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For the third time in two hours, I woke up in a panic, flailing blankets out of the way like my life depended on it. My heart pounded like I’d just run a triathlon. Sweat covered my body, and for a moment—a terrifying, heart-stopping moment—I was back there.

I took in a deep breath—instant mistake. A smell had been steadily invading my apartment over the last few days, getting stronger by the day, and tonight it reeked. The scent filled my head, reinforcing traces of a triggered memory. The walls around me didn’t exist, turning into cool greyish stone, dripping water, and chains biting into my skin. My entire body shuddered, rejecting the overlaying images, insisting that wasn’t where I was, but the truth clashed with what my other senses told me. I clawed at the sheets, gripping them tight enough to rip holes into the fabric, desperate for their texture.

Not real. Notrealnotrealnotreal. See? Sheets weren’t in the cave. Bed wasn’t in the cave. I’m not there. I’m not there. Nottherenottherenotthere.

“Jamie?”

Clint. Oh god, Clint. That brought me back like nothing else could, to hear his voice. The worry in his voice. I blinked again, shuddering, and the horrible flashback finally receded into the background. I swallowed hard, trying to focus, and it took me a second to spot him. He looked midnight blue in the lighting, perfectly still, golden eyes fixated on me. The worry on his adorable little face was unmistakable.

Had I thrown him during my nightmare? I didn’t hear him land, but he was incredibly light on his feet sometimes. “Clint, baby, did I hurt you?”

“No,” he assured me, padding his way over to settle in my lap. “Went for water. Bad dream?”

“Yeah.” I sighed gustily and brought him in closer, rubbing my cheek against the top of his head. His warmth and fuzziness helped keep the dream at bay. “Very bad dream.”

“Can help?”

I almost said no because often there wasn’t much he could do. Aside from cuddling with me, which he always did whenever he had the chance. And that helped more than I could ever properly explain. But I bit back the words before they could tumble free and thought about it. “Maybe you can. A smell has been setting me off. It reminds me of the cave. Maybe you can help me track it down?”

Jules Felix had designed the Felix to be a magician’s familiar. To that end, Clint had far superior senses than the average animal—his nose could pick up on not only common scents, but magical scents as well. Odds were good he could track this particular scent down for me if I could describe it well enough.

Always up for a challenge, my furball immediately perked up. “Sniffies! No sniffy escapes me.”

“That’s the spirit.” I paused, trying to frame the right words. “It’s a damp sort of smell, like cold stone that’s a little wet. It’s mixed in with dirt and a sharp, acidic twang that tickles your nose. It’s not exactly pleasant.”

His head came around to stare at the window as he drew in a deep breath. Then again. “Smells like cold water too?”

I smiled in relief. “Yeah, that’s it. I think you’ve got it.”

Clint’s ears moved back and forth, booty starting to do that shake cats did when they were about to spring off and go pounce on something. He had clearly targeted the scent and was dying to chase it. I got up, carrying him to the window, and opened it for him. “Good from here?”

“Yes.”

I let him down and he was off in a flash, scaling the fire escape ladder in a quick bound, the metal steps and mini-platforms rattling a little under the force of his weight. Not wanting the scent to infiltrate my apartment any more than it already had, I quickly closed the window again.

Clint finding the smell was all well and good, but I didn’t see how it would help in the long run. Whatever the source, it was strong enough to penetrate my apartment. Unless Henri or Sherard had a magic spell up their sleeve to block smells, I was in trouble.

You know what? I would douse myself in perfume. It was already two o’clock in the morning. If I didn’t do something soon, I’d get no sleep. And a sleep-deprived detective was not to be trusted in any sense. I also had to change the sheets, sweat-drenched and disgusting as they were at this point.

In the bathroom, I hunted for perfume, only to come up empty. I’d forgotten I accidentally broke the bottle last week and didn’t have any left. Growling, I stalked back out and headed for the kitchen. I had some citrus juice—I could try dabbing that under my nose. It might work.

A very soft knock sounded at the door. Frowning, I made my way over and unlocked the door before peeking around the wood.

Henri stood on the other side, wrapped in a dressing robe, curly dark hair displaying an excellent example of bedhead. He looked half-asleep on his feet, but worried. As tired as I was, it took a second longer than it should have to put the pieces together and come up with an obvious answer. Henri at my door equaled Clint. No, maybe that should be the other way around?

“Clint said bad dreams are plaguing you?” Henri asked, taking in what he could see of me. His frown deepened, brows drawing together.

Sighing, I pulled the door fully open and gestured him inside. Better to talk in here than out in the hallway and wake up my neighbors. “It’s stupid.”

He tsked and chided, “Jamie. For shame, my dear. You know better than to even think that.”

I blushed slightly to be seen by him like this: still sweaty, hair sticking to my head in probably unflattering ways, dressed in one of my oldest shirts and jogging pants. Attractive, I was not.

Henri didn’t seem to notice any of this. He drew me immediately into his arms and hugged me gently, firmly. I sighed and relaxed into it. Henri just made such a warm teddy bear, I could trust my weight to him. It went without saying that he’d take my burdens from me and hold them without complaint until I was ready to shoulder it all again. That trust allowed me to hug him back and stand there, my head pillowed on his shoulder, and breathe him in.

It was one of those moments I was aware of Henri in a way I normally wasn’t. On a day-to-day basis, this man was my friend and partner. But sometimes, in moments like this, I could feel the potential between us for something more. Like a warm shiver that gathered at the base of my spine, a jittery feeling of butterflies in my stomach, a light tingle dancing along the top of my skin.

Those moments came more and more often these days. I couldn’t put an exact date on it, the change of my own heart too gradual for me to pin it down, but over the past six months especially I’d felt it. Ever since Gibson had started prodding me, before we took on the RM Burtchell murder case, the possibility lurked in the wings.

I found myself doing things for him like he was a potential boyfriend. It came so naturally I often didn’t second-guess the behavior until after the fact. Henri was harder to read, with those old-school manners drilled into him, but even he surpassed the norm sometimes. Like tonight, cuddling me. Every day that passed, he became more comfortable being in physical contact with me. Often, he would reach out first, a light hand on my arm, a lean in against my side to murmur something into my ear. Things he’d never do the first three months I knew him. Heck, the first year I knew him.

I think Henri’s feelings were growing as well because sometimes he looked at me, in that way a man sometimes looked at a woman. But he never acted on it. Just as I hadn’t. It was freaking scary to try to bridge that leap of friend to lover. I knew that.

But I also knew I’d regret it if I didn’t at least ask. One of us had to clear the air. One of us had to draw a line somewhere of what we wanted to be together. I, for one, didn’t want to stay in this limbo of possibilities. But I couldn’t seem to find the right timing for it. Like now, this moment was very much not the right timing. Not when I was still rattled from a nightmare and feeling anything but a strong, attractive woman.

One of his hands stroked my spine in a soothing manner. In a low voice, he asked against my temple, “Clint mentioned something about a bad sniffy?”

My tattletale of a cat and I would have a very long talk when he got back. “Why did he wake you up?”

“Because he’s under a standing order to do so if you awake from a nightmare more than once a night. The occasional dream is within threshold—we all have those from time to time—but reoccurring dreams tell me there’s an issue. Now, don’t dodge the question. Bad sniffy?”

A very, very long talk with my cat. But no getting around it tonight. Henri was a gentle soul who could also teach a barnacle lessons in stubbornness. If he felt something should be pursued, he’d do so. “Yeah. Well, it’s not that it’s a bad smell, per se. But it reminds me strongly of the cave.”

He stiffened against me. I could practically hear the unvoiced swear words. “It’s setting off the dreams.”

“Yeah.” I sighed again and burrowed in a little deeper, enjoying the smell of mild soap and cologne and warm skin—a refreshing sort of scent compared to the one currently triggering me.

“Which scent is it precisely?”

I could tell he wanted to investigate, and since he could possibly do something about it, I let him go and stepped back a half foot. Even though I didn’t particularly want to. “That damp stone smell, like it’s a little cold and wet and acidic all at once.”

He breathed in deeply, closing his eyes to focus. Then they snapped open. “Ah, yes. That one. I hadn’t properly noticed it before. I wonder if it’s from the new construction site? They’re working near the coast on mining out an area and opening more space for the docks.”

“So…you’re saying this will be around for a while?”

Henri shot me a sympathetic look. “I fear so. But it also has an expiration date.”

“That’s a plus.” I’d take it, too. Better than something that had permanently moved into the neighborhood.

“For tonight, I believe I can block all scents from coming into your apartment. I’m surprised you’ve picked up on it so strongly.” He drew a wand from out of his pocket—talk about a man coming prepared—and headed for my windows with a very intent stride. “Even knowing what it is, I’m barely able to discern it.”

I tapped the side of my nose. “My senses are more enhanced than yours, remember?”

“Ah, yes.” Henri made a face. “A mixed curse and blessing in this case.”

“Tell me about it.” I had the sense he would need a few minutes to do his spellwork, so I re-made the bed, stripping off sheets and blanket. Then I grabbed fresh clothes to sleep in and went into the bathroom to change so he could access my bedroom windows. By the time I came out, Clint had returned, and transparent sigils glowed on each of my windows, their outlines glittering in the moonlight.

Clint perched on Henri’s arm, explaining in his high voice, “Sniffy is coming from sea.”

“From the docks?” Henri asked.

“Yes, from docks. Wind strong. Sniffy on the wind.”

I glanced out the window. There was a storm blowing in right now, the wind picking up outside. No wonder the scent was so strong, then.

“Excellent work, Clint. I’ve spelled her windows to block the scent, but I need you to keep an eye on her as she goes to work tomorrow.” Seeing that I’d exited the bathroom, Henri directed the next words to me. “Or perhaps it is more prudent to leave together.”

Considering that sometimes my flashbacks were intense enough to throw me mentally back into that thrice-cursed cave? Yeah, probably not a bad idea. “Let’s do that. Come up in the morning and I’ll feed you breakfast before we go.”

“Well, I’ll hardly turn down that invitation. But before I go, I’d like to see you settled in bed.”

Clint jumped from his arms to mine, and I caught him in pure reflex. Clint seemed to think the world was his jump pad. Even as I caught a cat flinging himself at me, I protested, “I can put myself back to bed.”

Henri tsked me again with a click of his tongue. “If you can’t rest, I might have a spell I can place upon your sheets to encourage your mind to settle.”

This was news to me. “I thought those spells didn’t work on me?”

“Seaton and I have been tinkering with a few things. Come, let’s at least attempt normal rest before I unleash our latest creation at you.”

Part of me felt a little like a guinea pig, but I was touched, too. These sweet men really did go the extra mile for me on a regular basis. And I could hardly argue with his logic. I was dead on my feet. I really needed whatever sleep I could get tonight—magically induced or otherwise. I really didn’t care about methods, just results.

“Alright, you win.” I walked past him but teased on the way, “Can I get a bedtime story, too?”

Henri followed, speaking in a sarcastic drawl, “In ages long past, there was once a detective who needed sleep. She was put to bed by her friend, who was terrified of the sleep-deprived creature. Once she fell asleep, all was well. The end.”

I flopped onto the bed, letting Clint go so he could curl up in his usual spot. “Your delivery needs work.”

He snorted but didn’t rise to the bait as I settled under the covers. Sitting on the bed next to me, he stroked my hair from my face, his smile gentle. I relaxed steadily as I looked up at him. It seems I’d spent too much time in this exact position, with him sitting at my bedside, worried but patient, and me flat on my back. At least this time, I wasn’t feeling like something the cat had chewed up and spat out again. Silver lining.

His hand felt warm, a little calloused on the fingertips, but nice. I wanted to tease him about petting me like I did Clint, but my mouth couldn’t seem to form the words. I couldn’t keep my eyes open, either. With the scent gone, and two of my best friends guarding me, I felt utterly at peace. A rare thing.

I don’t even remember when darkness sucked me under.
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I met Jamie for breakfast in her apartment. She’d had a terrible flashback last night, due to a pervasive scent filtrating through her apartment walls and setting the nightmare off. Clint had thankfully come to fetch me, and I was able to spell her apartment to keep the scent out, letting her rest. Still, I was concerned about how she fared this morning.

She’d made something called a Kitchen Skillet that involved fried potatoes, scrambled eggs, diced sausages, green pepper, onion, and cheese all mixed in with some sort of divine seasoning. Then again, she always employed excellent seasoning.

I tucked in with gusto, glad for the extra sustenance this morning. Being awoken in the early hours of the morning by a worried Clint was hardly conducive to true rest. Not that I was complaining, mind. I vastly preferred seeing to Jamie’s welfare over sleep. It was just hard to rest afterwards. Part of my mind stayed awake, listening for signs she might wake again.

Thankfully, she’d slept the rest of the night without another stir. I awoke Seaton this morning with news of the situation and a request for aid. I wasn’t sure what best to apply in this particular case. Warding her apartment against outside scents was all well and good, but she could hardly hide here until construction was over. With the smell being outside, her flashbacks could hit at any moment unless we took preventative measures.

Jamie sat next to me, stabbing a fork into the steaming food. “Thanks for coming up last night. I don’t think I said that.”

She seemed fine enough, a touch tired perhaps from being awoken so brutally by her memories. I was relieved if that was her only symptom. “You’re welcome.”

She seemed sincere in her thanks, but her expression displayed a mix between resignation and perhaps a touch of embarrassment she’d needed such aid. I understood her pride was in the mix and appreciated she hadn’t given in to it. Whether it was common sense or her trust in me, I wasn’t sure, but was glad regardless.

I hesitated, trying to think of the best way to phrase the matter. “I spoke with Seaton this morning. He informed me that while he was still figuring out how to stabilize your magical core, you sometimes had issue with your senses overwhelming you?”

Jamie grimaced but lifted both shoulders in a shrug. “Unfortunately. That hasn’t happened in a long time, though. Why?”

“He still has some of the tools he used to help ease you through those hurdles. The nose guard, for instance.” An interesting device first invented for women during that delicate time of pregnancy when anything could set off their nausea. Seaton informed me he had modified it to make it even stronger, allowing no scents past her aura.

Jamie brightened for a moment. Then her nose scrunched up as if she’d come across something very bitter. “That thing’s a catch-22. Sure, it protects me against the wrong smells, but it also takes half the joy out of eating.”

Scent was largely integrated into food, so I did understand her objection quite well. “Yes, he informed me you lost twenty pounds the last time you had to wear it. Still, I think it won’t be quite as bad in this case. We’ll have this apartment sealed and ready for you at any time during the day. If you eat here, perhaps it won’t have as serious of a side-effect on you?”

She chewed thoughtfully before swallowing and admitting, “Doesn’t hurt to try. And I can’t really afford to not wear the guard. Having random flashbacks while investigating a case is not recommended.”

“Too true.” And the main worry I entertained at the moment. I was glad she was being her usual reasonable self about the matter. “At any rate, he’s promised to send it to the precinct via courier, so it will be there by the time we arrive. I can ward a scarf for you to wear over your nose until you get there.”

She shot me a warm smile. “Thank you, Henri.”

At times, much like now, the warmth of that smile sent my heart skipping a beat. In such moments, I often found myself wishing we had a closer relationship, giving me more liberty with her. But alas, such realizations always came at the wrong moment, like this morning when she was already feeling out of sorts.

Since she was well aware I would move heaven and earth at her behest, I didn’t say anything more elaborate than, “You’re welcome.”
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Good to his word, Seaton had the nose guard waiting on Jamie’s desk. My partner grimaced but immediately put it on. It was a slim item of brushed nickel that rested on top of her nose and seated itself comfortably right behind the nostrils. Barely noticeable, really, and easily mistaken for unique jewelry. The spell engaged and wrapped itself in an arc around the front of her nostrils, filtering the air before she could inhale it. A simple, effective system. Only the nose ring itself was visible, of course, the spell not something the average person could detect. Even then, several people gave a few strange looks, but no one thought to ask her much about it.

I’d have had serious words with anyone who did.

For once, I was able to stay next to her and work. With Colette as an additional magical examiner, the work didn’t get much of a chance to back up. Even though Jamie and I were coming off a rather harrowing case, my lab hadn’t been overrun with work requests. It gave me the luxury to help Jamie with the paperwork so we could tie off all loose ends. After the events of last night, I was especially grateful for the chance to linger at her side.

Fourth Precinct was quite accustomed to Royal Mage Seaton strolling through its corridors, but Royal Mage Jules Felix walking in set the place aflutter. To my recollection, he’d only walked through these doors on two other occasions. I was seated next to Jamie’s desk when I saw him stop at the front counter to speak with the officer on duty. He wore his usual dramatic half-cape of dark blue, blond hair in a gentle wave that just touched his shoulders.

“Is RM Felix here for us?” I asked in bemusement.

Jamie’s head came up. She spied him at the same moment he turned and spotted her. He waved and then approached with a determined stride, his slender form slipping past criminals and policemen, expression showing equal disinterest. “Apparently so.”

When I’d first acquired Clint, I’d done so through a myriad of connections—namely, RM Felix. I think most assumed I’d done so through Seaton, but at the time, I’d not known him well enough to call in that favor. Nor would it have been a prudent course, as Seaton and Felix were not on the best of terms. Seaton was too impulsive and rash, according to Felix. Felix was too cautious and slow to respond, according to Seaton. It was very much a clash of personalities and nothing more. I felt both men were being rather silly about it all, but far be it from me to intervene.

In any case, ever since I’d bartered for Clint, Jules Felix had steadily crept rather firmly into our lives. Felix was enchanted by how well Clint had developed and equally curious on Jamie’s insights. It was common now for he and Jamie to have tea or lunch together on a weekly basis, comparing notes and brainstorming how best the Felix could grow in the next generation.

“Jamie.” Felix greeted her warmly, then ducked his head at me. Clint automatically climbed into his arms, and he gave the cat a good pet, setting Clint to purring against his chest. “Davenforth. I’m so glad to catch you here, Jamie. I wanted to report success!”

I had no idea what he might be referring to. Jamie, however, instantly lit up and came around to give him a quick hug.

“Jules, that’s fantastic! I know you were worried how things would go. Are they alright?”

“Yes, both beautifully healthy and well.” Jules returned the hug, blushing. He found Jamie’s manner a trifle forward sometimes.

At least, I chose to believe that rather than thinking he held a crush for my partner. Jamie was a very attractive woman. I’d not be at all surprised if another man wished to court her. But Jules Felix would not do. He was too mild of manner for a woman like her. She’d railroad him without meaning to. That he lacked the confidence to properly ask her out on a date spoke volumes, in my book.

Not that I was jealous. Shoving aside my irritation, I cleared my throat. “What are we discussing?”

Pulling back, Jamie excitedly said, “The fourth generation of Felixes are born. Jules has been waffling back and forth about whether to create kittens or full-grown adults like Clint. He finally went with kittens. Jules, how many did you make this time?”

“Just two. Male and female. I didn’t want to get more complicated than that at the moment.” Here Felix looked nervous, shifting from foot to foot. “Jamie. All things considered, I don’t think it wise for me to keep both of them and raise them.”

Jamie blinked up at him, her expression blank. “I’m not following. I know you wanted to give me a kitten to raise, but you also said not yet. That you want to raise these two and chart their development before finding them homes? I know Queen Regina is dying to have one.”

“Yes, I know I said that, but I’ve since changed my mind. You have so much more experience than anyone else in this world when it comes to these creatures. Even myself. It’s obvious from Clint alone, as he’s much closer to my ideal of a Felix familiar. Clearly, you are better at raising them. I think it would be better if we each took one.”

Clint chose this moment to pop his head up and demand in rising excitement, “Kitten for me?!”

Jules blinked down at him, confused at this reaction. “You want to help her raise a kitten?”

“Kitten!” Clint cried, practically vibrating and purring under the force of his excitement. “Please, please, please?”

“Clint and I have been talking about kittens and other Felixes being born ever since you first came to talk to me about it,” Jamie explained to him quickly. “He’s very excited about the whole idea, but of a kitten especially. I think he feels rather alone. He’d love to have someone like him nearby, someone he can play with. The cats on Earth do alright with their own company, but they are social creatures and like playmates. I think the Felixes are the same.”

Felix’s expression filled with understanding as he looked down at Clint. “I see. I really should have considered that. My own Felixes are very excited by the kittens as well and have barely left their side since last night. Of course, Clint, you would want companionship as well. In that case, why don’t you come and meet both of them? We can decide which one will go home with you.”

Clint flopped against the man’s chest and purred loudly, so incandescently happy in that moment he almost vibrated out of his own fur.

Jamie flicked over her wrist to check her watch. “We’ve got about five hours before we’re off shift. Why don’t we come after we clock out and see them? Whichever kitten seems to get along best with Clint is the one I’ll take.”

Deeming this appropriate, Felix gave her a nod. “I’ll be home at six o’clock sharp, I promise you. Barring emergencies, of course. I’m so grateful, Jamie, truly. I do believe this is the better course.”

Giving him a smile, she clasped his shoulder in a friendly way. “I do, too. I’ll see you shortly.”

With another smile, Felix gave Clint back to her before finally taking his leave.

Clint was still vibrating with excitement. “Jamie, both kittens?”

“One kitten,” Jamie corrected him firmly.

Clint whined up at her and tried again. “Both? Kittens are lonely.”

“Kittens are not lonely, you rascal. They have other Felixes at Jules’ house. One kitten. And I expect you to help me raise the kitten. You have to show them how to be a field cat.”

That diverted him successfully. “And singing!”

I blanched at the implication. Two singing cats. Heaven preserve me.

Clint hopped down and stole her pencil and a sheet of paper, already making a list in his careful way. “Singing first.”

I stared at the list he wrote and sighed. There was no hope, was there?

Jamie perhaps read the thought on my face. She gave me a hug around the shoulders even as she snickered. “It won’t be that bad, Henri.”

“I beg to differ.” But I was already resigned as well.

We went back to work as Clint continued writing his list. The length of that list rather worried me. Considering the antics he somehow devised, I do believe my worry was warranted.

Diverted by a thought, Clint’s head canted as he looked at his person. “Jamie, do Earth cats sing?”

“Not like you mean it, no.” Jamie’s mouth quirked, as if he’d asked a very cute and amusing question. “Sometimes they sing the song of their people. But they don’t speak words like you do, so they can’t sing human songs.”

We both looked at her askance. “Earth cats don’t talk? I know you were surprised at Clint, when you first met him, but you also say Earth cats are very talkative.”

“Oh, they talk plenty. Just not in words. Cats on Earth say ‘meow.’ Or ‘nyah’ if you believe the Japanese. Come to think of it, I think every culture interpreted that sound differently.”

Clint tried this out. “Meow?”

“Something like that, yeah.” Jamie shrugged, as if this was common knowledge.

I very much begged to differ on that score. She hadn’t said this before. But she had already resumed her paperwork, so I did the same.

Due process warrants a rather insane number of forms, in my humble opinion. We wrapped up the list of evidence and witness testimonies, and only lacked writing our own statements. Jamie’s Velars had improved significantly over the past months. I read over hers only to help check her spelling and grammar, as she was still learning the finer points, but she had almost reached a fluent level now. I was proud of her accomplishment. She had worked very hard to reach that point.

“Henri? Henri Davenforth?”

What now? No one calling my name in such an uncertain manner ever led to good tidings. Although the voice sounded familiar. I turned in my chair and blinked. “Irvine Atwood. Good heavens, man, I haven’t seen you in a tree’s age.”

I stood immediately and offered a hand. Irvine and I had been each other’s playmates as children, often stranded together when our parents threw elaborate house parties we weren’t allowed to attend yet. He was an affable sort of chap and a casual friend. We’d not spoken much as adults, but I put that down to difference of careers. We were both deucedly busy people.

As he shook my hand, I took the measure of him. Whatever had sent him here to see me wasn’t a casual matter. He looked rather haggard and the worse for wear. Irvine was the homely-handsome sort with thick blond hair swept back from his face, ears a trifle too large for his head, and friendly brown eyes. When in a proper suit, he looked the part of an owner for a multi-million corporation. What worried me was that unlike his usual attire, today he wore unrelieved white.

“Henri,” he said thickly. “I don’t know where else to turn. Things have gone so wretchedly askew and—horrifying in such a short time. I don’t—I don’t know what to do.”

I immediately sat him down, as that seemed prudent. “You’ll tell me and I’ll help you sort it. First, you know of my partner? This is Detective Jamie Edwards.”

Irvine dropped into the chair and looked at her in a sort of dazed manner, quite unlike himself. It was then I noticed the dark circles under his eyes. Had he slept at all in the past several days?

“Detective,” he greeted, offering a hand to her. “Forgive my manners. Yes, I’ve heard of you. In fact—and this is quite bold of me—I wish to enlist your aid as well as Henri’s.”

Jamie shot me a quick, evaluating look. “I’m not going to send him off into trouble without me, so rest easy about that.” She took a chair across from him. “Now, what’s going on?”

His eyes darted between us. “Henri, have you heard that my parents were found dead yesterday afternoon?”
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I sucked in a startled breath at Irvine’s words. Jamie stilled beside me, already poised to take notes. I think we both instinctively knew it wouldn’t be an accidental or natural cause of death.

“I had not,” I replied with aching sympathy. “Irvine, I’m so sorry to hear it. What happened?”

Irvine’s hand shook as he pressed it to his forehead. “You’re aware they were in the process of selling the country estate?”

“I’d heard something along those lines, yes.” My mother had mentioned it in passing, but I hadn’t thought anything of it.

“The realtor was showing the house yesterday and found them. They were in a peculiar position, she said. Tied to chairs with magical restraints around their necks.” His voice was rough, eyes too bright, the words visibly difficult for him to say. “Frankly, she’s told me more than the police we called in to investigate. They went in, spent an hour or so looking about, then wrapped up the bodies and sent them off to the morgue. I was informed this morning it was a murder-suicide.” Tears stood in the man’s eyes as he looked at me. “Henri, they’re saying my father killed my mother.”

My response was instant. “Not possible.”

“I know! Everyone says that, but the police are adamant. They keep saying there was no sign of forced entry, no sign of an intruder. That it has to be a murder-suicide. But it doesn’t make sense.” To Jamie, he implored, “I know you don’t know them, but Henri will tell you. My father was in terrible physical condition. He couldn’t lift more than five pounds without straining. His back was broken once in his thirties, and he healed from that, but arthritis is—was—setting in. He physically could not have lifted my mother. And he had no reason to hurt her. They were married forty-three years and were still very much in love with each other. They were true to each other in every sense.”

