. 

The room reminded me of Dr. Trout’s laboratory at the hospital but twice the size. There were freezers and refrigerators on one wall and cabinets along the other. A wall with tables, each with a set of scales, spoons, knives, an electric burner, tweezers, tongs, and tools of all sizes and a dedicated sink. Altogether, the setup was repeated at each of the three tables. 

“How many mages you do you have working here?” I asked. 

Pat gave a sniff and turned to face us, his eyes rimmed in red. “My wife helps out with the cashiering on busy weekends. We have a couple of teenagers that rotate throughout the week, but it’s ski week at the big high school, so most of them are gone skiing or chaperoning. Hopefully we don’t get any big crowds. And Nathan works in here along with Megan. We hired Nathan two weeks ago, but I think we are going to have to let him go. He doesn’t do very good work and often calls in sick. Five times in eight days including today.” 

I waited for him to finish the list of employees. “… And?”

“And what? I think that’s it.” He looked down and counted on his fingers. “I mean Megan’s boyfriend helps with taxes and accounting and such, but he doesn
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