Jamie tapped her pencil against the paper in front of her, eyes narrowed as her formidable intelligence turned over at high speeds, absorbing facts. “I hear you. But you’re saying, emotions aside, the logistics of this don’t make sense.”

“None,” he choked out. “And how could they make such a ruling when the autopsy hadn’t even been performed?”

I blinked at him, aghast. “The devil, you say!”

“The coroner approached Gwyneth this morning to get a signature of approval to do it. The police told us their findings on the case before the man ever darkened her doorstep.” Irvine looked hopeful at our responses, clearly sensing we agreed something was afoul here. “This isn’t justice, is it? They’re not properly investigating.”

Jamie shared a look with me that spoke volumes. Her tone fell flat with anger, a visible tic at the corner of her mouth. “They’re giving you cause of death before the coroner even does a proper examination. No, that’s not justice. That’s them being lazy and not investigating properly. I see why you’re worried. I’m not sure if we can override jurisdiction just based on that, however.”

“We’d have to prove negligence,” I said slowly, thinking aloud. “But from the sounds of it, that might be easy to do. Irvine, clear up two points for me.”

“Of course,” he encouraged, sitting on the edge of his seat.

“First, you said there was no sign of forced entry. Was the ward around the estate intact?”

“Perfectly so. The real estate agent had access and the ability to bring in guests, hence why she was able to enter, but the ward is still up.”

Interesting. I filed that away. “Second, you said they were held up with magical restraints? What type?”

Irvine shook his head miserably. “I don’t know. No one was allowed to get a good look aside from the police. And they won’t divulge any details.”

Jamie resumed tapping her pencil. “But magic was still used. Henri, it might be enough.”

I agreed. I put a hand on Irvine’s shoulder and assured him, “I will do all I can. If possible, Jamie and I will take this case ourselves. Right now, give me a few minutes to speak to our captain. He can put in the proper paperwork to get us transferred onto the case and speed matters along. Right now, time is not on our side.”

Irvine nodded jerkily.

My heart hurt for my friend. I didn’t want to leave him out here, sitting alone, and I cast Jamie a questioning look. Even as I did so, I knew I would have to break this news to my parents, who would take it very hard. They adored the Atwoods. I was not looking forward to the conversation.

Jamie had already stood, ready to make the case with me, but at my look she handed Clint to Irvine. “Irvine, this is Clint. He’s a magical familiar and field cat who works with us. Clint, you tell him how you’d investigate the estate and determine if someone else was there, okay? That way he knows what we’ll do when we get there.”

Clint gave his owner a serious nod before turning and looking up at Irvine. Irvine didn’t seem to know what to do with this purple, furry beast suddenly in his arms, but that was precisely the distraction my friend needed right now.

We beelined straight for Gregson’s door. I gave the wood a quick knock before sticking my head inside. “Captain, we need a moment.”

Gregson looked up. He’d taken off his suit coat at some point and rolled up his sleeves, hair standing on end in a lopsided manner. Frankly, he looked two minutes from raiding the alcohol stashed in his drawer. One of those days, eh?

“When the two of you barge in together like this,” he greeted, voice rougher than usual, “it only spells headaches for me. Alright. What’s blown up this time?”

Jamie stepped around me, waiting until I had closed the door to answer the question. “Not blown up. A murder. Two, to be precise.”

“Luther and Mariel Atwood were found dead in their country estate yesterday,” I relayed concisely. “Foul play was certainly involved. Both of them were found tied to chairs with magical restraints.”

Gregson studied me carefully. “It’s certainly terrible news, but when you say country estate, where do you mean?”

“The estate is in Deems, I believe.”

“Then why aren’t the Deems Police handling this?”

“Oh, they handled it,” Jamie assured him dryly. “Poorly. Irvine Atwood came to see Henri, they botched it so badly. They’re telling the family they’ve ruled this a murder-suicide, case closed. Before an autopsy could be performed, mind you.”

Gregson winced, shoulders hunching under the force of the emotion. “Deities above. Please tell me you’re joking.”

“I wish I were.” I ran a hand over my face. “Gregson, do I need to spell this out for you?”

He shook his head immediately. “No. Two people in elite society, murdered in their own home, and the police on case are sweeping this under the rug instead of properly investigating? It’s a political nightmare given form. We’re not even involved, and I can already feel the backlash heading my direction. Deities, moments like this I wish I could drink on duty.”

“I sympathize.” I did, but I also had an agenda. “Let’s head this off, Gregson. Magic is involved—that means I can go. Jamie can go. If we take Weber with us, we’ll have a good coroner to review the bodies.”

Gregson rubbed his hands through his salt-and-peppered hair, clearly thinking hard. “I can certainly make a case that this needs outside investigation, as they’ve bungled procedure. Several procedures. And with it being the two of you, I can also say we’re superseding authority by special request and having k ingsmen consultants sent in. That should dot a lot of i’s and cross a few t’s. Frankly, the Atwoods can afford a team of private investigators. Why you, Davenforth?”

“I know the family.” I spread my hands in a shrug. “Irvine Atwood and I were childhood playmates. Our parents are close friends.”

“So he thought of you first. Thank deities for that. Always better than getting private investigators involved. Less of a black eye for us.” Gregson stood and unrolled his sleeves, preparing to put his suit coat back on. “I’ll speak with Irvine Atwood myself. Get more particulars before I go make our case to the police commissioner about assigning the two of you. I think once he hears all this, he’ll jump at the chance to avoid trouble and send you in.”

I fully expected that to be the case. “We’ll wrap up the last of the paperwork then go home early and pack. Deems is a good six-hour trip by train out of Kingston. I don’t expect we’ll be traveling back and forth.”

Gregson nodded understanding even as he slipped his coat back on. “Don’t even try to commute. Get over there and figure this out. Go give Weber a heads-up while I speak with Atwood.”

I was glad to do so. It was never nice to spring surprises on a colleague. And if we were drawing Weber away from his work here, he would need as much time as possible to prepare.

Jamie cleared her throat to draw his attention. “I want to take Gerring, too.”

Gregson paused to give her a look. He seemed to see something in her expression I did not, as he simply nodded. “Gerring. And McSparrin.”

She smiled at him, briefly lighting up. “You’re the best boss ever.”

“I do like my detectives to be competent, you know.” With that deadpan delivery, he left the office in a quick stride.

I had the distinct impression I had come in on Act II of some play. “What was that about?”

In a low tone, she said, “Gerring’s made a case for being promoted, but he doesn’t know enough to make detective. I’ve officially requested the right to mentor him, and Gregson just granted it.”

“Ahh. And McSparrin?”

“Penny’s having a different sort of trouble. Because she’s a new female detective, not everyone takes her seriously. But if she works a high-profile case like this, she’ll make more of a name for herself.”

“And her reputation will precede her.” It made sense. And I was frankly glad to have both of them accompany us. Penny McSparrin had proven both intelligent and amiable and was a pleasure to work with. Gerring was much the same. All this did beg a question, though. “What about the kitten?”

Jamie made a face. “I just thought the same thing. You read minds now?”

“Only yours.” I laughed softly when she stuck her tongue out at me. “It might be a bit cumbersome to bring a kitten along, but it’s not the same as bringing a pet.”

“No, the Felix is more intelligent than an average cat, to start with. And Clint can keep an eye on the baby.” Jamie pursed her lips, clearly thinking this through. “And frankly, there’s always a case going on. So, waiting for a calm spell is like waiting for an eclipse. Possible, but not likely to happen anytime soon. I suppose I’ll update Jules on the situation and say I’ll try to swing by earlier to get the new Felix.”

“Likely the best plan.” I had to agree with her logic on this one. And I’d be on hand to help with it as well.

I separated from her and entered the morgue but didn’t see anyone actively performing an autopsy. Hoping Weber wasn’t out on a case, I tried the man’s office further down the hall. Thankfully, he was there, typing out a report on a noisy typewriter at his desk. “There you are, Weber.”

He looked up, blinking at me from behind his glasses. With his suit coat off and his sleeves rolled up, I assumed he’d just finished an autopsy and was typing up the report while it was all fresh in his head. A slight sheen of sweat dotted his mahogany skin at the temples, indicating he’d been wrapped up in a protective suit. Those suits could get beastly hot.

“Davenforth,” he greeted cordially enough, although suspicion lingered in his eyes and his hands froze above the keys. “Emergency?”

“Trouble,” I corrected him with a sigh, leaning my weight against the doorframe. “A friend of mine’s parents were found deceased in a very odd fashion. The police on scene bungled the investigation so badly that he’s come to me for help.”

“Oh, deities preserve us,” Weber groaned, flopping back in his chair, causing it to squeak in protest. “Where?”

“Deems. Sorry, old chap, do you mind terribly? We don’t have jurisdiction just yet, but I have faith we will. I can’t think of anyone I trust more to come and do the autopsy.”

“An autopsy likely to be bungled as well?” Weber asked in a knowing manner. “Yes, that does sound like quite the headache. You’ll definitely owe me a favor for this—”

I nodded agreement, as I’d expected such.

“—but it’s fine. I’ll come.”

“Thank you ever so much. I’ll give you the address once we’re officially set to go. But be prepared to leave out in the morning.”

“I will,” he promised.

Bless my colleagues. I gave him a thankful smile and took myself out again. McSparrin was in the newer building, near the morgue, so it was no wonder Jamie and I crossed paths as we reentered the main building.

“Weber?” Jamie inquired as she fell into step with me.

“Willing to go. McSparrin?”

“Excited to go.”

“Excellent.” At least someone had enthusiasm for this case. I was too heart-sore for it.

We found Irvine much livelier than we had left him. At least, he no longer moved as if he had glass in his shoes. He turned to greet us as we approached, a semblance of a smile on his face. “I understand you’ll both go?”

“We and three colleagues of ours,” I corrected him. Belatedly, I realized Irvine didn’t live in Kingston and had likely made a special trip here. It also meant he would be stuck in a hotel for the night, which seemed cruel under the circumstances. I made a snap decision. “Captain, I’d like to take Irvine to my parents’ house to await news. He’ll rest easier there.”

“Yes, of course,” Gregson encouraged. “I’ll report to you there. Excuse me, I’m going to hunt down the police commissioner and get an override processed.”

As Gregson departed, Irvine gave me a grateful nod. “Thank you. I’d not made any plans regarding that.”

“Think nothing of it. Let me gather a few things so I can finish work while waiting for you.” And notify my mother. She’d hopefully have the pad nearby and would hear my message. Otherwise, I’d default to trying to ring her up.

I heard Irvine ask Jamie a few questions regarding Clint as I departed for my own lab. I wrote a quick message to my mother telling her Irvine Atwood would be her guest for the night, and that we were coming in a few minutes with grave news. I didn’t know what else to say without divulging it all, and breaking such terrible news in this way felt wrong somehow.

Catching up on my paperwork, I took a moment and stuck my head inside Colette’s lab next door. She was bent over a knife, wand at the ready, but looked up as I stepped around her door.

“Henri, something wrong?”

“Yes, unfortunately. I don’t have time to give the particulars, but it looks as if Jamie and I will be going out to Deems on a case. Cover for me?”

“Yes, of course.” She put the wand down, her dark eyes narrowed in concern. “Is this serious?”

“The word doesn’t do it justice.” Shaking my head, I told her, “We’ll talk later. Thanks.”

As I speed-walked the halls, I came across Gerring and hailed him. “Gerring!”

The Svartálfar turned at his name, going still. He was on some errand of his own, files tucked in one arm. Gerring was one of the few dark elves to join the police. Frankly, it was a shame, as his heightened senses and stamina made for an excellent policeman. That, coupled with his intelligence, made for good detective material and one of the reasons why Jamie was so keen to see him make the rank.

“Sir,” he greeted, brows lifted in curiosity. “Problem?”

“Very much so. We don’t have a lot of time, so let me give you the gist for now. You know of Atwood, Ltd?”

“Yes, sir, I think everyone in the country does. Why?”

“The head of the company and his wife were found murdered yesterday afternoon.” I gave him a grim nod as he hissed in a breath. “And, worse, the Deems Precinct has botched the investigation so badly that their son, a friend of mine, came to me to beg for my help. Gregson is on his way to the police commissioner to transfer jurisdiction of the case to us.”

Gerring shook his head in disbelief. “You’d think considering the victims, they’d be very careful in how they investigated.”

“Unfortunately, quite the opposite. But it means Jamie and I are likely going. We’ve received permission to take you and McSparrin as well.”

Gerring lit up. “You mean it, sir?”

“I do indeed. But it means going home, packing a bag, and being ready to leave early in the morning.”

“That I can do, sir.” Gerring practically vibrated with the need to do precisely that.

“Good. Find McSparrin too, if you can. I need to settle matters from the last case and see Irvine to my parents’ home. You can find me there if you have any questions.”

Gerring didn’t quite salute, but his body language gave that impression. “I’ll look for her first, sir.”

“Good man.” I moved past him. Hopefully Gregson was correct in his assumption we’d all go. If not, I was perfectly willing to go over the police commissioner’s head. Though I didn’t use them often, I did have connections. If he refused to see reason, he’d soon find out just what a Davenforth was capable of.
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Have you ever seen a cat vibrate out of their own skin? Neither have I, but I figured if I gave Clint another five to ten seconds, that’s exactly what would happen. My feline familiar was so happy about kittens he almost keeled over from joy before we even properly got into Jules’ house.

We’d been ushered into Jules’ very well-appointed sitting room with its white-toned furniture and overstuffed cushions. He’d separated the kittens in this room so we could see them without the interference of the other Felixes in the house.

Now Clint sat in the middle of the floor with both kittens curiously touching noses with him, purring loud enough to be mistaken for a car motor, practically luminous with joy. Until this moment, I had no idea how much it meant to him to have the company of his own kind. I should have. Considering how alone I sometimes felt—the only Earthling on this planet—it should have been obvious to me. But it wasn’t. Had I assumed Clint was fine because he wasn’t the only one of his kind?

A silly assumption on my part, if that’s what it was. Other Felixes might exist, but until Jules and I became friends, it wasn’t like Clint saw them. And the other Felixes didn’t seem very attached to Clint, either.

But the kittens were clearly entranced, just as excited as Clint to meet.

I sat on the couch next to Jules and watched this play out with amusement. “I see that you went for more earth tones this time.”

“Yes, so I did. I thought it best to start with solid colors. The mixed ones you spoke of were a bit too challenging, considering all the other modifications I made.” He gestured to the smaller of the two. “She’s pure black aside from her toe pads, which are pink. Her brother, as you can see, I used a bit of variation with.”

I did indeed. The male was mostly black but with white on his chest and the tips of his front paws. The very tip of his chin was white as well. “You mimicked the tuxedo pattern perfectly.”

“Did I?” Jules turned and regarded the kitten in a new light. “I certainly tried. The name was too charming, and of course the look of a tuxedo in their fur tickled my fancy.”

“I’ve always liked the look. They’re both beautiful, Jules.”

“How is the length of their tails?” he asked anxiously.

“Little hard for me to judge with them sitting like that, but they look right.” I left the couch and carefully approached. I wasn’t sure how much intelligence the kittens had right now, if they would be able to converse with me. They hadn’t spoken a word, entirely focused on Clint and not much else. Jules said he’d used the same creation procedure with them as he had Clint, and Clint had come out with all the information he’d need to know. But they were kittens, too. I wasn’t sure where they were in that intellectual developmental process.

As I approached, the female turned her head to study me. I sank to one knee next to her and offered a hand so she could get my scent. “Hello, beautiful one.”

Unfurling a little from her crouched position, she sniffed me curiously, golden eyes intent. Even in kitten form, her fur was incredibly sleek. “Hello.”

There was that voice. High and childish, which was no surprise. “Do you mind if I pet you?”

“What is pet?”

“Pets are lovely,” Clint assured her, moving closer to me. “Pets feel good.”

I stroked his back in illustration, then gave him a scratch behind the ear. He leaned into the touch, eyes closing as he purred happily. “Like that. Those are pets.”

She thought about it, then stood and bumped her head into my hand. I stroked her soft fur with gentle fingers. On the third pass, she purred, a subtle sound that vibrated my hand more than I heard it.

With her standing like this, I could judge her tail better and saw that it just touched the floor and seemed more or less the right length. I gave Jules a reassuring nod and he relaxed with a huff of relief.

Proving that she was paying attention, she asked me, “Tail is right?”

“Tail is perfect.” And you’re going to be dangerous as an adult, I thought to myself. So very observant of the world around you.

The male shifted to my other hand, bumping it with his head. “Me too. Tail is right?”

I gave him pets too, and no, I had no issue petting two kittens at once. “Your tail is also perfect. I think you’re both splendid, in fact. Now, Clint’s not told you much. You understand that we want one of you to come home with us?”

I received purrs of assent.

“Right, so you also know I’m a police detective? And Clint is trained to help me investigate. So, he goes out into the field with me and works. He tracks down magical smells—”

“Sniffies!” Clint corrected.

“—and chases down leads, and will investigate areas that are either too high up or too confined for me to fit in. He’s quite good at what he does. He wants to teach you how to do the same so you can work with us. And when we’re not working, we have story time, and snuggles, and there’s mice to chase in our neighborhood. And sunny spots to take naps in. I also have friends who come by regularly who will give lots of pets and scratches. How does that sound to you?”

They pulled back, regarding each other steadily. I could practically see the wheels spinning at high speeds. Then they turned to me and said in near perfect unison, “We’ll go.”

Clint bounced in place. “Yes! Both come.”

Jules leaned closer to them from his seat and spoke in his gentle voice. “No, children, only one of you is going. One of you will stay here with the rest of us.”

The kittens turned and regarded him with such transparent disgust that I almost started laughing right then and there. They clearly wondered why he was saying such a stupid thing. Then they turned back to me, ignoring him as if he were air.

“Go with you,” the little girl informed me firmly. “Like Clint. Like you. Both going.”

Jules opened his mouth on another objection, but I lifted a hand, stalling him. The more I observed these two, the more apparent it became that they were a unit. Twins, in many senses, and really, I didn’t think they should be separated. Clint was clearly enamored with both of them, and the adoration seemed to be mutual. I wasn’t sure if they really liked me as much as him, but that was alright. They’d only known me for half an hour. And I didn’t speak their language—not like Clint did.

It might be a bit mad to adopt two at once, but I never claimed sanity to begin with. I cocked a brow at Jules. “I think I better take both.”

Jules regarded the kittens with a bumfuzzled air, as if he had no idea how this had happened. “But children, doesn’t one of you want to stay here? It’s comfortable here. You can have whatever you wish.”

Again, they stoutly ignored him. Even Clint gave him an exasperated look, as if Jules did not have the picture.

I tsked him, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “Jules. Cats choose their owners. Not vice versa. And I think these two like the idea of working. Being pampered house cats does not appeal.”

The male kitten gave me a sage nod, as if I had just spouted words of wisdom.

“But you’re tackling a very serious case tomorrow, right?” Jules regarded us all in worry. “Is this wise?”

Probably not, but how could I tell such cute faces that? I wasn’t that strong. “Life’s boring without a challenge. And we’ll have tonight to run them through the basics. As long as they stick with Clint, I think it’ll be fine.” If not, I would have three other people with me who could help ride herd on them. I wasn’t about to try and leave them at home. Clint loved to work. He loved the kittens too, but he wouldn’t be willing to stay at home with them. I’d skip that argument, thanks.

Jules threw his hands up in defeat. “If it does become a problem, tell me. I’ll come collect them.”

“Okay.” I was alright with having a plan B. We’d likely need it. But for now, Plan A worked fine. “So, first, names. We have a Clint. That means you, my darling little girl, should be Tasha.”

She blinked at me, all golden-eyed curiosity. “Tasha.”

“Yes.” I’d explain to her properly the marvels of why she was named that later, but for now, I wanted to see if she liked it. “Tasha okay by you?”

She preened, her tail flicking. “Tasha.”

“I’ll take that as a yes. That means you, young master, are Phil.”

The too-serious kitten looked back at me thoughtfully, taking my measure with a frank gaze. Then he flicked an ear, which apparently settled the matter. “Phil is good.”

“Excellent.” Jules, obviously, didn’t follow my logic. But Henri could tell him my logic never made sense to anyone in this world. Ah, well. I extended a hand to each kitten. “Up we go, kiddos. We need to go home and pack, and I’m sure you want a chance to explore the place.”

They seemed to think this was a good idea, as they promptly climbed into my hands. I tucked them into the basket I’d bought for this exact purpose, not at all surprised when Clint climbed right in with them. He beamed like a child with five Christmases and a promise to go to the beach. There would be no living with him for the foreseeable future.

I made my goodbyes to Jules, promising him daily updates and measurements so he could chart the kittens’ growth. He looked rather forlorn after being forsaken by his own creations, but cats will do that to you. Nothing more independent than a cat. It was best he learned that lesson early. I only felt marginally guilty as I took everyone home.

With all the dashing about we needed to do, I chose to take a taxi rather than catch a trolley, keeping the basket in my lap in case of sudden braking. Clint lifted his eyes to regard me seriously.

“Jamie. Song.”

I’d seen his list. I knew the exact order he intended to teach the young ’uns things. “Song, huh? Tasha, Phil, your elder wants to teach you how to sing. It’s something he takes a lot of joy in.”

They regarded each other, then me, dubiously. When Jules created any Felix, he loaded a certain amount of knowledge into them. A sort of standard database of information, I guess you could say. It explained why I had to teach Clint how to do things like investigative work, but not other things, like how to open doors, or what animals were. Basically, they possessed knowledge Jules felt they either needed, or he himself was comfortable with.

Singing, apparently, was not something he felt a cat needed. Or at least, if they knew what it was, they didn’t have any idea how to go about it. But if Clint wanted to teach them a song, I was perfectly willing to go along. They’d pick it up anyway while living with me. Inevitable, really.

“Aristocats?” I asked Clint, although why, I don’t know. Stupid question.

Clint launched into song. “Everybody wants to be a cat~”

I joined in with a smile. “Because a cat’s the only cat, that knows where it’s at.”

I dropped my voice to harmonize with Clint’s higher tenor, and I’d never seen kittens’ eyes grow so huge. They were enchanted. Tasha started humming at the chorus, picking up the melody, but softly, as if unsure of herself. Phil just listened intently.

Ending the song, I waited for a reaction. Clint nosed them, beaming. “Another?”

Phil didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

My pad chose that moment to beep and I pulled it out of my bag. The screen showed a message from Henri, concise and to the point: We’re going. Meet me at my parents’ house for dinner.

Okay, I wrote back. It was probably the best idea. We needed to hold a more formal interview with Irvine and get information of timeline, how to contact his siblings, and so forth. Might as well eat and work. And the kittens would get a chance to meet more people. Right now, people needed kitten cuddles. Furbabies helped with grief.

Clint chose another song, and we sang “Somebody to Love” while we rode. The taxi driver shot us many a look via the rearview mirror, oscillating between amusement and curiosity as the songs unfolded. I didn’t bother to explain what I was actually doing or where the extra voices came from.

We made it home and I answered questions as I went about the apartment. Clint took charge of them once we were inside, and I let them roam around and get acquainted with their space while I packed. I honestly wasn’t sure how long this would take, which was typical of cases, but that meant I wasn’t sure what to pack. I erred on the side of over-packing and went for three suits, PJs, and a jogging outfit. I almost left it at that, but then a thought struck.

I gathered the Atwoods were an influential family. If that was the case, odds were I might get sucked into some formal event, and people of that class in society had definite opinions of appropriate attire. I decided it was better to perhaps sneak one dress into my suitcase. Just in case.

There, that would tide me over. And if I had to do laundry while out, so be it.

A few toiletries also went into the bag, along with Clint’s favorite snuggy blanket. When I turned, I realized I had an audience. All three Felixes sat on the bed, watching me pack with cocked heads. I immediately thought of the three monkey statues.

“Is there anything you want me to pack for you?” I asked the kittens. “I have Clint’s favorite blanket, and we’ll take the basket so you have a place to ride comfortably, but anything else? No? Okay, let’s go meet Henri. He’s expecting us at his parents’ house. I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

As I fetched the basket from the front door, I heard Clint instruct the other two seriously, “When you meet people, purr at them. If you purr at them, they like you.”

Everyone, I present to you, the Manipulation of Cats 101.
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Jamie messaged me on the way in, so I met her at my parents’ front door, ready to help her juggle the cats so she could greet the Atwoods. Irvine’s sisters, Gwyneth and Ruthe, had joined us not a half hour past, making the journey in to meet with us all. Ruthe, at least, lived in Kingston. Gwyneth did not, being from Jordane. Both women were very upset, and my parents had been speaking with them about matters, offering both advice and support.

I accepted the basket from Jamie as she walked in, giving her a moment to shed outer coat and hat. It had just begun to snow outside, a light dusting, but it meant trouble for us. Snow could obscure or obliterate trace evidence. I could only hope this weather wasn’t in Deems.

“Everyone here?” Jamie asked with a nod of thanks to our butler when he took her things.

“Not quite. Gerring and McSparrin informed me they’ll be here in the next half hour. We’ll need to catch them up. But the other two Atwood children are here.”

“Okay. How are they?”

“Upset, and rightly so. But tell me about this basket first. It feels oddly heavy for one kitten.”

“Oh, it’s more than one kitten,” she assured me dryly. Lifting the lid, she revealed the contents.

I blinked down at the three sets of eyes staring up at me. Clint was no surprise, considering the weight. I assumed him to be inside. But the pure black kitten, and the one with white on its chest and toes—that I did not expect. They looked like Clint, but not, at the same time. Smaller, fuzzier, and with an astonishing level of adorableness Clint had not possessed. Or was this baby magic influencing my opinion?

“Guys, this is Henri. He’s my partner, but he’s also our neighbor. He lives on the floor below us. You’ll see him a lot. Henri, the pure black girl is Tasha, and her brother is Phil. They both insisted on coming to live with us. And working. They’re very keen on working.”

Two kittens? On top of a very high-profile murder case? Oh dear. Still, I had to assume Jamie knew what she was getting into. And if not, as always, I was perfectly willing to help her along. I gave them both a smile and lowered one hand into the basket so they could catch my scent. Clint had explained to me how important scent was, and I wanted them to know me well. “Hello.”

They sniffed curiously. Tasha gave me a light lick with a slightly rough tongue, the motion quick. Tasting me, eh?

“Hello,” Phil returned in a high-pitched voice. “You smell like magic.”

“I do.” So, he knew enough to detect that readily? Then Felix had instilled the same knowledge in them as he had in Clint. Good, that made things easier. “I’m a magical examiner with the police. You’ll work with me often in tracking down magic.”

This pleased him, or at least, he donned the same content look Clint wore when all was right in his world. They really were keen on working, weren’t they?

My mother chose that moment to step out. When she caught sight of the basket and Clint’s head poking out of it, she said, “There you are. Clint, were you cold on the way in? I don’t see how a basket—oh deities, how adorable! Jamie, what in heaven’s name are these two? They look like mini Clints!”

“That’s precisely what they are, in a way.” Jamie urged her forward so she could see properly. “Ophelia, this is Tasha and Phil. They are Felix kittens. They’ll eventually reach Clint’s size, but they’re still growing.”

Quite accustomed to Clint, she reached in and gave them pets immediately, drawing purrs out of both. “How precious. Both of you, come with me. Let me introduce you to people. That’s right, come into my hands. Now, I’m Henri’s mother. Everyone, come meet Tasha and Phil!”

“Who and who?” my father called back, perplexed.

Shaking her head, Jamie hefted Clint into her arms and followed. “I should have known she’d latch onto them. Ophelia, slow down!”

Too late.

Several minutes of introduction followed. Everyone was taken by the cuteness of the kittens, who seemed equally intrigued by all these people they hadn’t met yet. It took a few rounds before we managed to settle. The cats all found a lap and someone to pet them.

Brook, our family butler, was both intrigued by the creatures and yet agitated by them as well. Catching my eye, he closed in and murmured, “I don’t know how to care for such small ones, sir. Clint only ever asks for clean water and a soft place to lay down. But surely little ones need milk?”

“No, treat them precisely as you would Clint,” I instructed. “They’re small in body but still magical constructs. And they possess much of the knowledge and intelligence as Clint. They were fashioned in the same way.”

“Ah. Thank you, sir, that’s helpful. I’m not sure how to settle them for dinner, however.”

Brook was ever the type to stand on formality. “Set out clean bowls of water nearby. I wouldn’t insist upon dinner, though. Irvine, for one, has a nervous stomach, and I doubt he’ll be able to eat under these circumstances.”

Looking about the room, I think Brook also saw the kittens for what they were—a distraction. This mood wouldn’t last long. With grief weighing on them, no distraction could possibly compete for more than a few minutes.

Mother found a way to chivvy people up and into the dining room, where the first course was already laid out. We settled around the table, Jamie bringing in the basket so the kittens could curl up next to her chair and rest there. It settled Brook as well, now that he had a designated place to put them.

My poor mother tried to get a conversation going, but it mostly failed. Jamie engaged her the most while everyone else prodded at their food and failed to eat much more than a few bites. The atmosphere felt quite heavy, and I found it a relief when we were finally able to escape the room and return to the drawing room.

In our absence, someone had turned on the electric lights and stoked the fire. All three Atwood children headed straight to the fireplace, as if needing the heat. Or perhaps the comfort that heat brought. My parents lingered at the table with Jamie, no doubt asking many a question too indelicate to voice in front of the Atwoods.

Silence reigned in the room for some time. I found the right moment to take Gwyneth aside. Of the three siblings, she was the most level-headed during a crisis, and I hoped she could give us some answers.

With the fair skin of her mother and the red hair of her father, her skin sported several blotches from all the crying. She had stopped crying for now, but tears lingered around her eyes and in the high color of her cheeks. The mourning white made her look even more frail and sallow.

I sat with her in the far corner of the drawing room, on the window seat overlooking the street, and held one of her hands in mine. “Gwyneth, I am appalled at what has happened. You can rest assured I will investigate this until we know who was responsible.”

She nodded, her breath shaking. “Thank you, Henri. You have no idea how much it means to all of us that you’ve dropped everything in order to help. When we first spoke to the police in Deems, they were so—appalling, I think is the word. I was certainly appalled at their careless words and irresponsible attitudes. We didn’t know where to turn, but we couldn’t let things be. Our parents were murdered. That demands justice. Irvine thought of you, and we weren’t sure what could be done, but we didn’t know where else to turn. So, thank you.”

“I’m just as appalled, I assure you.” I kept my tone gentle, soft. She’d been through too much already. Salt had been poured into an open wound. I had no desire to rub it in further. “You’ve not met them yet, but we have two junior colleagues also very keen on the case. They’re both being mentored by Jamie, and she is an excellent teacher. Between the four of us—seven if you include the Felixes—we’ll find the answer.”

Gwyneth gave a nod and drew in a large breath, visibly gaining control of her emotions. “I’m quite surprised by her, you know. One hears so many things about the Shinigami Detective. I always wondered what she was really like.”

“Ruthlessly intelligent. Charming. Capable. She will move the world for you if you need it moved. I am ever surprised and flattered she chose me as her partner.” I tried not to sound utterly besotted, but it was hard when speaking of the woman most dear to me. Thankfully, I was saved by a set of paws tapping at my leg. Looking down, I discovered Phil standing next to my shoe, attempting to gain my attention. “Yes, Phil?”

“Work?” he asked with large, liquid eyes.

Jules Felix had apparently severely miscalculated with these two. They were very inquisitive, and the idea of sitting about getting pets only satisfied them for a few minutes. “Yes, we need to work. Go and fetch the others so we can get the particulars down.”

Phil immediately darted off, straight to Jamie. My partner seemed to have some sixth sense where the kittens were concerned. I could see her through the open doorway. She immediately bent down, listening, then gave a nod. In six long strides, she caught up a chair that sat next to the doorway, easily lifting it by the back, and made her way to us. “Are we starting interviews, then?”

“We are indeed. Do join us.”

Situating the chair, Jamie took the seat, pulling out a notebook from her breast pocket. Every movement was fluid and efficient. I sometimes found myself watching her for the simple pleasure of observing such poetry in motion.

It seemed her appearance in the room signaled everyone else, as my parents followed her in. Everyone found different places on the settee and chairs bracketing the fireplace.

“Gwyneth,” Jamie greeted. She crossed her legs, getting comfortable—then changed positions entirely when Tasha leapt into her lap. Phil and Clint chose the window seat, sparing her from juggling three cats at once. “Tell me everything you know. Start from the day of the incident. Were any of you nearby?”

Shaking her head, Gwyneth replied, “None of us were. Deems is a country vacation house, not our main residence. I was in Jordane, in fact.”

“That’s, what, an hour away from Deems?”

“Closer to an hour and a half by car. Two by train. Still, I was the first on scene when the police informed me. A Jordanen policeman made a house call to break the news in person and—” Gwyneth abruptly cut herself off. Irvine was there in a moment, hugging her around the shoulders, his hand stroking up and down her arm. She leaned into him for a moment, eyes closed. She took three large breaths before she regained control of herself enough to speak. “He was very kind but had little in the way of information. I immediately went to the Deems house to see the situation for myself. They wouldn’t let me in. Most of my information comes from our housekeeper, Drummond. He’s been with the family since I was a toddler, a very loyal man.”

I cast my mind back to younger years. “I think I remember him. Stout, short fellow with a bushy beard, always smells of mint?”

“That’s him,” Gwyneth confirmed with a quick, wavering smile. “He was set to retire after the house sold. Drummond’s pushing one hundred, and even as a half-dwarf, that’s far past retirement age. He was determined to settle the house first, though.”

“Does he live at the house?” Jamie inquired, her pencil scratching as she took quick notes.

“No. None of the servants do. Drummond lives across town, in fact.”

As an aside to Jamie, I explained, “Deems has a population of around six thousand. Drummond would be perhaps fifteen minutes from the estate.”

“Got it.” That was noted as well before Jamie’s head came back up. “So, no one was at home with your parents overnight. Were they expected at the house?”

“No, not at all. Drummond was quite perplexed about that. When they chose to sell the house in Deems, everything of a personal nature was moved out of it, but the furniture was left in place. The buyers had the option to buy furniture as well as the house. And it shows better that way, according to our real estate agent. It wasn’t really in a situation for anyone to stay in, and my parents didn’t have any reason to be there at this time of the year. In fact, it—” Gwyneth’s hands twisted together in her lap, the motion so absentminded I wasn’t entirely sure if she were aware of it. Clint appeared, inserting his head into her hand, and she paused, bemused, before petting him. It took her a moment to realize she’d been in the middle of a sentence. “In fact, it was the real estate agent who found them initially.”

Clint purred, bringing something of a smile to Gwyneth’s face. Her hand found a rhythm, stroking the fur of his neck.

“And who is that?” I prompted.

“Oh. Abigail Morven is her name.”

I jotted the name down as someone to interview.

“She’s quite excellent and came highly recommended. She’d shown the house several times, but no one was interested enough to put in an offer. She has access to the wards of the estate with permissions to bring people through. Drummond said she’d alerted him that morning she would be coming through with prospective clients. He went to the house to make sure it was tidy enough for a showing. What with all the winter storms we’ve had, I think he was worried about the state of the floors.”

That seemed reasonable to me. With people trekking in and out during a house showing, of course the floors would be dirtied in the process. “And then?”

“Well, he said Ms. Morven came out looking white and spooked, as if she’d seen a ghost. She said goodbye to the clients and then quickly came back to Drummond. She said there was something odd going on in the pool room, and could he go look for her, as she was sure she was seeing things. I suppose I can’t blame her for that reaction—I might have thought so as well in her shoes. Drummond went to see for himself and he found”—Gwyneth’s eyes turned bright with unshed tears, voice trembling—“both of my parents. They were tied to chairs with magic restraints, he said, but also posed in a very peculiar manner—like the statue that was in the living room.”

Everyone else moved closer, apparently drawn to hearing us speak of the thing at the forefront of all our minds. They abandoned their own seats, choosing to stand around us instead.

“I can show you what the statue looks like?” Ruthe offered, looking a little pale at the idea. She was the only one of the Atwood children with dark hair instead of fair, her raven locks a throwback to another generation. Her heart-shaped face looked blotchy from tears as well, but she kept her head up with a determined expression. She wanted to help, and we could certainly use it.

Jamie turned in her chair. “Yes, please. The more I can visualize this, the better off we’ll be.”

“Irvine, help me?”

Irvine immediately nodded at Ruthe’s request. They retreated to the nearby love seat they’d just left and posed. Irvine sat with his legs comfortably spread and arms extended as if resting on a cane. Ruthe sat next to him, her left leg pressed against his right, one leg crossed over the other. She leaned her body into his, head not quite resting on his shoulder. One of her hands rested on his forearm in an affectionate manner. The other rested in her lap.

“In the statue, there’s a cane here under my hands,” Irvine explained.

I vaguely recalled the statue in question, something that rested in an alcove between the living room wall and the entrance to the hallway. It was a bronze piece they’d acquired from somewhere, a statue of an old couple still showing affection for each other even in their golden years.

“Mother loved that statue,” Gwyneth said sadly, watching her siblings pose. “She said it was exactly like her and Father.”

Jamie gave them a smile. “Thank you both. Irvine, you mentioned earlier magical spells were in evidence?”

“Yes, that’s what we were told. Not how or what spells, just that some were used.”

I stood, circling them from one side and then to another, my thoughts churning like a locomotive still acquiring speed. I didn’t know enough to do more than make educated guesswork at this moment. I could see how spells would need to be used. Even with restraints, this pose would be impossible to maintain with dead weight.

Jamie hummed, the noise indicating she, too, thought hard. Her fingers had found the spot under Tasha’s chin and stroked idly. The kitten allowed this with a tilt of the head and rumbling purrs. “Yes. We’ll definitely need to figure out what spells. It might help lead us to a suspect. Alright, you two can relax. Thank you. So, Drummond finds your parents and then…what?”

Picking the narrative back up, Gwyneth spoke steadily. “Drummond told me he immediately informed the police by telephone. They dispatched two officers and a detective to come investigate. They asked everyone else to leave, which they did, but stayed outside waiting for news. Even Ms. Morven stayed to hear. I stood with her as we waited. I arrived first, as I was closer.” Gwyneth waved a hand to indicate the other two siblings. “Upon my arrival, Drummond notified the police I was there, but the detective wouldn’t see me. I spoke to Ms. Morven and Drummond, tried to say very little to the reporters. I didn’t understand what was going on, you see. Then the detective came out again and told all of us it was a murder-suicide. That my father had killed my mother and that was the end of it. I could have an autopsy if I wanted it, but there was no point, in his mind, and he was closing the case.”

My mother gasped in outrage. “It makes me so mad! Henri, they were a loving couple. They’d never hurt each other.”

Backing his wife up, Rupert immediately agreed. “They were very much in love with each other even after forty years of marriage. They couldn’t even bring themselves to say an unkind word to each other during arguments. And—you’ll forgive this—but Luther Atwood didn’t have the health or strength to murder someone. Much less cart his wife’s body about.”

Jamie pursed her lips together, eyes narrowed in thought. “Irvine said much the same when he first came to us. I’m inclined to accept this judgement. Everyone seems to be in agreement.”

Gwyneth cleared her throat, visibly battling back tears. “They wouldn’t tell us how they died, either. I went into the house after our parents were taken to the morgue and there was no sign of blood, at least.”

I’d need to find out cause of death, but I couldn’t bring myself to press the point now. It was too crass, for one. And they clearly didn’t know.

Gwyneth continued without prompting, “I think the media picked up on it somehow, as two reporters arrived within the hour. I had to deal with them.”

“I’m sorry for that,” Jamie said with true sympathy. “Media is always a bear to deal with. They’re sort of a necessary evil in my job. They can be handy, but most of the time they’re just pests. Now, let me back you up for a minute. Why did the detective jump to murder-suicide? Did he have some other reason for it?

“He didn’t speak to me much of his reasons. He just gave a brief statement that there was no sign of forced entry and they weren’t looking for suspects.”

“Which doesn’t make sense, in some ways,” Irvine threw in. He was visibly agitated, struggling to sit still under his emotions. “I know the ward was up and all, but it was set to the lowest level of security. It had to be, so the house could be shown. But the doors were all locked. Mother was adamant about that.”

Gwyneth made a face. “They said the pool house door was unlocked, though. The detective was adamant there was no forced entry, so it couldn’t be murder. He seemed to think the unlocked door proved that.”

This logic hurt my head. Ease of egress did not automatically lead to that conclusion. It wasn’t even a logical fallacy, to my mind. And not looking for suspects? An hour into an investigation this strange? That did not make sense to me.

Jamie hummed in a dark tone. “No, that dog does not hunt. Criminals take advantage of unlocked doors. And it’s entirely possible your parents let in their murderer unwittingly. Give me an idea of possible enemies. Anyone have beef with your parents?”

Irvine shook his head in immediate denial. “They were generous. To a fault. We sometimes had arguments about it. My father routinely invested in friends’ ventures even when they mismanaged the funds he gave them.”

“How much are we talking, here?”

“The last time he gave a friend a loan, it was over a million crowns.”

I let out a silent whistle. The Atwoods were very affluent, almost criminally so, but even then—a loan to a friend to that tune? I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

Jamie choked and gave Irvine an incredulous look. “Wow. Yeah, okay, I can see why you’d argue with your parents over that one. He did this regularly?”

“Yes, and always had.”

“Dude.” Shaking her head, she went back to taking notes. “Parents were generous, okay. But he seriously had no enemies?”

“Well.” Ruthe grimaced. “We can’t say that. Father liked to take people to court over things. And he always won, which…doesn’t endear people to him. For instance, the contractor who built the house in Deems—Father claimed it wasn’t built correctly and took him to court over it. He won, too. The court settled the same amount on him that it took to build the house in the first place.”

“It was a little shy of that,” Gwyneth protested. Making a face, she added, “But near enough, I suppose.”

Jamie looked between both sisters, eyebrows arched. “So, you’re saying your father sued and basically got a house for free out of the deal?”

“I’m afraid so.” Irvine ran a hand roughshod through his hair. “And that’s more or less how things would go whenever he went to court. Mother used to joke that the reason he had so much wealth was because he never ended up actually paying for anything.”

I had not been aware of this quirk of Luther Atwood’s. A habit like that would generate many enemies. Which was good, in a sense, as we needed suspects. But that also meant we’d be running afoul of the problem of too many suspects.

“If the two of you could put your heads and records together so I have a full list of how many people your father has sued in, oh, say the last five years?” Jamie gave them a winsome smile. “That’ll be awesome and help us. It gives us a place to start, if nothing else.”

They all seemed in agreement, but it was Ruthe who spoke. “Yes, of course. Anything to help.”

“Thank you. I’ll be frank, there’s too much that’s odd about this case. I wouldn’t peg this as a murder-suicide even if they loathed each other. The logistics of it all doesn’t jibe. Neither of your parents had any magical skill, correct?”

Ruthe nodded fervently. “Not a trace of magic anywhere in the family.”

“And yet the detective honestly thought someone—a man with no magical ability—murdered his wife and then posed them in such a way using magic before committing suicide?” Jamie snorted. “Yeah, no. Not buying it. That theory has so many holes in it, it could be Swiss cheese. I mean, he didn’t even tell you what kind of magic was used. That means he didn’t consult a magical examiner before making that verdict.”

They clearly didn’t understand the Swiss cheese reference—neither did I—but I understood the gist of her point. “I quite agree. Even if charms were used, none of this connects. I think the detective in charge couldn’t make sense of it and chose instead to wash his hands of it. What was his name, by the way?”

Gwyneth’s face darkened. “Lawler. Gradey Lawler.”

I committed the name to memory. “He’ll be sharply reprimanded for that.”

“We’ll make sure of it,” Jamie purred in a dark manner.

Oh dear. I knew that smile. Heads would roll before she was done.

Jamie flipped through her notes, then frowned before tapping the edge of her pencil against the pad. “I’d really like to know what time your parents went into the house. A time frame would help a lot. Any idea?”

Gwyneth bit her bottom lip for a moment. “Drummond said he left the house sometime before dinner, so I assume six in the evening? And he didn’t return until the next morning, sometime before noon, to do a quick cleanup.”

“Okay, you also said he was still there after the house was shown?”

“It was part of our parents’ instructions. They wanted him to make sure the house was locked back up after every showing. Drummond was in charge of that.” Gwyneth faltered. “I’m not sure why, though.”

“Father found an unlocked door after the house was shown,” Irvine explained. “He blamed the realtor for it. He complained to me about it and I suggested Drummond be in charge of locking the house back up.”

“Oh. He didn’t tell me that part.” Gwyneth splayed her hands to either side. “Aside from Drummond being there the night before, and that morning, I don’t know of anyone else there that night. Certainly not the staff. I’m not sure if you can narrow it more than that. For once, my parents chose to take the train down instead of drive.”

I found that interesting. “You’re sure?”

“Well, I didn’t see their Jordane car in the garage at Deems. Sorry, I mean to say my parents had two cars. One in Jordane, one in Deems, which we all called the country car. The country car was still in the garage, but not the one they would have driven from home…” She trailed off as if only realizing. “Oh dear, maybe someone took the Jordane car from the house in Deems? I just assumed they’d ridden the train down. Although I suppose I shouldn’t have. Father loved that drive, said it was exhilarating. He always chose to drive if he could.”

Jamie made another note. “Let’s double-check where that car is. It might have been stolen by the murderer for a quick getaway.”

Something Gerring and McSparrin would no doubt be set on. “Allow me to double-check. The wards around the house are still up?”

“Yes, they’re still active,” Irvine confirmed. “Will you need us to let you in?”

“No, not at all. My police badge gives me access through. And the doors, are they still locked?”

“The doors are locked now. We didn’t know what else to do. Drummond can meet you and give you the keys to allow you access.” Irvine ran a hand over his face, the appendage shaking slightly. “I didn’t even think of how you’d get in.”

Considering his emotional state, I supposed I couldn’t judge him harshly. “Drummond’s keys will do fine. For our knowledge, who else has keys to the house?”

“The realtor,”—Gwyneth ticked people off on her fingers—“the staff, and Drummond. Myself, of course, and my parents. There’s no one else to my knowledge.”

That was a great many keys to be circulating about. “And do they all have badges as well that allow access through the wards?”

“Yes, of course.” Ruthe canted her head, as if not seeing the point of that question. Then again, to her, it might be obvious. “They’re attached to the key rings.”

Jamie shot me a look that spoke volumes. Even she saw the possibility of a lost or ‘borrowed’ set of keys falling into the wrong hands. “Alright, I can’t think of what else to ask you right now. We’ll have more questions as we dig in. For now, I want you to just stay available to us. We’re going to dive in tomorrow. Tonight, try to rest.”

I doubted anyone would be able to, but I hoped they would. This case would not be an easy one, not in any sense.
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Phil, for whatever reason, liked Henri.

If Henri sat down, Phil jumped in his lap. If Henri moved, Phil rode on his shoulder. The kitten never said much, but wherever the man was, Phil was sure to be there. Frankly, I found it adorable. At first Henri seemed bemused at having this furry shadow. Now he just rolled with it.

We had our own private cabin on the train, which was just as well. It was a six-hour ride to Deems, and we’d need to discuss the case in a private setting on the way in. Henri and I sat on one bench, Gerring and Penny on the other. The cats took full advantage of having cooped-up humans to get all the pets. All.

Clearing my throat, I pointed to Clint, who was stretched across both Penny and Gerring’s laps. “Stop distracting them, it’s time to work. Alright, guys, let’s figure out how to tackle this. We need a lot of answers, and getting to the right place to ask the right questions means we’ll be going in about a dozen directions at once.”

“I thought Weber was coming with us,” Penny said, already pulling out a notebook from her breast pocket. I had unduly influenced her when it came to dress code—she’d dropped skirts entirely about three months ago, and her navy-blue suit with the pin stripe looked sharp on her. I approved.

“He informed me he couldn’t make the early morning train,” Henri answered, stroking Phil’s head. The kitten sat like a ball of fur in his lap, eyes closed, purring loudly enough to be mistaken as a vibrator. “But he’ll be on the next one. Our first step will be to go directly to the Deems Police Station and transfer the case formally into our hands. Doing that will preserve both bodies so he can perform a clean autopsy.”

“Got it. He’ll start that later today?”

“Perhaps not. It will be evening before he reaches Deems. But he’ll be able to get a good start in the morning. I think that’s his plan. After we gain control of the case, we should go straight to the house.”

“I want a really good look at the murder scene myself. I think we all do. We’ll set the cats loose on the scene too, see if they can find any sniffies for us.”

Tasha, in my lap, perked up sharply. “Lots of sniffies?”

“That’s for you to tell me, kiddo,” I said. “I hope so. Lots of sniffies means lots of clues. But we’ll see what’s there. I want you to see if anything else stands out. The police said there was no sign of forced entry, but they found one door unlocked, so why they even said that is beyond me.”

“Shoddy.” Gerring shook his head in disgust. “So shoddy to jump to that conclusion. Now, Ms. Gwyneth Atwood said the housekeeper came in to clean the floors before the house was shown. Did he see any tracks leading in from something other than the main entrance?”

“That’s a good question.” I approved. Gerring really did have the right mind to make a good detective. It was part of the reason why I so quickly took him on. That, and I just liked him as a person. “I really want to sit Drummond down and get the full account from the horse’s mouth. Let’s check the outside, too.”

Penny tapped a pencil against her notebook in a quick rhythm. “Does anyone find the posing of the corpses to be very strange? Do murderers normally do that?”

Henri shook his head immediately. “No.”

“Well, serial killers do sometimes,” I qualified. “People with obsessions are known to do this. Sometimes, a particularly clever murderer will do it just to throw off investigators.”

“And our job is to figure out which of the three this is?” Penny sighed. “Oh, this will be fun.”

“We should be able to rule out serial killer rather quickly,” Gerring observed. “Look up how many other cases had this particular oddity. We’ll have a yes or no answer within a few hours.”

Gerring was right there. “I’m going to let you two look into that. It might not be pleasant, as it’ll mean going through Deems’ police records, but it has to be done. If this is part of an ongoing murder spree, we really need to know. The Atwoods are putting together a list of everyone their father has sued in the past five years. While we’re waiting on that, we need a timeline of events.”

“And there’s some curiosities we need answers to, as well.” Henri made his own checklist on a small hand-held notebook. “Why were Luther and Mariel at the house at all? No one seems to know. And did they travel by train or car?”

“One of us might end up going to the other Atwood house, talking with people there to see if anyone knows the answers to those questions.” I personally hoped not. This case already involved a lot of traveling, and we’d already lost the golden time by coming in three days cold. The best leads disappeared within twenty-four hours, as a general rule. I could only hope trace evidence hadn’t been casually destroyed by incompetent police work and unknowing witnesses.

Yes, I was aware that was wishful thinking.

“If we can make phone calls and do the interviews that way, I suggest we do.” Henri grimaced, of the same opinion about all the traveling. “I do have a foreboding feeling such methods will not work out in our favor, however. Whoever murdered them must be familiar not only with the family, but with the house itself. Posing them in such a manner means the murderer knew of the statue. He came prepared with the right magical charms to enact his plan.”

An obvious—but valid—observation. “And he knew how to get in. If the wards are still functioning correctly, and there’s no sign of forced entry, that means he had access somehow. All this speaks of familiarity.”

“If the murderer wasn’t familiar…” Gerring trailed off with a snort. “Sorry, this image of a murderer frantically running through the house, looking for something to use as a model, just crossed through my head. Surely they didn’t do that. I would think they’d have come in with a firm plan.”

“You’d think. But people do strange things under pressure. Let’s keep our minds open.” Pursing my lips, I studied my two ducklings, knowing they were seasoned investigators, but also knowing they’d never been in a situation quite like this. We’d had some high-profile cases, but this was a different kettle of fish. This one entered high society, which would entail a whole new level of media coverage. Considering that, I felt it only fair to give them warning. “We’ll run across reporters on this case. Not like the last ones you’ve worked with me. This will be a whole new breed.”

Henri grimaced, making a sour face. “Unfortunately true. The best way to handle it is to say the family requested further investigation and that the police department chose to call in a magical examiner. Our reputation is such that no one will question us investigating a case with magical peculiarities.”

I think they’d have questions, but that was probably the safest thing to say.

Gerring glanced back and forth between all of us, his unusually light eyes reflecting concern. “This case is going to be one giant headache, isn’t it?”

“See, Gerring?” I gave him a too-bright smile. “You’re catching on already.”
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To my surprise, someone waited for us at the train station. Posed just outside the platform, standing next to the low wooden fence, stood a short man with a bushy beard and a sign held in front of him that read “Davenforth and Co.”

I stepped off the train, a bag over one shoulder, a basket of cats in my arm. It wasn’t too crowded on the platform, so I was able to descend without being jostled, fortunately. The air was a touch cool but not as cold as Kingston. Then again, we were further inland and south of Kingston, so of course it would be warmer here. It was nice to breathe fresh air after being in the stuffy, circulated air of the train car for six hours straight. Being so far from Kingston and that irritating smell, I left the nose guard off and stowed in my suitcase. It left me free to breathe in fresh air and I took advantage of it.

Ahead of me, Henri spotted the man at the same time I did.

“Drummond,” he said with relief. “Bless that man. Everyone, follow me!”

We did, like we were playing follow the leader, straight to the waiting man. I took the opportunity to study him. He did look well past retirement age, as there wasn’t a trace of color in his beard, eyebrows, or what I could see of the hair poking out from underneath a brimmed cap. He was well dressed, wearing a three-piece brown day suit that had seen some wear, as it looked comfortable on him instead of sharp. Frankly, he looked like someone’s grandfather, which gave me good vibes.

“Mr. Davenforth,” he greeted with a smoke-aged voice. There was a sad smile on his face, barely visible beyond the beard. “I’m so glad you came. Thank you, sir.”

“I’m sorry I had to,” Henri returned, extending a hand and clasping Drummond’s. “But I’m happy to help. Let me introduce my colleagues. This is my partner, Detective Jamie Edwards—”

I shook hands with the man, surprised by the strength of his grip.

“—Detective Penny McSparrin, and Officer Gerring. We have Jamie’s familiars with us, which are Clint, Phil, and Tasha. Everyone, this is Mr. Drummond, the housekeeper for the Atwoods.”

“You are all very welcome.” Drummond cast the cats a curious look but didn’t comment. “I took the liberty of booking a hotel for you. Mr. Atwood was especially keen on seeing to your comforts. I am completely at your disposal while you are in Deems.”

“You are kind, Drummond, and we appreciate it. Right now, we’re very anxious to go to the station and transfer the case into our hands.”

“I will drive you.” Drummond turned to indicate a town car parked behind him. It was the luxury model, with three row seating and a foldout boot. Perfect for transporting this many people, and as close to an SUV as this world could get. “I am happy to chauffeur you wherever you need to go.”

Music to my ears. Finding transportation in this town would be interesting, especially since none of us were very familiar with the area. “Thank you, Mr. Drummond. Please do.”

We all loaded our bags into the boot, then found our seats. Henri insisted I get in front, as I needed more room to accommodate my longer legs, and I didn’t argue with him. I did appreciate the leg room, and it gave me a chance to talk to Drummond without trying to be heard over the motor. Sound quality in a vehicle was always dicey.

As Drummond started up the car, I settled the basket of cats between us. Clint and the kittens poked their heads out, taking in the scenery, which was fine by me. I just wanted them to stay in the basket instead of darting about. Drummond looked one surprise away from a heart attack. Better not chance it.

“Mr. Drummond, I have far too many questions and not enough answers. Do you mind if I ask a few things?”

“Please do, Detective. I’m very anxious to have this terrible murder solved.” He spared me a look before backing out of the parking space. “Though I’m not sure how much I can tell you. I have contacted my colleague at the main residence. Ms. Erin is standing by ready to speak with you. There is a phone there and at the Deems House, so you can speak with her by telephone if you prefer.”

“We’ll certainly do that to start. Right now, I need a timeline more than anything. And I want to know why they chose to come down to the house. Did they take the train? I understand they normally drove.”

“Miss Erin informed me the car was in the shop. They’d had a minor fender-bender over the weekend. Because it is a foreign model, they’d by necessity ordered a new part that would take some weeks to ship in. I believe their intent was to come down and fetch this very car we are in to use in the meantime.”

I noted this in my notebook. It was a reasonable thing, actually. Come get the car that wasn’t being used while waiting for the other to be fixed. Nothing nefarious there. Although it spoiled the idea the murderer had used it for a getaway, which was a dirty rotten shame. I loved cars. All that evidence in one contained space.

Henri leaned in from the back seat to ask, “They came down to get it themselves? Not send someone down to fetch it?”

“Mr. Atwood didn’t like for most people to drive his cars. I was one of the few he trusted to do so.”

Ah. Good question to ask. I wasn’t really used to thinking in terms of servants doing things for me. “Was anyone aware of this plan?”

“Only those of us on staff. I wasn’t aware they were coming, but it could be a matter of us missing each other. It was something of a spur of the moment decision on their part. They might have called to inform me, but I haven’t been home much in the past few days, nor at the Deems House. Too many errands took up much of my time.”

The fun part about not having cell phones was that it was easy to miss people. And they didn’t have answering machines yet—I was working on that with Ellie, believe me—so if you missed a person, you missed them. Try again later, dude. “Was this car left at the Deems House for your convenience?”

“In part, yes. In part because they always drove down to the house themselves, so it wasn’t feasible to bring a second car back with them.”

Penny made an inquiring noise and pitched her voice to carry. “So, did Mrs. Atwood not drive?”

“Not unless dire circumstances demanded it, and frankly, we were all grateful. She was a very nervous driver, and the more nervous she became, the more she pressed on the gas. Mrs. Atwood had four accidents within the course of a year. After that, Mr. Atwood drove her wherever she needed to go. Or their chauffeur in Jordane did.” Drummond gave a sad smile. He clearly had loved both of his employers. My heart gave a twinge for his sake. This situation had to be hard on him.

This was all good information. Not enough to reverse the situation yet, though. Right now, I had ten percent answers and ninety percent questions. I wanted to resolve them as quickly as possible. “Okay, so they rode the train down to snag the car. That means they didn’t intend to stay overnight, correct?”

“Correct. They live—lived—in Jordane. Their house is next to Ms. Gwyneth’s. It would be a matter of a two-hour drive or so, and Ms. Erin tells me they left late afternoon. Joseph, their butler, dropped them off at the station. They should have been home no later than eight o’clock in the evening.”

“And when they didn’t show?” Henri asked. “Did no one think it odd?”

“I think they all assumed the Atwoods chose instead to stay overnight. We’re still getting snow even in this early spring weather. Mr. Atwood’s reflexes not being as they were, he had become more cautious about driving.”

Reasonable. The man had been seventy-three at his death. “So, it snowed that night? How heavily?”

“I believe we got two inches or so. It’s been snowing off and on for nearly two weeks. It was why I was worried about the state of the floors.”

I noted it all, wincing at the snow amount. I hated snow when it came to investigating. It either wiped out clues or obscured them. Snow was evil. Pretty, I grant you. Still evil. We drove into the center of town, the scene picturesque, like one of those touristy towns in Germany with the cobblestone streets and perfect buildings all resting snugly against each other. With the snow covering the roofs and lining the streets, it looked like a postcard.

Funny, how looks could be so deceiving.

I moved to the next item on my agenda. “I have a few questions about the badges and keys to allow access to the house. Aside from you, who all has access?”

“Miss Gwyneth does, and our maid Julia. The gardener has access through the wards but no keys to the house, as he didn’t need them. The rest of the staff having been let go, I collected their keys and ward badges from them.”

“And they’re all accounted for?”

“I believe so, Detective. I can certainly double-check. You’re trying to ascertain how someone got into the house, I presume?”

“You presume correctly. At this point I don’t believe Mr. Atwood killed his wife or himself.”

Drummond gave a sad nod, eyes a bit bright. I could tell he was grateful to hear that. “None of us do, Detective. Thank you for saying that. As for how the murderer got in, I should mention, there has been a string of burglaries in the past year.”

I almost snapped around in my seat, facing Drummond. What gives, seriously?! And no one thought to mention this? “Really! How many?”

“I don’t know the number. But every house in the neighborhood has been burglarized, and the thief is still at large. It was part of the reason why the house was put up for sale. Mrs. Atwood was especially nervous about staying in the house, and the ward’s security had been enhanced twice for her sake. Still, she wasn’t comfortable there, and they came down to visit less frequently. Mr. Atwood, I think, gave up on the idea of vacationing and chose to sell it instead.”

I turned my head to share a speaking look with Henri. Really? A string of thefts in these houses for the past year and the police still closed the case that fast? Didn’t even pause to consider that maybe this was a robbery gone wrong? And why hadn’t the Atwood siblings said something about this? “Was there a robbery at the house as well?”

“No, not prior to the murder, at least. I’ve found several things missing since the master and mistress were found. There wasn’t much of value left in the house, but there were a few things that just hadn’t been boxed up yet and moved out. I have a list of missing items.”

“I’ll gladly take that list. Is that why the Atwoods were so adamant about locking all the doors?”

“Indeed. I thought their concern a trifle groundless, I’m sad to say. Anything of real value had been taken out of the house, and anything valuable remaining would be very hard to move. I didn’t see how it would attract a thief in its current state. With the ward still up, we believed the house secure enough. The police made the assumption it wasn’t the work of the thieves because they couldn’t find any indication of forced entry.”

“Mr. Drummond.” I kept my voice mild even while I mentally cursed incompetent police. Not only them, but the dogs that had bred them, in true Mulan fashion. “Out of curiosity. Do all your neighbors have wards up around their houses?”

He shot me a look that spoke volumes. “They do indeed.”

Three voices made sounds of disgust in the back seats.

“So, on top of everything else, these thieves have managed a way to get around wards.” Henri made the not-amused-frowning face.

Poor guy, it seemed like every case we worked these days had wards in them. His brain was barely recovered from the palace fiasco six months ago. I think he still had nightmares about it, too.

“Yeah. I figured that would be your answer.” I looked at the police station ahead of us, mentally gearing myself up for battle. “This isn’t going to be fun. Anti-fun, guaranteed.”

The tone of Henri’s voice indicated incoming mayhem. “It is perhaps time for this particular police force to be investigated.”

Uh-oh. Henri was pissed. Excuse me while I cackle madly.

[image: ]



[image: ]

The Deems Police Station was a quaint two-story brick affair. No other word for it. It was older than most, quite likely one of the original buildings that could date itself back to the time of the town’s founding. In good enough repair, certainly, but the age of the building could be detected in the smell of old masonry, the more elaborate woodwork in the trim around the doors, and the stained glass of the windows.

I strode in with the others trailing behind me, Jamie just ahead. She’d left the cats with Drummond in the car, which was just as well. They would have dampened the impression we sought to make. We could hardly be taken seriously with cute balls of fluff in arm.

Our arrival must have been expected, as a burly man in a very precisely put together dark suit stood just inside the doorway, arms akimbo on his hips and his chin jutting out in defiance.

“You’d be the ones from Kingston, then?” he asked as if he already knew the answer.

I stopped dead in front of him, nearly toe to toe, matching his glare. Normally, I’d try to offset this. To not bring the fight so obviously to his door. But he’d started this by failing to properly investigate, and by the sound of things, it wasn’t only murder this station let slide. Multiple burglaries in a year with wards up? No average thief could manage that. If this wasn’t sheer incompetence, then it was aiding and abetting.

I did not have my money on incompetence.

“I’m Henri Davenforth, Magical Examiner with the Kingston PD, Fourth Precinct.” I didn’t turn my head but canted it in the others’ direction. “This is Detective Jamie Edwards, Detective McSparrin, and Officer Gerring. You’ll transfer jurisdiction of the Atwood Case over to us immediately.”

The man’s lip lifted in a snarl. “You don’t get to storm in here and demand that. You don’t have the authority.”

Jamie snapped the police commissioner’s letter in her hand. “I think you’ll find we do. And who are you?”

“Captain Hayes.” He stared her down as if she were nothing more than a speck of dirt. “And you’re out of uniform. Detective.”

“If by that you mean I’m not in a skirt, bravo! Excellent deduction skills. Now, read this and use a few more.”

He snatched the paper from her and started reading, red in the face. That high color steadily drained from his round face, leaving him aghast and shaking. His dark eyes came up sharply, staring at me, his fist clenching the letter.

I knew what it said. The police commissioner had been appalled at the situation and desperate to avoid any sort of public backlash. He’d harshly worded the letter to make it clear there would be an investigation on how the case had been handled by Deems PD, and the captain would receive at the very least an official reprimand, possibly a deduction in pension. In any case, the possibility of promotion past this small-town station was gone.

“You can’t do this,” Hayes protested. His bluster disappeared, leaving only desperation. “It’s a simple murder-suicide!”

“You do not know that,” I answered firmly. “No one can. An autopsy wasn’t even performed.”

“The coroner examined the bodies before moving them into the morgue!”

“An autopsy wasn’t even performed,” I repeated, voice going colder. “You have no motive, barely any opportunity, we don’t even know how they died, and the means are so suspect that even hearing about this case secondhand, there’s not a police officer in Kingston who didn’t look askance at your abrupt decision to close the investigation. You are very much on the wrong side of this, Captain. Your words can be directed to the commissioner. This is outside my pay grade. I want jurisdiction of the case, and that is all I’m interested in discussing with you.”

Captain Hayes opened his mouth, ready to argue the point further, but seemed to realize there was no point in doing so with me. He’d have to appeal to the commissioner. Turning his head, he barked out, “Lawler! Give them the damn file.”

A werebeaver sat up from behind his desk, looking belligerent to the extreme, and sloppy with his uniform jacket off and shirt untucked. He rummaged in the drawer of his desk, coming up with a stained folder, and lurched to us with the poor automation of a puppet with tangled strings. He thrust the file at me, not even looking up before turning and lumbering back to his desk.

“Is he Lurch?” Jamie muttered under her breath.

I suspected she was referring to some character or other but ignored it for now. I accepted the file, then continued with the second goal of this visit. “Where is your morgue?”

Hayes jerked a thumb toward a set of stairs. He turned on a heel and retreated into his office, slamming the glass door behind him. It left us in the middle of the bullpen, everyone at their own desks, studiously not lifting their heads or making eye contact. I gave a mental growl and gave up any help from here as a lost cause.

We marched forward, using a narrow opening on the side to bypass the small collection of desks. I wasn’t sure whether the morgue was up or down, as the stairs both ascended to the next level and apparently descended to the basement.

Jamie took one sniff and made a face. “Down.”

I cast her a glance in query.

“Very obvious smell of decay and chemicals,” she explained.

I trusted her nose more than mine. We descended, and halfway down the stairs I caught the same scent. Oh dear, that was more overpowering than it should have been. Did they not clean down here? Or seal things properly?

Opening the door answered the questions succinctly. No. Not at all.

Sighing, I resigned myself to a very smelly few minutes and bravely entered. Deities knew what Weber would do when he arrived. Poor chap had to work in here, after all. Maybe I’d assist him, see if I could apply some charms and spells to limit the assault on his nose. My own nostril hairs had already curled up and died in protest.

The basement used for the morgue was so cramped it was readily apparent this was only meant for storage, with only two small narrow windows and a cement floor that didn’t slope properly toward the drain (that was obvious by the liquid still pooling in various spots). There were precisely four drawer units to hold bodies, an autopsy table in the middle, and a filing cabinet-combination-desk lurking in one corner. Even with such limited equipment, there was barely room for the four of us to stand.

I barely noted most of it. To my absolute horror, sitting on the examination table in the center of the room sat Mr. and Mrs. Atwood. Posed in the same statue-like position their children reported to me earlier, their corpses looked beyond eerie with their soulless faces and rigid bodies. The stench of death was mitigated poorly by a hastily applied charm slapped onto both of their laps. It was much like throwing scented orange water over a sewer, and about as effective. We all gagged at the smell.

Hardened as I was to crime scenes, I felt my stomach turn over.

“Oh. My. God,” Jamie said in part horror, part disgust. “Are you freaking kidding me?! They just carted them to the station like that?”

“This is sad,” McSparrin observed in dismay.

“I would imagine they don’t get many bodies in Deems,” Gerring pointed out.

“Even still. They couldn’t even undo this enough to properly transport them?”

I almost immediately understood why, and my horror twisted queasily in my gut. “They couldn’t.”

Jamie’s head snapped sharply to me, her attention cemented. “Why?”

“Several charms are at play here. I can see the magic of them.” I pulled out a wand, followed closely by the slender notebook I’d brought along specifically for this case. I flipped open the book and started a diagnostic spell, watching the numbers and descriptions write itself onto the blank, cream pages even as I waved the wand carefully over the bodies. “A very strong charm is keeping them in this position. A construction charm for molds, to be precise. Quick-set charm. It’s commercial grade, not something the average person can break. They risked mutilating the bodies if they tried to force them out of that position.”

“In that case, I forgive them a little,” McSparrin muttered. “Although this is still utterly creepy. What else, Dr. Davenforth?”

“A—oh great good magic, they used a cleaning charm.”

“Oh. Oh man, don’t tell me. They—” Jamie paused and looked at me with a sympathetic grimace. “Sorry?”

What was she…oh. “Go ahead, they need to learn this.”

“Yeah, thanks. Sorry, guys, this is kinda gross. So, after death the bodies relax utterly. The sphincter is the first to go.”

Gerring looked at the bodies in a different light, his nose wrinkling. “Sphincter as in…”

“Yeah, as in that. Followed by the bladder. No one likes arriving at a crime scene two hours after a person’s died for that reason. Really messy cleanup. We remove the clothes quickly to avoid getting them soiled and possibly erasing evidence. The thrice-cursed coroner likely used a cleaning charm on them so he didn’t get his hands messy before moving the bodies. Which, I kinda don’t blame him, but it means he erased possible trace evidence too.”

And that was the sore point with me. Incompetency like this aided the murderer.

“This case is about to take another plot twist.”

Her eyebrow came up as she regarded me with a sort of fatalistic humor. “I’m braced. Hit me.”

“Two cleaning charms, in fact, the first older than the other by several hours. I would say the murderer used the first charm, and the coroner used the second. But also a binding charm—something rather like what you would use to bundle items together. Like firewood or something of that ilk. I doubt a thief would be carrying these sorts of charms about.”

“Are we looking for a third-rate magician, then?”

“I doubt it. The quick-set charm is actually quite complicated to make. It requires a very exact design. But the charm is common enough to buy.”

“Huh. Yeah, okay, you’re right that’s an interesting plot twist.” She paused, frowning at the chairs as if they had personally offended her. “I don’t think I wanted another interesting plot twist.”

“I can’t say I did either.”

“Let’s blame it on Sherard.”

“He isn’t here,” I pointed out.

“All the better. He can’t protest or defend himself.” She rubbed at her forehead as if a headache threatened. “When you get clues, they’re supposed to help you figure out the overall picture. Not muddy the waters even further.”

“Explain that to the clues,” I muttered in dark amusement.

“I would love to. Trust me.” Gesturing to the bodies, Jamie inquired, “Can you undo this?”

“Yes, fortunately. I’ll require your aid in lifting them properly into body bags afterwards, as we’ll need to situate them until Weber arrives. I want to do a preservation spell on them and ward everything until he gets in.” I had wanted to do that before we even properly entered the room—for the smell alone—but I couldn’t until the bodies were properly situated. “I don’t trust things not to be tampered with. Not after the scene upstairs. A stasis spell as well, to preserve any toxicology.”

“Probably wise. Alright, Henri. Do your magic.”

I ended the diagnostic spell, putting the book away in my breast pocket, and then went to it. Fortunately, the spell was an easy one. Something about this had to be, to offset the difficulty of everything else. Bodies were sometimes difficult for me to stomach because I couldn’t look at one and see only a corpse. I saw a son, a daughter, a lover, a friend—a life lost that many people would miss and grieve. Never before had I been unfortunate enough to stand over someone I knew. Now, experiencing it, I wished to the deities I never had to again. It was beyond painful. Grief swept over me, a wave that threatened for a moment to crush me. I had to breathe around the knot in my chest, blink rapidly to keep my eyes from burning. Hearing that two people I admired and liked were deceased had been hard enough. Seeing them sitting so unnaturally still, clay with no spirit, was heart-wrenching.

Now wasn’t the time to grieve. Now was the time to help these two sweet people find their murderer. I owed them that. I owed their children that. I could grieve on my own time.

The spell worked quickly, and people were quick to catch the bodies as they slumped, and we arranged them on the different drawers.

“The fumes are getting to me.”

I looked sharply to Jamie, alarmed at her tone. Wasn’t her nose guard on—no, it wasn’t. Then again, she likely hadn’t anticipated the need for it, considering how far away we were from the scent that had triggered her in Kingston. If the odor in this room made my nose shrivel in protest, then what would it do to her heightened senses?

It wasn’t a question I wanted an answer to. Pulling free a wand, I cleaned the area with two quick spells, sending liquids and gloop down the drain, and then cleaned the drain out for good measure. Gerring popped the windows open to allow in some fresh air, improving the quality of the room by noticeable degrees.

“Bless you.” Jamie breathed deeply. “So much better. And Weber will thank you for it too, when he gets in. Alright, effects. Let’s log that in properly so we can figure out if something is missing.”

A warm hand found mine, squeezing my fingers in gentle comfort. I didn’t look at Jamie, just squeezed back, silently thankful for her concern. Of course she’d noticed not only my stillness but that I didn’t want to share that moment of intense pain and grief with the others. She was giving me a moment by distracting the other two, and I loved her for it.

They went through pockets, and the more they drew out, the more obvious it had been that no examination of the corpses had been performed. Handkerchiefs, keys, wallets, jewelry, all was in place. McSparrin stared at the line of effects on the table in renewed disgust. “Now I’m irritated. They really had no desire to investigate this, did they?”

“Apparently not. Especially considering this.” Jamie waved the folder in her hand with the same energy one would use to throw a log onto a bonfire. Possibly because she daydreamed of doing exactly that. “You won’t believe how bad this report is.”

“I doubt that. After seeing all this, I doubt anything in there could surprise me. Wait, you’ve read it already?”

“Not a challenge. It’s ridiculously short. Take a look.” She handed it over with eyebrows arched in open challenge.

A wise man would know better than to say anything, and I tried to be wise, so I accepted the dingy grey folder instead and flipped it open. Inside lay a solitary sheet of paper that contained a single narrative of the investigating detective, handwritten—illegibly handwritten—that failed to fill up most of the page. I flipped it over, expecting something. Anything, really. But there was nothing on the back, and a second sheet failed to materialize.

I was so utterly flabbergasted I didn’t even know what to say. I stood there like a fool, my jaw dangling.

Gerring and McSparrin, unable to take the suspense, came to read over my shoulder. Gerring spluttered, just as wordlessly astonished as I. McSparrin swore like a stevedore.

“My reaction precisely.” Jamie gave McSparrin a nod, a woman vindicated. “I think we better report just how bad this is. It’s worse than we expected, and it will give the commissioner firmer ground to stand on.”

“I quite agree,” I said faintly. For that matter, I was tempted to tell the Atwood siblings the situation here. They had every right to know they were well within the bounds of concern to bypass the Deems PD. Gwyneth had been a little worried about it, perhaps thinking grief had skewed their judgement.

That was, sadly, not at all the case.
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My first priority after securing jurisdiction and bodies was to get over to the house. I took a handkerchief from Mr. Atwood’s body, as well as a silken scarf-tie from Mrs. Atwood, and brought them out to the car with me. I wanted to track the route of both people. If any scent lingered, the cats would need something to work with. Most human scents, if not exposed to water or weather, could last up to two weeks. Drummond had mopped the floors, though, so I wasn’t sure where that left us.

I slid back into the front seat and held both pieces of fabric over the basket. “Okay, guys, get a good whiff of that. We’ll need to track it soon. Mr. Drummond, when you said you came over to clean the floors, how much and where did you clean?”

He half-turned, oriented so he could face me and answer. “The front door and the side patio door. They were the worst off. I dusted the living room as well. I didn’t have a chance to do much else before the real estate agent came.”

Okay, so we might lose part of the trail but not all of it. I dared to have hope.

Drummond wet his chapped lips, brows furrowed. “You do not look as if things went well in there.”

“Disaster.” Henri slammed the door for the back seat. “The level of incompetence is appalling—quite appalling. I shudder imagining the reaction when we report it.”

“Just as well the Atwoods pulled us in,” I noted. “And in time, too. A lot of evidence has probably been erased already, but hopefully not everything.” I’d kill for a single picture of the crime scene, but they hadn’t even taken that.

Penny leaned forward and asked, “Mr. Drummond? By chance do you know what became of Mrs. Atwood’s purse?”

I turned around sharply to look at her. Cripes, but I’d missed that entirely. Strange that it hadn’t been stored with her body or set aside somewhere in the morgue now that I thought about it.

Turning so he could see her, he answered with a shake of the head, “I don’t think the police found it when they came to investigate. They didn’t seem to think much of it, either. I’ve no idea where it’s gone. Is that important?”

I met Penny’s eyes and knew we were thinking the same thing. “It might be.”

“Because if the murderer took it, it’s a clue for us,” Penny explained to him. “I assume it was an expensive handbag? Do you know what she normally kept in it?”

“She’d certainly have her wallet inside, a compact, a handkerchief, and a bottle of stomach medicine. She had a very nervous stomach.” Drummond frowned, thinking hard. “I feel Miss Erin might have a better idea of what was in her purse that day, but generally speaking, Mrs. Atwood carried a healthy quantity of cash upon her person. She liked to shop and hated being short if something caught her eye. She didn’t like checks, for some reason, and rarely used them. She was also in the habit of taking off her earrings midday and slipping them into her purse. She said her ears ached after a while.”

Jewelry. Crap, that was something else I hadn’t seen. “I didn’t see any jewelry on her. What did she normally wear?”

“Two rings, a bracelet, and a necklace. She was fond of layering necklaces, often two or three at a time. The pearls especially she wore daily. They were a courting gift from Mr. Atwood, and she treasured them.” Drummond now looked perturbed. “You didn’t see any of those?”

“We didn’t know to look for them.” Henri put a soothing hand on the man’s shoulder. “It could be they were taken off for safekeeping or slipped into their pockets. I’ll look for them properly when my colleague gets in and we start the autopsies. For now, they’re under a ward, so no one can molest them.”

Drummond relaxed, but only a touch. “Thank you, sir. I’m sure Ms. Gwyneth and Mrs. Ruthe would very much like to have their mother’s jewelry.”

“We’ll look for it, I promise you. For now, can we go to the house? I want to secure the scene.”

“Yes, of course.” Drummond started up the car, the big motor rumbling to life, then carefully pulled out.

I focused on the little faces staring up at me. “How is it? You have the scents?”

“Have them,” Clint assured me confidently. His head cocked. “Why?”

“When we get to the house, I want you to explore, see if you can find signs of a fight. It will help us figure out the scene.”

Clint nodded, understanding. “Okay. That and sniffies?”

“Yup, sniffies too. Not just the house, but outside. We need to figure out who got inside the ward and how.”

“I’m very curious on that point,” Henri admitted. He sounded like he was thinking in about three directions at once, the gears grinding away. “Are the thieves finding and exploiting some weakness in the ward?”

“They must be, sir,” Gerring pitched in from the very back seat. “How else are all these burglaries taking place?”

“I admit that’s part of why I ask. But as far as I’m aware, wards don’t have an inherent weakness. Well, they are slightly weaker during a new moon, as they derive their power partially from moonlight, but not enough so that they fail to function properly. Wards are meant to keep out people with nefarious purposes. The case of the palace break-ins aside, this case doesn’t match the right criteria.”

I stayed half-turned in the seat, my arm over the back so I could converse with everyone more easily. “Because whoever is coming in is stealing, so the wards should react. That’s what you mean.”

“Quite so. I admit, no answer to the quandary leaps to mind. If you don’t mind, while you focus on the interior of the house, I want to focus on the ward itself.”

“Knock yourself out,” I encouraged. “We need an answer to that as much as anything else. Someone got in somehow, and I’d dearly love to know how.”

“Not as much as I do.”

It occurred to me that normally when this kind of magical conundrum came our way, Sherard was there to help Henri figure it out. We hadn’t brought him on this case, as there wasn’t any need for it, but I felt sure Sherard would sport an epic pout when he heard about it later. He loved a good challenge and working with Henri.

We rode on through the little town. It really wasn’t large, the main streets all petering out after about five crossroads. Then we hit countryside, and the houses changed from cute and quaint to very elaborate affairs with multiple stories, extra wings, and expansive grounds. I imagined the Davenforths would likely have a country house like this somewhere. It was a little mind-boggling in a way. My sweet-natured partner didn’t exude any arrogance or wealth.

Ten minutes or so later, Drummond turned into the drive. With a car full of policemen, he didn’t have to stop and do the song and dance necessary to get us through the ward. But that did spark another question. “Mr. Drummond, Gwyneth mentioned the reporters beat her here. How did they get onto the grounds?”

“I believe they snuck in with the coroner.” Drummond slowed the pace of the car, taking the subtle turns of the driveway. Massive trees lined either side, just beginning to bud as they shed winter’s dormant chill. I’d bet it was a shady, beautiful stretch during high summer. “It was very ill-done of him to allow them in. The reporters heckled Ms. Gwyneth in a terrible fashion.”

Most wards were set like that. Police badges and firemen badges carried a marker wards could identify, allowing them access. It operated something like the tattoo on the palace guards’ necks, although it was a far simpler design. Henri had explained it to me once, although the magic had mostly gone over my head. I thought of the badges as something like a skeleton key that could allow access to most wards. Just not the insanely complicated wards, like the one over the palace. It was why any first responder was fined so heavily if they lost their badge. It could cause a lot of trouble if that happened. But all right, that did explain a few things I’d wondered.

The house came into view and I stared around, eyes a little wide. Well. This was bigger than I’d anticipated. Though only two stories, except for the main entryway with a domed roof, the house kept going and going, spreading out in every direction. Cute little turret windows popped out here and there, and something that looked suspiciously like a short tower rose up on the endcaps. The gardens around the house were a little barren at this stage of the year, but meticulously kept nonetheless.

Drummond drove around the fountain in the center of the circular driveway, pulling to a stop at the front door.

I tucked my coat around me as I stepped out. The chill here came from the snow still on the ground and the sun mostly hidden by clouds. I didn’t want the kittens out in this for long. They didn’t have enough body weight to retain heat. Clint hunched with both kittens tucked in against his tummy, acting as a body warmer. He was such a cute big brother, I just wanted to pinch his cheeks for it.

Gerring was more immune to the cold than anyone else, so I asked him, “Will you sweep the grounds? Start in on it, anyway. We’ll help you if we finish first.”

“Absolutely.” Gerring went to the boot to get what he needed from his bag. I’d need to do the same in a minute, but I wanted to walk the house first.

Henri bundled up his coat. “I’ll be walking the perimeter of the ward.”

We all split up, Penny, Drummond, and I heading inside with the cats. I sat them down immediately upon entering the main foyer and turned them loose to start their walk-n-sniff. I think the kittens were a little too excited to finally be working. Their tails kept flicking happily.

“Mr. Drummond, if you can give us a tour first so we can get the lay of the land?” I requested.

“Certainly, follow me. You’re in the main foyer, but this is one of three entrances into the house. Four if you include the servant’s entrance, which is off the kitchen.” He walked steadily through, pointing out a billiards room, multiple living rooms, bedrooms, bathrooms, two kitchens, conservatories, studies, two libraries (one with a secret door), a music room, etc.

Honestly? I felt like I was in the game Clue. Only I didn’t have a pile of handy suspects to choose from. Or weapons. Or anything actually helpful.

Drummond came to a stop at the exterior door and gave it a perturbed look. “This is where they were found. It’s the pool area.”

“I will completely understand if you don’t want to go in there,” I told him gently.

“If you don’t mind, Detective. I’m…not sure if I can stomach standing there again. The chairs they were bound to are still in place. They were facing outward, toward the gardens.”

“Thank you.” I wanted to hug him so bad. He needed hugs. But that wouldn’t be professional, and I wasn’t sure how he’d take it.

I stepped past him instead, Penny and cats on my heels. The humidity slapped me in the face. With an indoor pool like this, that was to be expected. I smelled salt and heat and assumed this was a heated saltwater pool. It was certainly large; perfect party size.

The chairs did indeed face outward, across the pool towards the windows, sitting in the middle of the walkway with plenty of space on all sides. No ropes were in evidence, and if you didn’t know the story, it would look quite innocent for them to be there.

I didn’t have to say a word before the cats pounced on the chairs, noses going a mile a minute. I pulled out my magical spectacles, sliding them onto my nose. Magic, yes. The glasses told me that much. They weren’t sensitive enough to tell me anything else, although it looked like a contained sort of presence. Not magic wildly splashed about, like in some of my cases.

“Lots of sniffies?” I guessed wryly.

Clint spared me a glance. “Lots.”

“You gotta narrow this down for me, kiddo.”

“Three magic sniffies.” Tasha abruptly sat down, staring at the chairs as if they’d offended her somehow. Seriously, I’d seen kinder eyes on hardened criminals. “Don’t know spells.”

“That’s okay. Your job is to detect them. Henri tells me what they are.” I slipped the glasses back into my pocket.

That eased up the glare by a few notches.

“People sniffies.” Clint backed off and gave an almighty sneeze, then another.

“Gesundsplat.” I looked him over in concern. “You okay?”

“Cleaning spell,” he answered, face scrunched up like he was going to sneeze again.

“Oh yeah, you don’t react well to those. Well, we know a cleaning spell was used here. Probably the other two, but I’ll let Henri double-check that. I want to take a better look at this unlocked door. I was told it was this one, leading in from the outside.”

Penny and the cats followed me over, and we carefully examined the door from one side. Then I opened it and examined the other. Looked like your average door to me, a little weather-beaten on the outside, maybe, due to constant sun exposure. Definitely no sign of forced entry. I couldn’t even see scratches on the keyhole.

A little paw tapped me on the leg. “Jamie, Jamie.”

I bent down toward Phil. “Yeah, bud?”

“People sniffy this way.” He bounded off, nose to the ground as he headed straight through the garden.

I followed him, interested in where he’d lead me. Phil kept going, out past the trimmed hedges and along the stone sidewalk, wrapping around the house and to the side entrance. I assumed from the angle that this was near the kitchen. We saw quite a few oven smokestacks and more wear and tear around the door. He stopped there and frowned at the cement.

“Sniffy stops here.”

“What else do you smell here, though?”

He thought about it. “Gas. Car.”

“So maybe this human got into a car and drove off?”

“Maybe.” He let out a delicate little shiver.

I bent down, scooping him up and tucking him into my coat. “Good work. That tells me either the murderer left this way, or we have a possible witness. Probably the murderer, so you keep that smell in mind, okay?”

“Okay.” He looked up seriously, those eyes like new gold in the bright light of day. “Like Henri.”

“Yeah, I caught that.” It was impossible to mistake with the way he acted. “Would you like to go work with Henri now?”

“Yes.”

Children had no qualms in telling you who was their favorite. Even small Felixes. “Do you know where he went?” All Henri had told me was he wanted to check on the wards. He could be anywhere on the property by now.

Phil turned his head like he was a homing pigeon in a previous incarnation and said with authority, “That way.”

Well, clearly he had kept track of Henri fine. I sat him down and stayed crouched. “It’s cold out here, though, you sure?”

“Henri keep warm.”

Clearly, he had an agenda. I shrugged, letting him have a little freedom. “Okay.”

Phil darted off, tail high in the air, his little legs pumping as he ran for my partner.

I looked around my cat-less self and observed to the world in general, “I think I was just jilted.”
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This was puzzling. From what I could see of the wards, they were indeed correctly set up and functioning properly. I turned them off and on to make sure of this, testing several times, and if I removed my police badge, it would not let me through. With the badge on, I walked in fine.

I had a sneaking suspicion the reason why the police in Deems weren’t looking too carefully for the thief was because someone had been careless and lost their badge. The thief was capitalizing on it—and everyone knew it—but catching him would mean revealing their mistake. So, naturally, they compounded the problem by ignoring it. Children had the same mentality in covering their errors.

I sighed, and in the depths of the trees as I was, it was cold enough here to turn my breath to white fog. Apparently, I would need to report the burglary problem as well. And keep a sharp eye out if I could and help solve this recurring problem.

From the direction of the house came a skittering sound of something small running my direction. I looked for it, a little alarmed. I didn’t want to be jumped by a rabid squirrel, but it was Phil. He slowed as he approached, then came to a stop at my foot, not even breathing hard after his mad sprint.

“Phil, is something amiss?” I asked, worried he’d come to fetch me.

“No,” he told me. “Sniffies?”

Oh. Oh, he’d come to assist me. “Yes, please do. I have the ward up, try not to cross over it without alerting me. If you’re not in close proximity to me, you’ll be thrown back.”

“Okay.” He put his nose to the ground, tail in the air, and went hunting for smells.

I walked alongside him, curious what he would detect. I had used a few seeking spells, naturally, but those were general in the extreme. Sometimes, a smell was so faint my seeking spell wouldn’t pick up on it without a focus. The Felix nose was far superior and sometimes picked up on things I missed.

So, we walked and sniffed. As we walked, I asked, “Did you find sniffies at the house?”

“Lots of sniffies,” he answered, still scenting the air. “Three magic sniffies.”

“Is that right?”

“Clint said one was cleaning spell.”

“He’s likely correct. He sneezes when he detects that one.”

We kept walking. It was companionable, really. Clint rarely spent peaceful time with me, as he was the sort to like attention. Phil didn’t need to fill the air with chatter. I did worry about him out in the cold because he was so little. I’d give him another five minutes out here before calling it quits and heading back in. I doubted there was anything out here of interest. The wards held my interest most, and they only extended to the edge of the property line.

I heard another crunch of running steps, this one sounding heavier. I turned to find Jamie loping towards us, a slight blush to her cheeks because of the chill but no discernible drain on her otherwise for having run that distance. I envied her athletic prowess.

One can envy athletic prowess and have no desire to put in the effort necessary to attain it, you know.

She came in carefully, avoiding squashing a kitten, and wasn’t that a curious word? How did one acquire kitten from cat? The two words had only one letter in common. Jamie’s native language was a very odd one. I’d ask, but I doubted she knew the etymology.

Looking down at Phil, she asked, “Any sniffies yet?”

“Not yet.” Phil didn’t even glance up at her.

Jamie turned to me with a query on her face, so I answered it. “The wards are fine. Functioning as they should. I have the sneaking suspicion someone in the Deems PD has been careless and lost a badge, a thief picked it up, and is using it to gain access to the wards.”

“It’s possible. I certainly can’t think of anything else. I’d like to talk to the Jordane housekeeper next, I think, see what she knows.” She regarded me for a moment, her golden-brown eyes warm with concern. “How are you faring, Henri?”

I knew what she meant and sighed, feeling my soul ache. “We were so busy with the logistics of acquiring jurisdiction and getting here, I don’t think the emotions set in. Not until we were at the morgue and I saw their bodies for myself.”

“I could tell it disturbed you.”

“On many levels. The last time I saw Mrs. Atwood, she was chivvying us for staying out in the snow too long. Said we were barely better than children. Irvine and I had just started university, you see. We were actually old enough to know better and were half-frozen. She wrapped us up in blankets, made hot chocolate for us with her own hands. I—” I broke off as my throat constricted, tears burning in my eyes. “I cannot imagine why anyone would want to kill such a kind woman. She did her level best to make this world a better place than how she found it. Mr. Atwood was the same. I know he had a bad habit of suing people in court, but he was a very generous man in every other way.”

“One could argue if that’s your only vice, you’re not doing too shabby. Still, I have a bad feeling it was his penchant for court battles that won him the wrong enemy.”

She put an arm around my shoulders, hugging me to her. I let my head rest against her shoulder, taking a moment to appreciate the comfort. We’d barely begun this case, and I’d known it would play havoc on my emotions. One could argue I had no business investigating it since I was close to the family. But who better to make sure justice had been served? And I absolutely couldn’t recuse myself. I wouldn’t leave Jamie to investigate this without me.

Jamie spoke against my ear in a soft, comforting tone. “We’ll find who did this, Henri. It’s a cold sort of comfort to offer those who will miss them, but it’s the best we can offer.”

“I’m of the opinion that a slice of justice is best served in this case. I certainly want answers.” It was another of those moments I wished to indulge in. If I could wrap myself around her, spend hours just quietly in her company, I’d be far happier for it. Just the idea of it brought a fluttery feeling to my chest.

Alas, reality was never that kind to my fancies. I lingered for one more moment before straightening. Kissing her temple, I murmured, “Thank you, my dear. I’m alright. Well, as alright as can be reasonably expected. Let’s go and see what the other two have discovered.”

“I need you to tell me what spells were used, too.”

“Of course. We likely already know, but it’s best to confirm it. Phil, are you cold?”

Phil stopped sniffing and looked up. He regarded me for a moment, his gold eyes alert with intelligence. “Yes.”

“Ride in my scarf, then. It won’t do for you to get chilled out here.”

He leapt readily up into my arms and I situated him in the folds of the scarf around my neck. It was subtle, but I could feel him purring, happy to be held. He was such a serious little creature, an old soul in a young body. The clash of the two was quite adorable.

As we walked, Jamie filled me in. “Phil found a trail of a person that went out from the patio door and around to the driveway near the servant’s entrance. I think the murderer used that to exit.”

“Why not go through the house? It would have been shorter.”

She frowned, considering this. “I suppose it would have. That’s true, why didn’t they do that? Or I guess they could have, and the cleaning charm wiped out the scent.”

“That’s entirely possible as well, even likely. Are we looking at a burglary gone very wrong?”

“It sort of makes sense at first glance, but then why pose the bodies that way? And whoever did it had charms on them, or at least enough magic to use some spells. That seems an odd ability for a thief to have.” She frowned. “Unless we’re looking at some third-rate magician who couldn’t cut it and fell to thievery.”

“Which is possible. But again, why pose the Atwoods like the statue? That is indeed the most puzzling aspect of all of this. Have you found Mrs. Atwood’s purse yet?”

“No. We’re still searching the house, but the main floor didn’t have it, at least. The absence of that purse is really starting to bother me. I have the feeling it might be important. At the very least, I would like to know where it went.”

“So would I.”

Jamie walked steadily, the grass sometimes crackling under her feet as she strode over thin ice that clung to the blades. “Was the statue important to the family in any way? I think someone said their mother liked it, that she thought it represented her and Mr. Atwood.”

“She did, and I’d heard her say as much once, but it wasn’t a deep affection. I believe the statue was on offer to be sold with the house if the buyers were so inclined.”

“Yeah, that says a lot. So that’s not the reason.” Frowning, her head came back and she stared at the sky for a moment. “I give it fifty-fifty odds the posing is important.”

“The other fifty being that it’s a red herring?”

“Yup. Because I don’t see a good third reason for doing it. Either it was done to send a message, and we’re too stupid to understand it, or it was done to throw us off the trail. If there’s a third possibility, I don’t see it.”

“Neither do I, at the moment. But I also have more questions than answers.”

“Let’s see if we can reverse that trend. Starting with what magic was used here.”

I was in perfect agreement with her. We stepped in through the pool door with a sigh of relief as the warm air washed over us. Neither Penny nor Gerring were in sight, presumably combing the house for clues. The Felixes were likely with them, as I didn’t see them either. I went to the chairs, an aching sadness filling me. They’d been used for such a horrendous purpose. I recognized the curved dark wood and the floral material on the padded seats as being from the dining room. “These are from the dining room, by the by.”

Jamie’s eyes cut to me. “Are they really? But isn’t that on the opposite end of the house?”

“Practically. Curious, is it not? Considering that the study also possessed similar chairs and is much closer.”

“That is very curious.” She pulled her magical glasses out of a pocket and slipped them back on, a precaution so she didn’t cross through some trace evidence by accident. I’d modified her glasses twice to be more helpful, but they could still only show so much. “So, the thief knew the house well enough to know about the statue, but not that the study had chairs? My weird meter is going off a bit on that one.”

“I thought it might.” I set Phil down so I could pull out a wand and do a series of diagnostic readings. He stayed right by my feet, sitting like a dog at heel. Normally I would use a black box to preserve the scene before examining it, but this scene had already been so thoroughly disturbed, there was no point to it. Anger boiled in my blood at the thought of lost evidence. I had to breathe deeply and shed the emotion as best I was able. Anger clouded judgement, and I couldn’t afford that here.

I cast my most thorough spell and recorded the readings in a book for future reference and evidence, frowning as I read through the results. “Same charms.” I rather figured. “Phil, that scent you picked up of the person near the door, does it extend out of this room?”

“No.” Phil seemed very confident of this.

“Hmm. When you went through the house with me, did you smell it anywhere else?”

Phil was once again confident. “No.”

Jamie’s lips pursed. “Interesting. I know a cleaning charm was used in here, but not the rest of the house. Who could this possibly be?”

“The real estate agent?”

“No, she went through the house, remember?”

“Right. Not Drummond, obviously. Some other staff member?”

“Possibly? I only know of one down here, but I suppose this could be a gardener if they don’t enter the house and instead go around it. But…Phil tracked it. The scent went from the door of the pool house and straight for the driveway. No deviations.”

“I imagine a gardener’s tracks would go all over the grounds.” I could see why she was puzzled by this. “You don’t think it was a witness, do you?”

Her mouth screwed up onto one side. “Maybe. Too much is weird about this case for me to jump to any conclusions. But I’ll definitely keep it in mind and try to solve the question if I can.”

I’d dearly love to know who Phil detected outside that door. It could very well be the gardener. I hoped it wasn’t, though. I hoped it was either the murderer or a witness.

She turned in place, looking about her. “I can’t even find signs of a struggle,” she muttered in a mostly rhetorical fashion. “I’ve looked for drag marks from the front door to here and found nothing like that. Floors are pristine. Every single stick of furniture in this house is in place except these two chairs. Nothing on the main floor looks disturbed. And why here? Were they going for a last swim before being murdered? Did they actually intend to stay the night? Seriously, what went down? Argh, this is going to bother me. Either way, no more answers for us here. Let’s rejoin the others and see what they’ve found.”

I walked out with her, leaving the humidity of the pool behind as we entered the house proper. It looked so pristine, the white tiles gleaming, the art perfectly straight on the cream-colored walls, it almost gave lie to the ghastly thing that had happened right on the other side of the wall. The feeling was perturbing in the extreme, as if I were in a haunted house but unaware of it. Like one of those damsels in the dreadful cheap novels.

It was such a relief to see another being that I might have stepped a bit too quickly toward Mr. Drummond as he sat on the kitchen stool. He stood as we approached, face anxious.

“Did you discover anything?”

“A few things, all odd,” Jamie said, pulling her notebook out. “Mr. Drummond, I need answers to several questions. First, what charms do you keep stored here in the house?”

“The basics. An anti-fire hex system is in place, of course. We also keep basic repair charms, cleaning charms, and an anti-infestation charm here in the kitchen. There’s a special storage drawer for them.” He clearly didn’t understand the point of the question.

“Do you keep track of them? Can you tell me if anything is missing?”

“Yes, of course. I haven’t looked at them recently, not since I used a cleaning charm for the front hall.” Turning, he pulled a key ring from his waistcoat pocket and went to a drawer that he unlocked with a jingle. Pulling it free, he gave the contents of the drawer a quick study. “It all seems to be in order. Nothing’s missing that I can detect.”

“Do you mind?” Jamie came around and bent to give the lock a more thorough study. “Hmm, no signs of forced entry, either. Henri, I don’t think it came from here.”

“Apparently not.” To Mr. Drummond, I explained, “Someone used a cleaning charm in the pool area, and we want to determine where the charm came from. If someone brought it with them, it speaks of premeditation.”

His confusion cleared up immediately, leaving a dark scowl on his face. “I wasn’t aware one was used. How horrible they came prepared like that.”

“Quite.” I empathized with his emotions completely. “Can you tell us if there was any sign of luggage? Did they intend to stay the night?”

“No, sir, not to my knowledge. I found no bags here. Why do you ask?”

“Their placement in the pool house is odd to us. We wondered if they were there for a last swim, perhaps.”

“I doubt that, sir. There’s no clothes left in the house, and Mrs. Atwood was far too shy to swim without a proper bathing suit.”

Hmm. This became curiouser and curiouser. Jamie gave him a quick smile, tucking her notebook back in her breast pocket. “And I’d like to talk to the Jordane housekeeper. Erin, you said her name was?”

“Indeed, Detective. A moment and I’ll ring her up for you.” He went to the side of the kitchen, in a nook next to the pantry, and opened an enclosed door I’d not noticed before. It revealed a simple black telephone, which he dialed with commendable alacrity considering the device had likely only been in the house some two years or so. “Miss Erin? Yes, they’re ready for you.”

Jamie stepped forward and I gave her room to do so without fuss. Speaking long distance over a telephone left much to be desired, in my opinion. Despite the advancements Ellie Warner had made in regard to sound quality.

“Hello, Miss Erin, I’m Detective Edwards.” Jamie positioned herself so she could put the phone between ear and shoulder, her notebook on the foldout stand so she could jot down notes. “Thank you so much for speaking with me.”

Drummond ducked out of the room, presumably to attend to something. I positioned myself next to the phone, my back to the pantry door. It was easy to listen in; the receiver was incredibly loud.

“Can you tell me if the Atwoods planned to stay overnight? Take any luggage?”

“No, Detective, they were going down and coming right back up,” the housekeeper said. “They left somewhere around four o’clock in the afternoon. I did think it strange they didn’t return that night, but with the snow on the roads, I thought perhaps they’d chosen a hotel. Or to stay in the house, despite the lack of luggage.”

“I see. Can you confirm for me that Mrs. Atwood took her purse?”

“Oh yes. She had a novel she wanted to read on the train. I put it in there for her myself. Why do you ask?”

“We’re not sure where it’s gotten to. I’ll look for it. Could be it was just put somewhere odd. Can you give me a description, an idea of what was in it?”

“Yes, of course. It’s black leather with embossed flowers on it, a gold snap, and a short gold chain. I can’t speak for precisely what’s inside, but generally Mrs. Atwood would carry smelling salts, a handkerchief, a makeup compact, lipstick, her wallet, and a book. Oh, and it has a thin strap that comes over the top and buckles on the other side. It’ll have her name in it, in the very bottom of the lining. It was designed just for her.”

“No keys?”

“She rarely had need of them. One of us was always in residence, and of course Mr. Atwood drove her everywhere. Or a chauffeur did.”

“I see. Makes sense. I understand the staff here was let go, all aside from the gardener, Mr. Drummond, and a maid. Was any of the staff here absorbed into the Jordane household up there?”

“No, Detective, no one was willing to make the move into the city.”

“And does anyone up there have access to the house down here?”

“No, Detective, not to my knowledge.”

“Okay, thank you. I can’t think of another question at this moment, but I’ll call you again if I may?”

“Please do. They were good employers, and I hate what happened. I’ll help as I can.”

“Thank you so much. Goodbye.” Jamie hung up at that point, lips pursed in thought. “All signs point to them coming down here for a quick trip. Why-oh-why were they in the pool house like that?”

“An excellent question I wish I possessed the answer to.”

McSparrin joined us in that moment, her steps quick and light. “Discover anything?”

“A few things,” Jamie answered, turning to greet her. “But answer me first, did you find the purse?”

“Absolutely no sign of it.”

“Hmmm. I’m really wondering if the murderer took off with it for some reason. The housekeeper in Jordane confirmed Mrs. Atwood had her purse on her when she left.”

“Maybe it got lost along the way here? Perhaps she accidentally left it on the train?”

Jamie snapped her fingers. “That is an excellent question and a good possibility. We can look into that tomorrow.”

“So, what did you find?” McSparrin asked.

I ticked things off on my fingers as I answered, “The chairs used were from the dining room, which is odd considering the study is closer and has similar chairs. The sniffies the Felixes detected were a cleaning charm, a quick-set artist charm, and a binding charm. There’s a scent of a person outside the pool house, leading from the door and around the house to the driveway just through that door”—I pointed to the kitchen door that led outside—“where it disappears. Phil tells us this scent doesn’t appear anywhere else in the house on the main floor.”

McSparrin’s eyebrows rose. “Int-er-esting. I’d like to know who that was.”

“We all do. It could be the gardener, but I’m hoping not. Staff interviews will tell us.” McSparrin turned as Gerring joined us via the kitchen door.

For his sake, I recapped again our discoveries before asking, “What did you discover?”

“Not anything to report. It all looked normal, no hint of strange footprints or anything. If there was a fight somewhere in this house, someone has very carefully erased all signs of it.” Gerring had both Clint and Tasha in his arms, and neither Felix seemed at all interested in getting down anytime soon.

Clint piped up. “Jamie, they only went from front door to kitchen, to dining room, to pool.”

“You don’t catch the Atwood scents anywhere else?”

“No. Other people too.”

“Oh really. One of those is likely our murderer, but the scents could be from staff and the real estate agent and her clients too. We’ll need to parse through them. Good job, bud.”

It told me the Atwoods really hadn’t been in the house for long and had no intention of staying if they hadn’t even ventured upstairs at all.

Gerring cleared his throat a little. “But, sir, how are they getting past the wards?”

Tapping a finger to my chin, I answered forthrightly, “I strongly suspect someone has carelessly lost a badge, and someone else has cleverly picked it up and used it to waltz through the wards. The protocol on the wards will allow anyone with that badge inside. The ward is operating perfectly, so that’s the only explanation I can offer.”

“Odds are someone had a key as well, as they got into the house just fine.”

Gerring frowned, shifting his weight a bit from one foot to the other. “Just as a thought, do you think we should try to hit the Open Market out here? We need to look for that missing purse anyway, and it’ll give us a chance to see if we can locate anything else stolen.”

“Now that’s an excellent idea,” I said approvingly.

Jamie looked between us, face blank. “I’m not following. Why would we go to a market?”

Ah, this must be something that didn’t exist on Earth. “The Open Market is a free-for-all event held every weekend, barring terrible weather. It’s understood that thieves can unload their wares there via a trader, and if you are the owner and can prove it, they have to return your property. If you don’t show up and look, and they sell it, then it’s your loss because you should have worked harder to regain your property.”

Her eyes grew steadily wider as I explained and were in danger of leaving her head altogether by the time I finished. Jamie’s voice rose in a squeak. “Are you freaking kidding me?!”

“I take it nothing like this exists in your home country?”

“You bet your britches it didn’t! I mean, we had fences and stuff, but that wasn’t legal either! OMG, I feel like I’m having a heart attack.”

McSparrin grinned at her. “You look like it, too.”

“Shut up, this isn’t funny.” Jamie threw up her hands. “And when is this thieves’ market again?”

“It’s not just stolen items,” Gerring protested. “Other things are sold there too.”

Giving him an arch look, she repeated, “And when is it held?”

“Usually every weekend, starting on Scribe Day.”

“Two days from now, eh? Alright, let’s attend it. Sounds like we need to just to cover our bases.” Jamie passed a hand over her face and muttered something about “ridiculous” and “thieves’ market, for crying out loud.”

I chose not to comment.

Mr. Drummond returned and I greeted him with a smile. “We’ve a few interviews to attend to here. Afterwards, if you could drive us to the hotel? We need to settle in a little, have dinner. You’re welcome to join us.”

“I thank you, sir, but I need to go home and have dinner with the wife. She’ll be wondering where I got to if I don’t come home on time. I’ll drive you to the hotel and be at your service again in the morning.”

“Detective work is a lot of legwork,” Jamie warned him. “And with four of us, we’ll be going every direction at once.”

He gave her a determined smile. “I’m up for it, Detective.”

“You know, I rather think you are. Alright, Mr. Drummond, we’ll be glad to have your help.”
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The real estate agent, Abigail Morven, met us at the house right around the time we completed our initial investigation. A pleasingly plump woman, her face gave off the impression that she was normally cheerful and all smiles, but those smiles were very absent today. She wore a day dress of muted grey and clutched her purse to her stomach as if she needed something to hold onto.

I met her in the driveway with an outstretched hand. “Detective Edwards, thanks for coming.”

“Anything to help, Detective.” Abigail looked around the house uneasily. “I don’t mind saying I wouldn’t have come at all without the assurance of your protection while here.”

“Considering what happened here, I don’t blame you.” She gave Clint an odd look, so I introduced the two of them. “Clint, Abigail Morven. Ms. Morven, this is my field cat. Think of him rather like a familiar for me.”

“Oh.” She looked dubiously down at the Felix. “Hello, Clint.”

“Hello,” Clint chirped back.

As she stared down at him, I indicated silently, asking Clint if this was the person at the pool door. He shook his head minutely. No go, huh? Well, I had a feeling it wasn’t her anyway.

I didn’t normally play the part of a gentleman, of course, but I felt it right to offer her an elbow. She took it promptly, latching onto me with a grip strong enough to threaten circulation. Her face was pale, too, almost grey. Definitely unnerved to be here. “I promise you we’re going to get you through this as quickly as possible. It’s just that you were first on scene. I trust what you saw over anyone else’s account.”

“I quite understand. I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you.” I walked her toward the door, but slowly. I wanted her mind to go back to that day and time when she first entered. “Was there anything about the house that seemed at all off to you? Weird in any way?”

“No, nothing untoward at all. I did see Mr. Drummond’s car—I’d told him the night before I had clients to show that day. He said he’d make sure the place was tidy and wait for me to finish showing it. But he told me later he only went through the front foyer, did some light dusting in the living room. He didn’t venture very far into the house.”

“Okay. Did you see any other sign of someone being here?”

She shook her head. “It looked precisely as it did the last three times I showed it.”

Hence, she hadn’t thought anything of going right in. Right. “Okay, so you unlocked the front door and went in?”

“No, I didn’t need to. Mr. Drummond had already unlocked it.”

Of course, made sense. “So, you just walked in. Gotcha.” We did that ourselves, stepping through the front door before I kicked it closed behind us. “And then where did you go?”

“To the left, to show my clients the library and billiards room.”

We walked that direction, and she showed me where they went, every step of the way. As we came back through the dining room, I pointed toward the table. “The two chairs in the pool house were from here. You didn’t notice them missing?”

“I did,” Abigail admitted, face screwing up. “I thought Mr. Drummond might have removed them for some reason. I’m afraid I didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

Granted, I wouldn’t have found it suspicious either. “Did you see absolutely anything out of place?”

“No. No, I’m sad to say I didn’t. At this point, we didn’t go toward the pool house, but out of the morning room’s doors.” She took me outside and onto the covered patio. “It’s very picturesque out here, even with the winter we’ve just had. I wanted to show it to my clients. And then we headed back in.”

“Did you lock this door behind you?”

Abigail shook her head. “No, why?”

I breathed in, then out. It just figured that none of the details in that report were really accurate. Only one door unlocked, my left eyeball. “The police seemed to think only the pool house door was unlocked. Did they ask you any questions?”

“No, I was never once interviewed by them.”

Now that just freakin’ figured. “Alright, after you went through here, then where did you go?”

“Through the study, here, and then to the pool house.” She led the way, then stopped dead at the door. “I didn’t go further than here. All I could see were their backs. And still…I could sense something was dreadfully wrong. I don’t know how to explain it.”

“You don’t need to try.” It was obvious when someone was dead. More than stillness, the lack of life itself was glaring. “This is rather a disgusting question, so I apologize in advance, but did you smell anything? Or see something on the floor?”

She blinked at me, then snapped her fingers, realization dawning. “Yes, there was something of a smell coming out of the room. And puddles of liquid under both of their chairs. I didn’t really note it at the time.”

Meaning the coroner really had used the cleaning charm—and at the crime scene, no less. May he die a thousand deaths and hang on Satan’s bedroom wall like a tapestry. “I sort of suspected that might be the case. Thank you, Ms. Morven. I’m going to give you my card. I’ve written which hotel I’m staying at on the back of it. It could very well be that you’ll think of something else after you’ve left. Please call me if you do, no matter the time.”

“I will, Detective. And thank you.” Her voice turned a little rough around the edges as she looked away. “I’m so glad to have been asked, truthfully. This was a very disturbing thing to have happen. I want justice for them. And their children.”

“We’ll do our best to deliver.”

I escorted her back to her car and saw her off. As she drove out, Drummond drove back in. I stayed planted and waited to see what Penny and Gerring had dug up at the station. They’d gone to collect any murder case files for the past ten years, something we could check through. As soon as Penny hopped out of the car, my stomach sank.

“What?” I asked in a tone that made it clear I didn’t expect good news.

“They wouldn’t let us check the files,” she reported flatly.

“Of course they wouldn’t.” I sighed. “Alright, come in. We have staff interviews to do in about twenty minutes.”

Gerring rounded the car, looking a little murder, but also hopeful. “Did Ms. Morven have anything of note to add?”

“Not much. She didn’t see anything odd, although she did confirm the cleaning charm was used by the coroner. Rot his soul. She also mentioned unlocking the morning room door. Mr. Drummond, did you lock that back?”

Drummond stared at me for two full seconds before his head flopped forward. “Detective, a thousand apologies. It was so automatic to lock the house back up after the police left, I didn’t think of it.”

Had a feeling. “Don’t beat yourself up. Shock is a doozy of a drug. You were probably on autopilot at that point. But two unlocked doors were not on the report, and Ms. Morven told me she wasn’t asked a single question. Which basically confirms what we already know: investigation was beyond shoddy.”

“If she unlocked that one, did she unlock the pool house door too?” Penny asked, looking torn about the possibility of a ‘yes.’

“She did not. Clint says she didn’t smell familiar, either.”

Clint, sitting at my feet, gave a firm nod in support of this. “Not her.”

Henri came around the side of the house at that moment, Phil riding his shoulder. He had apparently caught part of this conversation, as he pitched in, “None of the windows are open, either.”

He’d doubled-checked those while I was walking the real estate agent around. Just in case. “No signs of footprints anywhere?”

“None. The murderer didn’t get in that way.”

How they entered was really starting to bug me. I thought about it, thought about how I would get in, and the obvious answer hit me. I swear, I’ve been on this planet too long. I was starting to think in magical lines. “Okay, guys. I think we’re assuming too much here. We keep saying nothing was unlocked, or nothing looks forced open. But locks can be picked. And easily, too.”

Only Henri’s face immediately cleared. “Ah, yes. I tend to forget that.”

“You tend to forget that because you rely on unlocking spells.” I grinned at him.

Penny made a doubtful noise in the back of her throat. Gerring also didn’t seem to buy into this readily. But then, they were used to smash-and-grab robberies. People weren’t really known for finesse on the streets. It wasn’t the kind of criminal they had experience with.

“Right.” I held out a hand to Penny. “Two bobby pins, if you please. I’ll show you how it’s done. But you have to promise to use what I’m about to teach you for good and not evil.”

Well used to my antics, they both lifted a hand like they were swearing on a Bible and intoned in unison, “We swear.”

“Such good grasshoppers you are.” Accepting the pins from Penny, I headed for the kitchen door, which was closest. Also still locked. I unbent one of the bobby pins until it formed an L-shape. That would be my tension wrench. Then I straightened out the other as much as I feasibly could without breaking the flimsy metal. I slid the tension wrench into the bottom of the lock, holding it steady. Then I slid it in the top, slowly wriggling the top part of the lock by using a gentle up-and-down motion. I heard a series of clicks as the various pins in the lock raised.

Like magic, the tension wrench suddenly rotated freely, and the door unlocked. I swung it open as proof and then stood, waving toward it like a stage magician. “See?”

Gerring swore in his native tongue before stepping closer to examine the lock. “There’s really not a trace you just did that.”

Making a high-pitched noise in the back of her throat, Penny’s eyes flared wide in alarm. “I suddenly feel the need to reinforce my locks at home. That was disturbing, how easily you did that.”

“Chain locks,” I told her. “Chain locks are much harder to get around. And deadbolts. Any single-tumbler lock, like this one, is pretty easy to defeat. More’s the pity. But you all see now why I don’t think we should fixate on how they got into the house?”

“I certainly do,” Drummond grumbled, glaring at the lock as if it had just personally not only offended him, but his mother as well.

Henri shook his head. “Your point is made, I think. But I do believe we should focus on how they got through the wards.”

“That’s going to be the tell,” I agreed, bending the bobby pins back into place so I could return them to Penny. “The wards aren’t as easy to defeat. And I have a feeling once we figure out how they got past the wards, we’ll have half our answer as to who did this.”

“I certainly hope so.” Henri looked up and past me, his attention drawn to the sound of a bicycle on the driveway. “I think the first of our staff members has arrived. Let’s hope someone knows something.”

Truly. We were sadly bereft of clues in this case.

And somehow, we had to pry those case files out of the Deems Precinct. Although at this moment, I wasn’t sure how. “Good. Gerring, go escort whoever just arrived, if you would.”

“Sure, Detective.”

I decided an interview at the kitchen table was probably the friendliest approach and would set the right tone. Not to mention avoid contaminating the rest of the scene more than it already had been. But after waiting several minutes with no Gerring, I grew a little worried. Where was he? He wasn’t dealing with some hysterical staff member on his own, was he?

Worried enough to check, I had Henri wait at the table as I jogged outside and down the driveway. With all the trees shading the drive, it took me a while to see what was going on.

Have you ever heard something, and despite the fact that you couldn’t make out anything distinctly, you instinctively knew it was trouble? As I walked the grounds of the Atwood estate, I heard an overlap of voices, all semi-shouting. The cacophony of noise was distinctly unique to a gang of reporters all trying to be heard over each other. You couldn’t mistake it for anything else.

I groaned even before I had them fully in view. It figured they’d catch on sooner or later that we were here. But who had they caught?

Backed up against the property wards was Gerring. Crap on a stick. And on all sides were a ring of reporters about three deep. I doubted Deems had this many reporters, so odds were people from the major papers had come in from various towns for the story.

I was honestly past wondering how they knew to be here. Reporters seemed to have their own methods of scenting out a story. I just wished them to leave us alone so we could work. And how had they caught Gerring, anyway?

I couldn’t leave him out here for the vultures to pick at, so I stalked forward. He heard me coming, as did the reporters, and they started yelling out my name. Gerring stepped back with distinct relief, allowing me to face them.

What I would prefer to do was build a blanket fort, loaded with snacks and a good book, but that was the sulky part of adulting.

Resigned, I put on my big girl pants and faced them down. “You’ve got ten minutes to ask your questions and then I shut you down. Be quick.”

Gerring, the rat, promptly hid behind me. Then again, he wasn’t used to dealing with these guys as much as I was.

Some woman called out from the back, “What are you doing here, Detective Edwards?”

“Investigating the Atwood murders.”

Frustrated, the front two reporters demanded in almost unison, “The Atwood case was deemed a murder-suicide.”

“That was an erroneous assumption on the part of the Deems PD.” And since I currently held no love for them, I had no problem throwing them under the bus. “They don’t have a magical examiner out here and missed a lot of clues they shouldn’t have. This is definitely not a murder-suicide. Both Mr. and Mrs. Atwood were murdered by person or persons unknown.”

“What was the motive—”

“Was this a robbery gone wrong—”

“Can you tell us—”

I overrode them before they could turn into the seagulls from Finding Nemo, just shouting the same thing over and over. “Guys, guys, stop. I’ve been on this case for two hours. I don’t know. I know very little at this point. I have only a few facts to give you. First, this is a double homicide, as I said. Second, it doesn’t look like we have any witnesses. Third, magical charms were used in the murder. That’s it. That’s what I know at this point.”

“Did a magician kill them?”

“Highly doubtful. Charms were used—charms anyone can buy and use.”

“Did the Deems PD ask you to come in and reinvestigate?”

“No. We’re here because Irvine Atwood came and asked for jurisdiction of this case to be transferred to Kingston’s Fourth Precinct. He wanted a magical examiner to reinvestigate the case.”

And I had absolutely no intention of giving them more information than that. I didn’t even want to give them Henri’s name because if they heard Davenforth, they might start hassling Henri’s family. Reporters were nervy that way. “Alright, I’m done. Time’s up. Go write your articles. I’ve got two murders to solve.”

Snagging Gerring by the elbow, I dragged him back down the driveway. He stopped me midway.

“We can’t actually leave,” Gerring pointed out. “The staff members will get caught by them.”

“Ah cripes.” I let out a huff, glaring at the still hopeful reporters lurking about. “Yeah. That’s probably wise. Let’s wait here and escort them through.”

A flamethrower would be super handy about now.


[image: ]

The hotel, as expected of a tourist trap, was nice. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I’d say I was in the Swiss Alps somewhere. The hotel backed against a picturesque mountain range dusted with snow. Deems, I was told, was known for its outdoor recreational activities, and skiing was on the top of the list. I kept eyeing those mountains through the window and scheming how I could get up there. I hadn’t gone skiing in years, even before I left Earth. And yeah, the equipment was sure to be different here, but at the same time, with my enhancements, it was sure to be fun.

I plopped my cats down on my queen-sized bed with its fluffy duvet of slate blue, and they popped out of the basket as if dying to be free of its confines. Likely the case. As they bounded out and started investigating our spacious room, I took a minute to unpack my bags and hang things up before they could get wrinkled beyond repair. The suits had fared alright, but the dress might need an iron taken to it.

A different problem for a different day. I set it aside, coming back to the bed and sitting down for a minute. After all the rushing about today, sitting felt good. I watched my cats nose at things, the kittens’ tails twitching in a happy rhythm. Jules really had miscalculated on these two. He’d given them too much wanderlust and curiosity. They were not the type to be pampered housecats.

He’d shown me the designs for the Felixes quite a few times, not that I was able to wrap my head around most of it. Creation of a magical creature required the blending of many elements, in specific ratios, to form the overall picture. It was really no wonder he’d weighed more heavily in some directions than others, as it was definitely a delicate balancing act to create a Felix. Even the information he’d implanted in them was all listed out, taking up volumes.

I never respected the power and intelligence of a royal mage more than when I saw their design for something. I knew computer programmers who couldn’t plan things down to that level of detail. It was insane everything they had to know, plan for, and list out to get the end product. And just creating a single Felix took quite a bit of power. I think Jules was only able to create two at once this time because they were so much smaller than the adult version.

Tasha popped up on the bed and came over to plant herself directly in front of me. She regarded me with serious eyes. “Work more tomorrow?”

“That’s the plan, kiddo,” I answered, amused. “We keep working until we solve the case. Then we take a little break and wait for the next case to come in, and we work that one.”

That pleased her, I could tell. She settled into a semi-perch, the tip of her tail twitching.

“Is work that much fun?”

“Yes.” She thought about it for a moment. “Sitting in sunbeams nice but boring.”

Clint hopped up to join the conversation, stretching out across my lap in a sprawl. “Wait until you chase mice. Mice loads of fun.”

I gave it a week after we got home—maybe less—before they tackled the rats. After these guys got done, you wouldn’t be able to find a rodent within a square block in any direction. These three would hunt them to extinction, given the chance.

Phil came in to join us and crawled right up over Clint’s belly. Then proceeded to sit on him because personal space? What’s that? Clint didn’t even mind, just purred at him.

“Jamie,” my too-serious tuxedo informed me gravely. “I like Henri.”

“I’ve noticed. Do you want to focus on helping Henri?”

“Yes. I can?”

“You can,” I answered, and had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.

Henri. You charming devil, you’ve won over a kitten.
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Calling Captain Gregson’s office did me no good, as the man was not to be found there. Since that was the case, I went up to my own hotel room and tried again via the pad. I felt we must report the situation properly to someone, and since Gregson was point of contact with the police commissioner, he seemed the most apt choice.

“Davenforth,” Gregson greeted, sounding slightly out of breath. “Tell me something good.”

“I do wish I could, believe me. Are you free to talk?”

“I am. It might be a bit noisy out here, I’m walking back from dinner. Can you hear me fine?”

Ah, that explained the background noise I heard of traffic and random spots of chatter. The sound quality was infinitely superior to a modern telephone, despite the background noise. “Yes, just fine. Then allow me to update you. Quite frankly, this whole investigation has been botched. Utterly botched. They didn’t even try to determine the true culprit.”

Gregson groaned. “Walk me through from the beginning.”

I did, the words leaving a bitter, acrid taste in the back of my throat. But he needed to know, so I told him as concisely and clearly as I knew how. He listened—my captain was an exceptional listener—and only interjected twice with questions.

“Davenforth, I expected something of a torrid time, but what you’ve just recounted to me is insane. Perfectly insane. Are you absolutely certain they didn’t kill the Atwoods or are somehow complicit with their murder?”

“It does raise the question, doesn’t it? But if you’d been in that station, I think you’d see it’s rather a different problem altogether. They’re apathetic in the extreme. The morgue alone spoke of nothing but neglect. It’s as if they joined the police force to draw a steady paycheck, not to make a career of it.” I rubbed at my head, changing my position in the room’s chair so I could slump against the back. Just speaking of this wearied me. Jamie had said once no one hated a bad cop more than a good cop. In this moment, I truly empathized with the sentiment. “Captain, I want to formally request an evaluation of the Deems PD.”

“That’s happening whether or not you request it. This is making incredible waves even over here. They’re forming up a review committee right now. I’m not sure if you’ll be done by the time they get over there. You know how slowly these things sometimes move.”

“I do. But I’m relieved to hear it.”

“Do you have enough evidence to sort through? Can you even work this case after they’ve trampled through it?”

“We’ll do our best. It’s…irritating, honestly. So much of the evidence is simply not there when it should be. But we’ll try.”

“I suppose that’s all you can do. Alright, keep me updated.”

“I will, sir. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

I ended the call and sat a moment, feeling rather exhausted. And peckish. Come to think of it, I hadn’t eaten dinner yet. A hearty meal was definitely in order, to revive my spirits if nothing else.

The room’s phone rang. Curious, I answered it. “Hello?”

“Dr. Davenforth, you have a guest waiting for you in the lobby,” a female voice informed me.

“Thank you, I’ll be down presently.” Now, what was this about? Tucking the pad back into my suitcoat, I exited my room to find out.

A surprise waited for me in the lobby of the hotel. And by surprise, I meant a very surly royal mage.

“How dare you come out to play without me?” Seaton crossed his arms over his majestic red coat, a trembling pout on his lips. “Really, Davenforth, I thought we were friends.”

I came toward him with bemusement, not sure what to make of his arrival. It was an odd season for vacations, so the hotel lobby was sparse with guests. With his red coat and dramatic presence, Seaton dominated the room.

“Seaton, we’re hardly here for the pleasure of it. We’re working a case.”

“I’m aware. That’s why I’m mad. It’s always more interesting working with you, and how dare you spoil that for me.” Seaton’s pout grew impossibly deeper. “Don’t you realize how bored I’ve been?”

“Even with our secret project?” I stopped in front of him, noting he had no luggage nearby. Had he already booked a room here and sent it ahead, or was some other plan at play?

“Well, I can hardly work on that without you. Although I think I’ve made the final bit of adjustments. I want you to look over them, see if I’ve missed anything.”

In other words, he was bored, antsy for me to review what he’d done, and happy to take any excuse to escape Kingston for a while. I could read in between the lines well enough. “I was about to step out for dinner. Most chose to stay here and eat in the dining room. Why don’t you join me, so we can talk without fear of Jamie overhearing us?”

“Splendid. I could use some food myself.”

I’d spied a small restaurant on the way in that had delicious aromas wafting from it. Since it was across the street from the hotel, we walked to it, the collars of our great coats turned up to ward off the growing chill of the evening. I hoped for a break in the weather soon. This unseasonable chill was growing tiresome in the extreme. It was the beginning of spring, for deities’ sake!

As we crossed the hotel’s front yard, Seaton spoke, his hands gesturing freely in the air. “I went over our plan, and double-checked the coordinates from Burtchell’s notes, and there’s no question in my mind we’ve found the right point in space.”

The (now deceased) RM Burtchell had been working through Belladonna’s very scattered notes before his death and had solved about half of it, helping us pinpoint Jamie’s home planet. We’d found his research while investigating his rather interesting murder. Seaton and I had taken over where he’d left off in studying the insane witch’s notes. It had taken even more research on our part and a few trial runs to narrow the possibilities, but I had faith we were correct as well. I’d just also like to have proof before we embarrassed ourselves.

“I think I’ve also solved the power problem. We’re not going to be able to push it past two hours, and really, I think we should stick to an hour and a half conversation. It won’t do to magically exhaust all three of us.”

“I agree that is poor planning, but what do you mean three?”

He stopped at the edge of the street, looking both ways for cars, then shot me a grimace. “There’s no way around it. We’ll need to draw in another magician, a powerful one to boot. You and I will not suffice.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised, but who do you plan on pulling in?”

“Jules Felix.”

I almost stumbled to a stop dead in the middle of the street. “You’re jesting!”

Seaton caught me by the elbow and tugged me back into motion before a motorcar could run me over. “I’m not.”

“You detest the man!”

“I do not. I find him slow and tedious. He drives me up the wall, as Jamie would put it. But I believe he will help us.”

I stopped on the sidewalk outside the restaurant, using the streetlamp’s illumination in order to study his expression. He did look pained, and I knew if it wasn’t for Jamie’s sake, he would have chewed off his tongue before even considering requesting help from Jules Felix.

Seaton shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot under my regard. “You think I’m wrong?”

“I’m quite sure you’re right. I’m just surprised you’re willing to accept his aid.”

“I’ll not fail in this because my ego got in the way.”

Well, that was sensible of him. Sometimes I did forget he could be sensible. “Wise of you. Come, let’s eat. I’ll need sustenance if I’m to work through your notes.”

We were promptly seated at a corner table. I almost couldn’t think because of the delicious smell of roasting meat, baked pastries, and something that spoke of spices. I ordered perhaps a touch too much and relished the possibility of eating it all. As we waited, I reviewed his notes carefully, double-checking the math several times, but found nothing wrong. In theory, this should work perfectly.

In theory.

The food arrived and I put the notes to the side to avoid spills. We ate companionably in silence for nearly a full minute before Seaton’s patience abandoned him.

“But what are you doing out here anyway?” he demanded. “I only heard there was a case involving the Atwoods, that it looked quite bad, and you were handed jurisdiction of the case from the police commissioner.”

“You only knew that, but you came anyway?”

“What are you saying, man, of course I did! The Atwoods have done me many a good turn in the past. I’d be happy to return the favor, given the chance.” He put his fork down to stare at me in challenge. “Just what happened?”

I told him the full grisly tale, and it was such that it turned my stomach. I had to shove the emotions aside and compartmentalize them before it killed my appetite completely. Seaton grew increasingly outraged by the time I finished, and I think he was ready to leap up and defend justice by the end of it. At least, the way he held his knife indicated he was ready to use it with prejudice.

“Suspects?” Seaton demanded, knuckles going white around the knife.

“None yet, and will you cease holding your knife in such a manner? You’re alarming me.”

He put it down with a huff, letting it clatter to the table. “And how did they get through the wards, these murderers?”

“We don’t know that yet either, but I think there’s something very underhanded going on with the ward. I mentioned the burglaries? The neighborhood has been hit with so many of them that the Atwoods renewed and upgraded their ward twice. When we interviewed the staff, they were full of tales about it.”

Seaton’s brows compressed. “But if that’s the case, the ward should have been top of the line, well able to keep anyone with nefarious intentions out.”

“Quite so.”

“This isn’t anything like the case with that thrice-cursed boy and the palace, is it?”

“Perish the thought, and no. Things are being stolen, so the thieves entering clearly have ill intent. Not to mention the murderer.”

Seaton huffed an obvious breath of relief. One I shared. “Thank all deities for that. Are all the other properties in the neighborhood stolen from like this as well?”

“I haven’t had a chance to look into it properly, but I suspect so. The Deems PD is apathetic to this situation.” Leaning in, I lowered my tone to something that wouldn’t carry past our table. “My dear chap, I think there’s monkey business afoot. I will lay odds the thief has somehow acquired either a policeman’s badge or a fireman’s badge and is using it to circumvent the wards.”

Seaton’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You think policeman.”

“I do. If you were at the station with us earlier, you’d suspect the same. They are extremely sloppy and slapdash in their methods. The report for the Atwood murder was a handwritten page. Half-page, I should say. They completely ignored protocol when conducting the investigation.”

Seaton sat back with a huff, color rising in his cheeks from anger. “Oh, I do not like the sound of this at all. Davenforth, I insist on helping on this case.”

I wanted to point out that the man was higher in rank than any of us and, as such, could bull in when and where he chose. But that would be uncharitable. He was here because he was angry, too, that someone of his acquaintance had been murdered. He sincerely wished to help and made an excellent work partner. “By all means. I need a second set of eyes on the wards anyway. As a corroborative witness, if nothing else.”

“Yes, quite so.” Happy he was getting his way, his expression cleared. He returned to his plate but cast me a sideways glance. “Bit of a change in subject, but how are the Felixes doing, by the by? Have they been helpful?”

“Quite helpful. Clint’s teaching them the ropes, as is Jamie. Phil has found a clue for us already that we’re eager to explore.”

“I’m still amused Jules ended up losing both kittens to her. He was moping about the palace, whining to anyone who would listen.”

I doubt it was that bad. Then again, maybe not. Jules was the sensitive sort. “It’s not as if he’s completely abandoned. The man has six of his own. The kittens adamantly refused to be left behind. They want to work and see the world. Jamie didn’t anticipate taking both either, but…here we are.”

Seaton cackled again. “He’s so confident in his creation skills. And his creations deserted him. Ah, it’s too rich. I’m going to laugh about it for a good year, at least.”

Shaking my head, I left him to his own amusement.

We finished our meal and paid. I tucked the notes into a pocket as we walked back, ruminating on several points. But truly, I didn’t think it a good practice to just assume we had the right planet. If we were incorrect, not only would it be embarrassing, but heart-breaking for Jamie. She longed so to speak with her family. To assure them she was alright. To make sure they were as well. To dangle that possibility in front of her only to have it fail…no, I didn’t even want to contemplate the possibility.

“Seaton.”

“Hmm?”

“Why don’t we test this properly. If we do a scrying spell, it should take a fraction of the power. We should be able to establish a connection and use it for at least five minutes before forced to retreat. Wouldn’t you think?”

Seaton’s eyes narrowed, and I could see him doing the mental calculations. “The two of us, you mean?”

“Indeed. I want to establish we’ve made the correct leaps in logic before we carry this any further. I don’t wish to disappoint Jamie, and wouldn’t you prefer to have it established before we approach Jules Felix?”

“That I would.” Seaton gave a decisive nod. “Let’s do that. Not tonight.”

“Deities, no, we’re not set up for this in the least.” I had more to say on the topic, but I spied Weber ahead of us, a bag in hand and heading into the hotel. “I say, that’s Weber. He’s a bit later coming in than I expected. Ho, Weber!”

Our coroner turned, looking a bit rumpled after so much traveling, his mahogany skin darker in the mellow lighting of the lamps. His white suit was creased with what looked like an oil stain on one cuff. He’d not had an easy time of it, getting here. Unfortunately, I didn’t see how his future would improve. On seeing the two of us, he lifted a hand in greeting and waited just outside the door for us to catch up with him.

“Davenforth, RM Seaton, hello.” Weber was an amiable chap, always had been. Incredibly intelligent as well, and one of the most observant men I knew. It was why, whenever I needed a coroner’s expertise, I went to him first. “I know I’m deucedly late,” he continued in his mild tenor voice. “The first train I was on broke down on the tracks, if you can believe it. They had to shuffle us off and onto another. Took hours longer than it should to get here.”

Seaton tsked. “Bad luck, it sounds like. Have you eaten?”

“On the way in. They fed us all a complimentary dinner to make up for the delay.”

“Would you like to hear about the case now or later?” I inquired, studying him. He looked exhausted and not in the right frame of mind to absorb any information.

“Later, if you don’t mind.” Weber passed a hand over his forehead, looking utterly done in. “I want nothing more than a welcoming bed at the moment. Just tell me one thing. Has any sort of examination been done?”

I shook my head grimly. “No. They were sitting in cold storage with their clothes still on. Still stuck in that statuesque position, no less. I had to undo the charm and set them somewhat to rights.”

Weber stared at me, a man waiting for the punch line of a joke. “Davenforth, that joke’s in poor taste.”

“I truly wish I was jesting.”

His expression darkened like an approaching storm, and he swore in curt, stiff tones. “I’ll have their coroner strung up by the balls for that!”

“Please do. It’s incomprehensible, that entire station. I’ve put a ward over the bodies to prevent any evidence tampering. I’ll need to go in with you tomorrow to remove it.” And likely guard him so he could work without being interrupted. I did not trust the men in that station to allow Weber in without any hassling.

Weber gave me a sharp nod. “We’ll leave immediately after breakfast. I don’t have much time to spend here, only a few days. With the state of things, I’ll need to do my own lab work as well as the examinations, which means more time here. Still, I want to get things done quickly.”

“Then we’ll rise early.” I understood the time constraints. On any given day, Weber had just as much to do as I myself. The examination of both Atwoods would definitely shed some light on matters, and right now we needed answers. “I won’t hold you up any further. Do go in and get some rest.”

“Thank you.”

We followed him in through the main door but split so he could check in at the counter stretching along the right side of the foyer.

Seaton leaned into my side, his tone soft but incredulous. “Did you really put up a ward around their bodies?”

“I truly did.”

“Is the state of the station that awful? I know they bungled the investigation, but do you really think they’d tamper with evidence?”

I cast him a wry look as we headed upstairs. “Seaton, I trust the Deems PD to make the wrong decisions and nothing else.”

“Does that mean we are, in effect, behind enemy lines?”

“I wish I could refute that.” Anger and sadness collided in me, a heady mix that was hard to swallow. “I’m afraid that’s hitting it squarely on the head.”

“Oh. Oh dear.” Seaton looked around as if just now realizing what he had gotten himself into.

My smile at him was all black humor. “Welcome to Deems.”
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I went with Gerring to get the files from the Deems Precinct for two reasons. One, I wanted a one-on-one conversation with him. Two, I didn’t like the idea of any of us going into that station alone to haul out files. A bad atmosphere hung in there. And Gerring was a sweetie. Definitely not as mean as I am.

We went early in the morning, before breakfast was even served, as I hoped to catch the station at its sleepiest. A police station was never unmanned—shifts usually overlapped by an hour or so—but right around seven o’clock in the morning, it tended to be pretty dead. Criminals were not really known to be early risers.

Gerring drove, which was good practice for him, as he didn’t drive very often. Plus, neither of us had the heart to yank Drummond out of bed this early. No one was really up and about much, the streets barely waking to life at this hour, and I let the town pass us by as I focused on him. “So, Gerring. I thought I should tell you, I finally have official approval to mentor you.”

The Svartálfar shot me a blinding smile, teeth white against his black skin. “Do you really?”

“Yeah. I’ve been unofficially mentoring you for months now, so I’m glad that finally got the stamp of approval. I think Gregson was under the impression I couldn’t mentor both you and Penny at once.” I shrugged. That didn’t make sense to me. “You are now my duckling until I release you into the big pond.”

“I’m really happy about that. I want to make detective before the end of the year. Do you think I can?”

“Hmm, maybe? Penny did it in about six months. That seems pretty standard. And you already know more than she did before I officially took her on.”

He just about did a booty dance in his seat. “I’ve still been at home, you know. I’m really anxious to move out and have my own house.”

I blinked at him, startled. “No, I didn’t. I thought beat cops made enough to live on their own?”

“Maybe the ones smart enough to buy a house three years ago. But now? The market’s gone insane. I can’t afford it. But if I make detective, I can.”

Right, the pay raise would be substantial. “Then let’s definitely get you through and promoted before the market loses its mind completely.”

“Sounds like a viable plan.” He gave me another one of those sweet smiles. “Thank you so much. Really. I know you had to advocate several times to make it happen.”

“I did, but you’re worth the investment.” I meant every word. I did not teach closed minds. And Gerring was a sharp cookie underneath that cuteness.

“After I make detective, do you think I can partner up with Penny?”

I blinked at him, taken aback by this question. I knew those two got along, but I hadn’t expected this. “I don’t see why not. Why?”

“I know she’s had some trouble finding a regular partner. The men don’t really seem to know how to respond to her. Much like they didn’t know how to respond to you. For different reasons, though. I think.”

True. “Is that the only reason why?”

“Well, no. It’ll be easier on me too. Because she’s trained to handle a crime scene the way I am, I won’t be butting heads with her about it. Your methods are different than what we learn in the academy.”

Ahhh, good point.

“And,” Gerring added prosaically, “by that point, she’ll be just senior enough to take on a junior partner.”

“You’ve clearly thought this through. I think you should ask her now if she’s willing to wait for you.”

“Sure thing. But do you think she’ll agree?”

“I think she’ll be excited to have you as a partner.” Not to mention relieved. Gerring was as fully trustworthy as Henri.

Gerring parked in an open spot in front of the station, and we both mentally girded our loins for battle. I had a copy of the paperwork, transferring jurisdiction to us, just in case I had to wave that around again.

We stepped through the front doors and, as I hoped, the station was very dead. People were still in the waking-up process. I smelled a lot of coffee circulating the room in various cups. We received more than a few suspicious looks as we walked through, but I ignored all of them. I wanted the file room. Just the file room.

We passed through the bullpen and into the narrow hallway in the back. The stairs down led directly into the morgue, so I had to assume the stairs up led into the offices. We went up. At the top, we found precisely three rooms, all with brass plate labels. File room, evidence locker, interrogation. Just one interrogation room, really?

Man, this place was small.

I let myself into the file room and then stopped short in dismay. It was a tiny, tiny room. File cabinets lined the wall and then there were six standing back-to-back in the very center of the room. You’d have room to walk and pull out drawers, but only just.

Oh, did I mention nothing was labelled?

Gerring stepped inside behind me and asked in bewilderment, “Where’s the labels on the drawers?”

“Excellent question. Next excellent question, where’s the file catalogue? There has to be one.”

Gerring spread out in the other direction, looking about for the tell-tale binder. “Not seeing one.”

“Of course the thing’s MIA. Alright, start opening drawers. Maybe we can figure out this system.” I turned and opened the nearest one. The first divider was neatly labelled: Arson. Okay, not what I was looking for, but a hopeful sign. I closed it and opened the drawer beneath it. Burglary. “Bingo. They’ve got it broken down to types of theft in alphabetical order.”

“That means some of those files are likely too old. But I’ll look for murder.”

I rifled through the burglary files, trying to find the recent ones. It meant pulling each one far enough out to do a quick date check. The first twenty or so were definitely too old, going back decades. I was honestly surprised to see something that old in here. Most stations didn’t keep anything over ten years. Mostly because they didn’t have the storage capacity for it.

Deems really had that little crime, eh? At least until the past couple of years.

A lot of drawers opened and closed before Gerring grunted in satisfaction on the opposite side of the room. “Found it. Heh. Well, this should be quick. There’s maybe thirty files here, and none of them are thick.”

I groaned. Of course they weren’t. “Take them anyway. We might get a miracle and find something handy.”

“I wouldn’t hold my breath on that.”

“Nor would I.”

“Excuse me, what do you think you are doing?” a belligerent voice demanded from the doorway.

I looked up to see a werebeaver in uniform, outrage all over his face, and internally groaned. Same Lawler who had closed the Atwood case? Oh boy, here we go. “I’m pulling files that might tie in with my investigation.”

He shook his head. “No. You don’t have the right to do that.”

“I have jurisdiction, and if these cases tie in with—”

Jabbing a clawed finger at me, he cut me off. “If you want to take the murder case files with you, fine. That does tie in and is part of your bloody jurisdiction. But the burglary files are not covered, and you’ll leave them there.”

I locked eyes with him and tried to buy myself a second. Technically, he was right. The wording on the paperwork I had didn’t cover the burglaries. An oversight, since we hadn’t known about the burglaries before Gregson pitched his case to the commissioner. I could argue a good case with any cop and they’d see my point.

Any cop but this one. My spidey-sense tingled. Something smelled here, and it wasn’t fried chicken.

“Every house in that neighborhood has been burglarized, despite the wards,” Gerring argued. He came around and into view, his hands full of files. “The murderer likely got in via the same method. We need to examine those cases.”

Lawler’s jaw worked. “You saying I ignored that when I worked the case?”

“Didn’t you?” Gerring had balls, I gave him that.

Lawler’s face morphed from angry to enraged. He seriously looked a trigger reflex away from punching someone. “You watch your bleeding mouth.”

I would dearly love to punch this guy in the throat, but this wasn’t the right timing for it. Or the right place. If we started a fight up here, it would be completely blamed on us, and the already sour mood between us and Deems PD would turn volcanic. Sounded like a headache I could skip.

As much as I wanted those burglary files, it didn’t look like I could have them today. I motioned for Gerring to collect the rest of the files, and then I looked Lawler dead in the eye. “Fine. We’ll leave these for the day.” To show him, I closed the drawer with a final snap of metal on metal. “And we’ll take those with us. Move.”

He moved, but he wasn’t a happy camper. I stood between him and Gerring as Gerring slid past me, and I stayed in guard position going down the stairs. Lawler almost burned a hole in my back, that’s how hot his glare was.

I held my breath all the way to the car. Opening the back door, I held it so Gerring could put the files on the back seat. Only then did we look at each other.

“Just what is in those burglary files he doesn’t want us to see?” Gerring demanded.

“You know, that was my first thought. It could be that he’s just mad we’re making him look like an idiot, so he’s trying to get in our way, though.”

Gerring eyed me judiciously. “You don’t actually believe that.”

“Naw, I’m playing devil’s advocate. If he was trying to thwart us, he’d look more smug.” In fact, under that anger, I’d say he looked scared. But that was just my opinion. I really had to figure out how to get my hands on those burglary files. Something fishy was in those. I’d bet my left hand on that.

But for now, we’d achieved our main objective. The side quests could wait a bit. “Let’s go back to the hotel, find breakfast.”

“Sounds good. My one cup of coffee has worn off by now.”

“Yours and mine both.” I slung myself into the passenger seat again. As Gerring started up the car, I debated the wisdom of messaging Gregson. This early, he probably wasn’t in the station yet. But I needed a secondary warrant to get those burglary files, and he was the right person to prod at the police commissioner.

Well, I could wait until after breakfast. Give the man time to at least put pants on and achieve semi-wakefulness. Requests tended to go over better when people were awake.

Gerring drove us back at a sedate twenty miles an hour, and yes, the speed was killing me slowly. He was doing the speed limit, though, so I couldn’t say much. To take my mind off the crawling speed, I asked him, “So, you wanting to move out of your parents’ house. Is it just because you want your own space?”

“I’m not interested in someone, if that’s what you’re suggesting,” Gerring answered with a one-shouldered shrug. “But even if I found someone I liked, I wouldn’t be in a position to court. Not while still living at home. I want to be in a good place so I can make a move.”

“That makes sense to me.”

“Have you thought of—” Gerring cut himself off, eyes on the rearview mirror, his brows drawing together in a frown. “He’s going way too fast.”

I turned to see who he meant. A black car approached us at top speed, probably going a good forty, which impressed me. At first glance, the car could be mistaken for a civilian make, but only the police cars possessed the engine to go that fast. (Yes, the irony of describing 40 mph as fast was not lost on me.)

The car gained on us. Gerring started to hug the right shoulder, giving him room to pass.

The big black sedan zeroed in, aiming right for us.

My heart leapt into my throat as I realized they intended to run us right off the road. But on a city street, there wasn’t anywhere to go, the sides of the road all building fronts and streetlights. If we hit a streetlight in this thing, I wasn’t sure what the damage would be, but it wouldn’t be pretty. The cars in this world didn’t have seat belts. Or airbags. Or anything safe, really, except metal. Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap—

Gerring, inexperienced driver that he was, started to panic. “He’s going to hit us!”

“BRAKE!” I commanded sharply. “Hit the brakes, stop!”

He immediately took his foot off the gas and slammed the brake, bringing the car to a screeching halt. The black sedan swerved, narrowly missing us, although it was by inches. If that. It took off even faster, hightailing it away from us.

Gerring and I sat panting for a second, adrenaline like a flash flood in my body. I looked him over. “Okay?”

“That was beyond scary.” He showed more than a little white around the eyes. “Who was that?”

“Police car, I got that much. Didn’t see the driver.” I suspected Lawler just because we’d had a run-in with him and left him pissed off.

Gerring rallied enough to give himself a full body shake. “Detective. Do you think he’s trying to scare us out of here? Or has his temper gotten the better of him?”

“You think it’s Lawler, too, huh?”

“It would make the most sense to me. He’s the only one we talked to in there.”

“Yeah. Pity we can’t prove it. And to answer your question, I think it’s a healthy mix of both.” My suspicions were definitely raised. Although what Lawler was reacting to, that was the question. Could be he was afraid of the fallout, if we found the actual killer to the Atwoods’ murders. I certainly would be in his shoes.

“Detective, can you drive the rest of the way?” Gerring tried for a rueful smile but it looked more like a grimace. “I’m a little shaken up.”

“Sure. Sure, I can drive.” For his sake, I’d stick to the speed limit, too.
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We put all the files into my room for now. I took a moment to write up a report of what had happened on the road, while it was all fresh in my mind. Honestly, my stomach was too upset to find breakfast tempting. I hoped after I cooled down a little, food would be appetizing again.

There was a knock on my hotel door and I opened it, not expecting to see Sherard on the other side. This was not a man who had come in the wee hours of the morning via train. He was perfectly put together, his dark hair combed back just so, the red coat freshly pressed and dramatic on his frame as usual. He threw both hands open wide, an irrepressible smile on his face.

“Jamie! I’ve come to surprise you.”

I stared at him a beat longer. “Well, you managed that. What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I came to see the kittens.”

“Uh-huh.” I eyed him ruefully, waiting for the real reason. “Pull the other leg, it has bells on.”

“I don’t understand that expression,” he admitted cheerfully, already popping his head over to look over my shoulder.

“Focus on the important things.” I rolled my eyes but let him in. Clearly, he really did want to see the kittens. For that matter, the kittens seemed to want to meet him. They lined up along the footboard, staring at him curiously. Clint, however, lounged on the bed like a king, licking at his paw with great attention.

“They’re tiny!” Sherard exclaimed in surprise. “Has Felix gone miniature?”

“No, they’re just young. They’ll grow to Clint’s size. Sherard, meet Tasha and Phil. Guys, this is Royal Mage Sherard Seaton, one of my best friends. You’ll see him often.”

Sherard remembered enough of meeting Clint that he knew to hold out a hand first, letting them get his scent before petting them. Purrs erupted immediately as his hand passed over their heads, scratching gently behind the ears. But then, Clint had taught him well.

I repeated the question patiently. “So, what are you doing here, again?”

Sherard turned his head to pout at me over his shoulder. “I can’t believe you went on a case without me.”

“Sherard, since when do I take you on every single one of my cases?” I knew he was here for a reason, but I couldn’t seem to get it out of him. Which, conversely, made it all the more suspicious.

“The Atwoods were friends,” he told me, still wounded. “Of course I want to be in on their investigation.”

“Really? They’re friends with you too?”

“Well, I should say their children and I are. I know them better than the parents, but Mr. Atwood helped me with a few charities. He was a very generous man and I thought well of him. I don’t like that he’s been so brutally murdered like this.”

“So, you came to see for yourself what was going on.” Now that made more sense. “Well, I don’t see the harm in you staying here. In fact…” I trailed off, my mind spinning. Maybe his appearance here was godsent. At least for today. “There’s things afoot here.”

His attention sharpened on me. “Such as?”

“I went with Gerring to get some of the files from the station. On the way back, a police car tried to run us off the road.”

He stared at me, aghast, a man waiting on a punchline. “You can’t be serious.”

“Yeah, unfortunately I am. It rattled Gerring rather badly. Rattled me some too, won’t lie. Something is very not right in this town.”

A dark anger swept over his face. “It’s just as well I came, then.” He spotted the report on the desk nearby and waved to it. “You were writing a report on it?”

“Yeah, while it was still fresh. We’ll need to submit for an extension of a warrant, since the one I have is being thwarted. I thought maybe that report might help.”

“I’ll forward it on for you once it’s done.”

“You are the best.” Seriously, he was the best friend ever.

“Oh, it’s my pleasure,” he assured me darkly. “I had dinner with Davenforth last night. Deucedly rotten situation over here. I’m fully prepared to help you both get to the bottom of it.”

“And we’ll need it.” But speaking of Henri…I was incredibly worried about him and wasn’t sure what to do about it. He was set to go to the morgue with Weber, who had finally come in late last night. I’d passed him in the hallway last night, as his room was near mine, and was glad to see him. But his arrival did mean Henri was about to do something heart-wrenching, and I didn’t like it. While I understood the necessity, it didn’t make this easier on him. People had a hard enough time just identifying loved ones. Examining them?

Henri was one of the gentlest souls I knew—incredibly tender-hearted. I couldn’t imagine what this would do to him, and I saw through that stoic expression he’d donned. I absolutely did not want him in that room unless strictly necessary.

How I’d manage that, well, I didn’t know offhand.

“Sherard. About Henri….”

He canted his head at me, still petting the kittens. They were puddles of fur and purrs, nothing else at this point. “What about him?”

“How much did he catch you up on?”

“I think most of it. We saw Weber as he came in, too, and Henri told him a little more. I want to help straighten out the Deems PD. Seems there’s some monkey business afoot there.”

I grimaced in agreement. “Odds are good. But listen, I really don’t want Henri going into the examination today. He’s already a little emotional about this case. How comfortable are you assisting Weber?”

Sherard abruptly straightened and faced me, his expression serious. “Of course I can help there. I think that’s actually the better option, to be frank. I could tell Davenforth was upset about all of this and trying to work through the emotion. I’m not as emotionally close to this case as he is.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief. His timing really was a godsend. “Then please go in with Weber instead. We have enough to investigate today I think I can make the case with Henri for you two to switch.”

“You won’t need to.” Sherard’s expression suggested mischief. “I can pitch it to him that I need to see how the Deems PD handles our intrusion and what their daily operations are like in order to report on it later.”

“Actually, that’s even true,” I mused.

“You see? I know Weber intends to start immediately after breakfast, so let’s go down and head them off.”

“Okay.” I scooped up a furball, Sherard got the other two, and we headed down into the hotel’s dining room.

A very posh sort of place, this hotel. The carpets were plush, the trim having a gilded gold edging, with snowy-white tablecloths and fresh flowers in every vase. I’d feel a little guilty about staying in such a nice hotel, because the fees were surely exorbitant, but all the hotels in this area were apparently like this. Tourist trap. With the police department footing the bill, I wasn’t complaining. Far from it.

Weber sat at the table, already halfway through breakfast. He really did intend to get an early start. Gerring and Penny were just settling in with their own plates, and Henri hadn’t come down yet. I saw an open buffet table to the right and off-loaded Clint at the table, snagging a plate and loading up on what looked to be excellent fare. The smells, at least, were heavenly.

Retreating to the table, I requested hot tea of a passing waiter before settling. Clint rearranged himself to drape across my lap as I tucked in. “Morning, all. Weber, glad you could join us.”

He paused in eating to lift his head up and answer me. “Thank you. Sorry for the delay getting in. My train had a mechanical issue that required me shifting to a different line. It took hours longer than expected.”

“Ouch, that doesn’t sound fun.”

“Oh, it wasn’t,” he assured me dryly. “I met RM Seaton and Davenforth coming in last night and they briefed me a little on the situation. I understand absolutely no examination was done of the bodies?”

“Unfortunately, correct.”

Weber growled in the back of his throat and stabbed his eggs with more force than necessary. “I do detest incompetence. I’ll do my best, but with this much time having passed, some things might be past detection at this point.”

I could tell from Gerring’s face he wasn’t entirely following this, so I tacked on for his sake, “Certain poisons and drugs will fade within twenty-four hours. It’s why a quick examination is so critical. You have to draw the blood and test it before everything dissipates.”

Weber was quick to catch on and explained even further, “Certain magical potions have the same issue. They’re quick to dissolve in liquid, and blood is mostly liquid. Even preservation spells will struggle to keep these things in check.”

Gerring looked as if he were writing mental notes. “Is that why you were so upset their clothing and everything was intact?”

“Because it was obvious nothing had been done to preserve the corpses.” I gave him a nod. “And it was very obvious no blood had been drawn for toxicology.”

“Now I’m uncertain how much I’ll be able to glean from the bodies,” Weber added.

“Well, as to that, I’ve got good news and bad news for you. Good news is, Henri put a stasis spell over both so they’re perfectly preserved. He said that’ll help?”

Weber looked at me cautiously, a man ready for the other shoe to drop. “It certainly will. I’m glad for his quick thinking. What’s the bad news?”

“Coroner used a cleaning spell on the bodies so he could move them without getting his hands dirty,” I answered with a sympathetic smile.

Weber was back to stabbing at his eggs, looking as if he contemplated murder himself. I personally wouldn’t piss off a coroner. They knew how to leave no evidence behind. “I don’t know what they were thinking. Or how they’ll justify it later. There’s really no excuse for it. It’s like they had no intention of doing an autopsy at all!”

Penny cleared her throat. “What Gwyneth Atwood told me was that they wanted all three children to sign off on an autopsy before it would be performed.”

Jaw slack, Weber spluttered out, “This is a murder investigation! You don’t need permission for an autopsy in this case.”

Penny shook her head and corrected him, “They’d ruled it a murder-suicide. The autopsy was a formality to them and nothing more.”

Weber spluttered some more, past words. He was definitely planning out funeral arrangements.

“You see why I asked for you specifically.” Henri approached the table in that stride of his that meant business. He didn’t look like he’d slept well. Dark circles lingered under his eyes. But his curly dark hair was combed perfectly, suit just so. Henri might be sleep deprived, but he wasn’t willing to let another second go by on this case.

Turning in his chair, Weber greeted him with a sour frown. “I do indeed. Now I really wish I had gotten here sooner. I assumed a certain amount of work had been done, something I could build off of. This is appalling, Davenforth, truly appalling.”

“I know. But I’ll assist.”

Sherard cleared his throat. “About that, Davenforth. I wonder if I could assist Weber instead.”

An automatic refusal on Henri’s lips never quite got voiced. He studied Sherard instead, as if trying to read him. “Why?”

“A few reasons. Jamie, tell him.”

I reaaaaally didn’t want to, but forewarned was forearmed and all that. “Gerring and I went to fetch the murder case files from the precinct this morning. On the way back, a police car tried to run us off the road.”

Gasps of outrage circled the table, and Henri went abruptly very, very still. A sure sign he was beyond pissed.

“You say almost, but they actually did,” Gerring grumbled. “Fortunately, the car wasn’t hit, and we’re fine. But it was a very near thing. It missed us by inches.”

Henri met my eyes, and I could tell instincts warred in his mind. The instinct to guard and protect someone near to him clashed with the desire to catch who did that. The second one won out. “Did you see anything that will help us identify who it was?”

“No. Unfortunately. But it came right after we butted heads with Lawler.”

“The officer who bungled the investigation?”

“Him, yeah. You can see why I suspect him.”

“I do indeed.” Henri’s hand landed on my shoulder, squeezing it gently. A silent gesture of comfort and relief that I was fine. His mind didn’t fixate on that, moving ahead. “Seaton. You wish to go to prevent such shenanigans happening to Weber?”

“That’s certainly part of it, but the main one is that I want to see for myself what the station is like. If I can serve as an eyewitness to how poorly they’ve treated this case, all the better.”

The protest cleared from Henri’s expression. “That’s an excellent point. Your word certainly holds more weight than ours.”

Sherard held up a second finger. “Second point. I know the Atwoods socially. You’re childhood friends with Irvine. They can accuse you of tampering with evidence, but they can’t me.”

Making a face, Henri grumbled, “Another sound point. Alright, I agree. Is that okay with you, Weber?”

“Perfectly fine.” Weber picked up his cup and gave Sherard a pointed look. “But I leave in five minutes.”

Sherard took the hint and started eating faster.

Penny glanced between all of us. “So, aside from checking the train station for a purse, what are the rest of us doing today?”

I made a snap decision then and there. “I want the two of you to go in with Sherard and get the records of the burglaries from the past year. He’ll be able to commandeer the files for you.”

Sherard snickered, already amused at the possibility of throwing his weight around. It was a good thing he normally used his powers for good and not for evil.

Gerring stopped eating to eye the cackling royal mage with some alarm. Justified alarm, granted. “Do you really think this is a robbery gone wrong?”

“I give it low odds,” I admitted. “But at this point, we don’t know enough to make any assumptions. We’ll have to explore every avenue, and I already know that house was broken into. That every house on that street has been. Besides, Lawler stopped us from getting the files for a reason. I’d like to know why.”

“I would as well. We have several possibilities ahead of us. Either the murderer has stumbled across the same method as the thieves who are burglarizing the homes,” Henri picked up smoothly, still standing at my side, “or the thieves were responsible for the murder. Even if those two possibilities aren’t correct, we do need to figure this out. The Deems PD is clearly incapable, and the thieves must be stopped before the burglaries escalate any further.”

Penny made a face. “I agree, but it’s going to be a nightmare working in there.”

“I wouldn’t actually suggest it,” I admitted to her. “I say take the files and run. You’re both police officers, so you can take the files out if you need to. In this case, you need to. Bring them back here to the hotel. They’ve given us a small conference room to work out of.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, Penny admitted, “That sounds much better. I’ll do that.”

Henri’s hand rested on my shoulder, bringing my attention around to him. “And what about us, my dear?”

“There’s two things I want to try and run down today. First, where did Mrs. Atwood’s purse get off to? Second, where did the charms come from? Are they something you can locally source, or are they a special-order item?”

He frowned thoughtfully. “I’m not sure. That is a very excellent question. Let’s try and find the answer to it. I would like to go through the many court cases of Mr. Atwood as well.”

“Yeah, me too. But that information hasn’t come in yet.”

“I’ve no doubt Mr. Drummond would have access to some of the files. We might need to take a quick trip up to Jordane to fetch them ourselves.”

Now that was a good thought. “It would certainly be faster. Okay by me.”

Henri grabbed the last clean plate from the table and paused before admitting, “I’m of two minds doing so. I know Irvine, Gwyneth, and Ruthe want to help. This was something we asked of them. I don’t wish to step on their toes if it’s not necessary.”

Erk. I didn’t think of that, but now that he said that… “Yeah. Um, maybe let’s check in with them first. We can hit everything here in town today and give them more time to come up with all the info.”

“I think that’s a better approach. We just can’t give them too much time.” With a sigh, he headed for the buffet and muttered, “We’ve lost too much time on this case as it is.”

Sadly true. I watched him go and hoped eating something would put him in a better mood. It generally did.

A delicate little paw touched my thigh, and I looked down into Phil’s inquisitive face. “What is it, buddy?”

“Henri sad?” Phil asked, all cute and worried.

I wanted to hug the stuffing out of him. It was criminal to be that cute. “Yeah, Henri’s a little sad right now. You give him lots of cuddles, okay? It’ll make him feel better.”

Phil gave me a serious nod and sat still, waiting for Henri’s return. As soon as my partner gained his seat, he found himself with a small lapful of kitten. He didn’t seem to mind it much, a faint smile on his face as he stroked Phil’s back. Phil curled into his thighs and purred at him loudly enough I could have heard it outside the building.

It was too cute for words. Seriously, where was a camera when I needed it?
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Phil chose to ride on my shoulder as I made use of the hotel’s telephone. I wasn’t sure why he was so keen on me. I did like his company, however, and was grateful for it. His presence and content purrs soothed me in a manner that was hard for me to quantify. I thought I now understood how Clint emotionally supported Jamie.

Private telephone booths with glass doors stood right off the main lobby. I slid into one of them and dialed the operator. “Irvine Atwood residence, Jordane.”

“One moment please.”

I waited for the phone to ring. I believed Irvine would be home, as he wouldn’t go into work while grieving. I was proven correct a moment later when the man himself answered.

“This is Atwood, who’s speaking?”

“Irvine, it’s me.”

“Oh, Henri. Thank deities, I was dying for an update but unsure if I should bother you.”

“Wise, as we’re running about a great deal in this investigation. I’ll tell you what I know, but unfortunately, it’s not much at this stage. First, let me ask you a question. The court history your father was involved in, what progress have you made in collecting it?”

“I’ve contacted our family solicitor, and he’s gathering it all up now. I think I can send it down with tomorrow’s train. Is that soon enough?”

I breathed out in relief. “Yes, perfectly. I’ll be on the lookout for it. Alright, there’s a great deal wrong here. I’m glad you called us in. The investigation was so slapdash that we’re struggling to get a good footing. But I want to clarify a few key points. First, the wards around the property were still up and showed no signs of being either breached or forced. I tested them myself to make sure, and they’re operating perfectly.”

Irvine sounded incredulous as he demanded, “What are you suggesting, that my parents knew their killer?”

“Hmm,” I responded noncommittally. “The bypassing of the ward is strange to me. Especially as all the neighbors have similar wards up and are still being burglarized.”

“Oh. Oh, yes, I’d forgotten that for a moment.”

“I’m delving more into that, I promise you. I have a suspicion of how it was managed. Right now, my colleague Dr. Weber is going in to perform the medical autopsy. He’s being assisted by RM Seaton.”

I could hear Irvine’s puzzlement. “I’m sorry, did you say RM Seaton? Sherard Seaton?”

“The same. He took the news of your parents passing with much upset. He’s here as a witness to the Deems PD incompetence and to assist in any way he can.”

Irvine was clearly touched and sounded on the point of tears. “Well. It seems that one really understands who one’s friends are in dire straits. I’ll thank him personally.”

I wished I could tell him more but, frankly, all I had left were questions. “Irvine, there is a matter here I need clarified. Do you know—”

The door clattered open, and I turned to see Jamie poke her head into the small room. “Did you ask him?”

“Forgive me, Irvine, a moment.” I put the speaker down away from my face. “Records are being gathered by the solicitor and will be on tomorrow’s train. I was just getting to the purse.”

Jamie slid in, and it was quite a squeeze, her shoulders overlapping on top of mine. She managed to get the door shut again, jostling Phil a bit on my other shoulder. I brought him down to rest in the crook of my arm, a safer place for him at the moment. Jamie took the phone’s receiver and placed it between our ears so we could both hear and speak to Irvine at once.

“Hi, Irvine, I’m butting in,” she told him with her usual frankness.

“Yes, of course. There was a question?”

“Yeah, something we’re trying to track down. Your mother’s purse was missing in the personal effects. Miss Erin said she had it with her for the trip, but I can’t locate it.”

His voice sounded a bit more distant now that the receiver wasn’t pressed to my own ear. “She always carried a purse. Especially on a trip down to the house, she would have had a novel on her to help pass the time.”

“Okay, that’s what people have said as well. I’ll keep looking for it.”

I found Jamie’s proximity to be a bit heady for my senses, for some reason. The closeness of her face to mine left me flushed and shifting, although I strove not to let it show. Really, you’d think I’d never been in close confines with her before.

“Irvine, we’ll update you as we go, but for now, sit tight. We’re still gathering information over here. Bye for now.”

“Thank you, Detective.”

Jamie gave me a nod and extracted herself from the room again.

I took the first full breath I had in minutes and lifted the receiver back to my ear. “I second what my partner said. Detective work is never quick, but we’ll figure this out, Irvine.”

“Our entire family is thankful just to have you on the job. We don’t expect an immediate answer. But do tell me when you think we can bury our parents. I’m not sure how to plan a funeral at the moment.”

Yes, of course, how stupid of me. “I’ll check in with Weber and get back to you. I hesitate to tell you a time frame at the moment.”

“Thank you. I’ll let you get back to it.”

“Keep your chin up.” I rang off and sighed. That conversation had gone better than I expected, at least.

I extracted myself from the phone room—truly, why was it so narrow in there?—and rejoined Jamie in the lobby. She stood next to the round table in the center of the room, making quick notes in the ever-present leather notebook. Clint sat at her feet much like a guard dog on watch.

“Henri, I assume a made-for-her purse would be rather expensive, correct?” she asked, still writing something down.

“I would assume so. Mrs. Atwood had very fine taste. Nothing she wore was inexpensive.” I realized where this was going and hummed in thought. “You think the purse possibly stolen?”

“Fancy purse off an elderly, rich lady?” Jamie shot me a sardonic look. “Odds are good. Either from the train, while she was passing through the station, or at home after the murder. Possibly being fenced at the thieves market. Those are our options as I see it. I will bet you even money we don’t find that purse today.”

I frowned in objection. “Surely the murderer wouldn’t be stupid enough to cart the purse away. It would directly connect them to the crime.”

“You expect criminals to be clever?” Jamie arched a brow at me in amused challenge.

I splayed open a hand. “You have me there. We do see far too much stupidity in our careers. I still think it unwise, too foolish for anyone to do, however.”

“So, you’ll take the bet?”

“That would be even more unwise,” I countered dryly. “After working with you for so long, I know better than to bet against you.”

“No one bets against me anymore.” Jamie mock-pouted, her bottom lip stuck out in an exaggerated manner. Her head turned and she spied through the front windows of the hotel the same car I’d just noticed. “Oh, Drummond’s here. Let’s go find things.”

As we walked for the car, I noticed we were short a cat. “Where is Tasha?”

“She went with Penny and Gerring. She said she’d guard them and hiss at anybody who tried to interfere.” Jamie snorted amusement. “I think I named her too well. Hello, Mr. Drummond, thanks for the lift.”

Drummond looked even older than yesterday, as if he’d aged overnight. He had not slept well, much like I hadn’t. That was apparent. But he greeted Jamie with a smile and held the front door open for her. “My pleasure, Detective. Where to?”

“Train station, please,” she requested as she slid in. “We’ve got a missing purse to locate.”

The trip to the station was quick, filled with small talk and nothing of importance. Drummond parked and waited outside while we went in and spoke to the station clerk at the window.

Jamie flipped a badge open for his perusal before giving him the smile that disarmed all men upright and breathing. “Hello. Detective Jamie Edwards. I wonder if I can look at your lost and found?”

Baby fat still clung to the clerk’s cheeks, and he looked a bit dazed under that smile. It took him a second to register her request, and then he flushed and stammered, “Uh, yes, miss. I mean, Detective. If you’ll come around to the side door, I’ll let you in. Not much in there, though.”

“Thank you ever so much.”

The station here was small, not meant for much traffic. It was a simple matter to go around to the narrow hallway marked Employees Only. There were only two doors, one that led into the clerk’s ticket office and another that led into the station master’s office. The clerk beat us to the door and had it open for us by the time Jamie reached it.

The room beyond was a little cluttered, but mostly organized with a single table in the middle that served as both work space and break area. The clerk led us to the very back corner, where a cheap box sat neglected. Both Clint and Phil surrounded the box in a thrice, sticking their noses into the contents.

“Not much in there, as I said,” the clerk said with a wave toward it. “Did you lose something, Detective?”

“Hmm, more the case I’m working on has something missing. My victim came through here shortly before her death and I wondered if it somehow ended up here.”

I peeked over and helped lift a baby’s jacket, a shoe—just the one, and wouldn’t someone notice a missing shoe?—and other paraphernalia. No purses of any sort.

Clint backed out of the box and informed his master, “No sniffy.”

“So, it wasn’t ever in there, eh? Okay, good to know. Thanks, Clint.” Jamie gave the clerk another disarming smile. “Thanks for your help.”

The clerk was back to stammering something. We exited gracefully, heading back outside.

“Well, we knew that was something of a long shot,” I stated as I carried Phil back out.

“Yeah,” Jamie agreed, mouth quirked in an unhappy manner. “I still want to know where it went. Well, anyway, let’s hope we have better luck with the charms.”

I opened the door for her, as her hands were occupied with Clint, and we returned to the car. I had no idea where to start, so as I regained the backseat, I asked, “Mr. Drummond, where would someone buy occupational charms?”

He twisted in the leather seat, brows drawn together. “Occupational charms, sir?”

“Like an artist’s set of charms, or binding charms—those used for storage and transportation. That type.”

“Ah, I see. That clue you’re trying to follow, eh? There’s three stores I know of, sir. The closest is on Main.”

“Then there first, please.”

Drummond pulled out and drove us to the store in question. “I take it the purse wasn’t to be found?”

“No, sadly,” Jamie answered calmly. “But that might mean it will make for an interesting clue. And I like interesting clues.”

I gave her a sardonic twitch of the brow. “I’d prefer clues that connect to other clues and make logical sense.”

Her grin back at me was sassy and mischievous. “Who says this one doesn’t? We just don’t know enough to put it in the right context.”

I did hate it sometimes when she made sense.

Drummond saved us by parking in front of the store. We stepped out, Felixes of course in tow because heaven forbid they be left out of anything. It was a quaint little store on the surface, sandwiched between two other stores with not an inch to spare on either side. A small chime announced us as we pushed through the wooden door and I caught a hint of magic from the charm’s use. Clever, to subtly market a doorbell charm.

The store went further back than it first appeared, a straight shot through with another loft level accessed by stairs. The charms were displayed in a very orderly fashion on the shelves, and I was impressed with how tidy and clean the place was. No chance of accidentally overlapping the wrong charms here.

Jamie strode straight past the front displays and to the counter on the far left, where a clerk stood waiting on patrons. The woman gave Jamie a professional smile.

“How can I help you?”

Jamie flashed her badge and introduced both of us with a wave. “I’m Detective Edwards, this is Dr. Davenforth. We’re trying to track down the origin of some charms. Do you sell…what was it precisely, Henri?”

“A quick-set charm and a binding charm, something to restrain cargo,” I supplied. The cleaning charm could have come from anywhere. I wasn’t interested in inquiring about it.

“Oh, we have a wide selection of those.” The clerk came around the counter, her steps quick and light, her heels sharp on the wooden floor as she crossed to the far wall. “Here’s our quick-set charms. We range from something light, such as what an artist would use to seal in charcoal to paper, to something much more heavy-duty. Stone mortar construction, for instance.”

I pulled out a wand and ran a quick diagnostic on the different charms, seeing which one matched the reading I had recorded at the crime scene. I wasn’t surprised when the artist charms, the ones meant for a light hold, were too weak in comparison. But I was a trifle surprised when the reading that showed as an exact match was the heaviest of the lot, the one for stone mortar. I’d known it to be heavy, yes, but this much? That charm could create the base of a bridge with ease.

Jamie pointed to the same one my wand was levelled at, her eyebrows climbing in surprise. “That one? Seriously? It was a construction charm used?”

“Interesting, is it not?” I wasn’t sure what to make of it. It could be that the charm was something at hand, something easily accessible. It could be that our murderer had no familiarity with the charms in question and so went with the safer bet of overkill.

“I’ll say.” Jamie picked up the charm. “Let’s take one with us. And the binding charms?”

“Oh, those are over here.” The clerk led us around to the other side of the shelves and pointed to yet another long row.

I once again ran a diagnostic and came up with an interesting match. “The charm in this case is used for heavy lifting, such as crane operation?”

“To hold a load in place on a pallet, yes,” the clerk informed me, no longer smiling. By her expression I could tell she was avidly curious about why two detectives were asking her such strange questions. “It’s specifically made for that, but I do understand people sometimes use it to adhere things upright, such as scaffolding, as an added safety measure.”

“Fascinating,” I murmured. The design was ingenious, allowing the charm to be highly versatile.

Jamie went straight to the heart of the matter. “And how common is this charm?”

“I believe two of my competitors also carry it. Although we have the better price.” The clerk gestured wildly to indicate the town as a whole. “We’ve had something of a construction boom here recently, starting last year, and these charms sell very well. I always keep a healthy stock of them.”

“So, they’re relatively common.” Jamie sighed. “Just once, I want a super rare charm for a clue.”

I chuckled at her, amused by the resignation already in her expression. “We can’t always have super rare clues, Jamie.”

“Bite your tongue. We totally can.” Shaking it off, she gave a smile to the clerk. “I want one of those too, if you don’t mind. Thanks. And can you give me a list of who all bought them in the past month or so?”

She went to the counter to pay for the charms and I trailed after her, thinking. Jamie’s complaint to the contrary, this clue might be helpful if we could slot it into the overall picture. The question I had to find an answer to was simply thus: were the charms a deliberate choice or something readily at hand?
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We all convened at the hotel, in our borrowed conference room, to check in with each other. McSparrin and Gerring had been following up on the alibis for the staff members. Jamie and I had visited all three charm shops and conferred with the owners, amassing a list of some fifteen companies that had all bought construction charms in the past month. It may or may not be a lead at this point. We’d have to see.

Jamie had her notebook out and ready to jot things down as she sat across the table from the other two. “And how did it go?”

“RM Seaton can certainly be scary when he’s of the mind to. They didn’t dare not hand them over.”

“Pity,” Seaton allowed with a theatrical sigh of disappointment. “I was so looking forward to turning them all into frogs.”

“You said as much, too,” McSparrin drawled with a smile. “I think that, more than anything, is what convinced them. So, we have the files now but haven’t had much chance to go through them. We chose to follow up on the staff alibis before digging in. All the staff had strong alibis,” McSparrin reported factually. “The gardener wasn’t even in town. I think we’re chasing the wrong tails on that one.”

“I had a feeling,” Jamie admitted. “They were all pretty distraught, and none of them had issue with the Atwoods. Okay. Did you get badges from them all? And house keys?”

“Yes, here.” Gerring pulled them out of a pocket and put them on the table.

“Good, helps keep the crime scene secure. Alright, well, we hit up three charm stores. Turns out the quick-set charm is something used rather often in construction. Helps with mortar and footings and things. I made the mistake of making a noise of interest at the second store and got to hear allll about it.”

I tried not to smile. The store owner really had been overly enthusiastic, straining Jamie’s patience severely. “The upside is that we have a list of people who have purchased this charm in the past month.”

Pointing to himself, Gerring looked between the two of us. “I take it you want us to tackle that next?”

“If you don’t mind. Just ask them where they were the night of the murder, see if anyone leaps out at you. We’ll follow up if anything sparks. Right now, we just don’t have many leads to pursue.”

“And the list might not be accurate or helpful.” I felt it only fair to warn them that. “Commercial grade charms can store for years, if handled with care. The murderer could well have used this because they already had it at hand. Or they purchased it on purpose. We simply don’t know at this point.”

“Fair enough.” McSparrin held out a hand and Jamie passed the list promptly to her. “We’ll tackle this next, then.”

Jamie also passed over the charms she purchased from the first store. “To save confusion, show them these charms when you’re asking.”

“Helpful,” McSparrin noted, tucking them in with the list. “Thank you. And what will the two of you be doing?”

Jamie growled in vexation. “Trying to drum up a lead.”
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Seaton and I gathered in his room, far from the others. Because he had joined us later, his room wasn’t in the same hallway as the rest of ours. It worked out well in this case, as we didn’t want Jamie or the Felixes anywhere within hearing for this experiment.

Especially as I gave it even odds it would not work out as we intended.

I commandeered the desk in order to lay out our notes, double-checking both spells and calculations. Belladonna’s notes were haphazard at best, and Burtchell’s research only half-finished. We’d had the worst time putting it all together, and I didn’t think reviewing it one more time would hurt anything. As I went over the spells, Seaton busied himself with the physical preparations, as of course we’d need something to anchor all the spells to.

Seaton opened a case on top of the bed, a wooden box that he proceeded to unfold like a puzzle box, opening the mouth of it wider and wider. I heard the flip and flop, the release of catches, for a few seconds before the sounds actually penetrated and I identified them. Then I turned sharply in my chair, hand braced along the back of it, staring at his case with considerable alarm. “Seaton! For magic’s sake, man, did you really stick a scrying mirror into a portable dimensional space?!”

He flapped a hand at me as if I were overexaggerating matters. “It’s fine, I warded it.”

“I don’t care if you warded it!” I rolled my eyes. “For all of your genius, you do take the stupidest risks.”

“It’s fine, I tell you. I do this all the time.”

I stared at him some more with blatant disapproval. I was not amused by his cavalier attitude. The very idea of a magical object made for transference magic being mixed in with transdimensional magic was absolutely absurd. It was a wonder he hadn’t either destroyed his connection to his portable case—losing access to everything inside—or cracked his scrying mirror.

In any case, it wasn’t my mirror or my portable case. He could bear the expense of replacing both when this stupidity caught up with him. For the time being, the mirror seemed sound enough. I made a mental note to bring my own, however, when we did this for Jamie.

Seaton set the mirror on top of the bureau, the most stable place to put it in this room. It made the mirror more or less the right height, which was all we needed for this. I didn’t anticipate we’d leave the connection open for more than five minutes at most. Just enough to verify that it worked, it would remain stable, and that we’d gotten the right place.

I pulled out my wand, Seaton pulled out his, and we looked at each other. For all of our planning, we hadn’t communicated who would do what. It would take more than one spell to make this happen.

“I’ll handle the connection,” Seaton offered. It was the more demanding of the spells, as it meant scrying out to a far-off point in space and then doing a seeking spell to find the exact spot he wanted—in this case, the Edwards’ residence. He also was the one in possession of a vial of Jamie’s blood, so it only made sense for him to do that part of the spellwork.

“I’ll handle the receiving and transmitting spells, then.” The easier of the two, but not easy in any sense. Not over that kind of distance. It was partially why we needed another magician with us, someone of a royal mage’s caliber. This was insanely draining magic we were discussing.

Seaton gave me a nod, readied himself, and aimed the wand at the mirror. What tumbled from his lips was a ridiculously long designation of precise points in space, the numbers a reflection of what Belladonna had jotted down.

The mirror lit up subtly, a faint glow around the edges as it stopped reflecting the room. Colors of greens, browns, white, and brighter pops all swirled in the center before it abruptly changed to nothing but white sparks and deep, inky blacks.

Space.

I had never before seen such a close-up view of the celestial plane, and I watched in fascination as Seaton directed the scrying mirror past the atmosphere of our own planet and outward. Stars seemed to zoom by, as did multiple planets, there and gone again before I could get a proper view of them. I’d seen exhibits, naturally, of observations of planets, moons, and stars before. They paled in comparison to this.

Seaton’s spell homed in on a large, round planet with a great deal of blue and white, the landmasses a mix of brown and green. Earth, I presumed. Not that I was in the habit of viewing any planet from orbit, as we hardly had the means for that yet. But Seaton was the one using the connecting spell to Jamie’s home planet, so this must be Earth.

I still found it curious, after all this time, the idea of life on other planets. It had taken months for me to wrap my head around the concept of Jamie being an alien. Sometimes I toyed with the idea of her world being a parallel universe to mine, but in truth there were far too many differences between our worlds to make that theory feasible. We were similar, yes, but not kin.

The scrying didn’t slow down so I could properly view it, but continued at the same speed. With the planet in range, Seaton reoriented the spell again. He slipped the vial of Jamie’s blood from a pocket, removing the cork stopper with a flick of his thumb.

“Seek for Dirk and Amaya Edwards’ residence. Blood to blood with Jamie Edwards. Let blood call to blood.”

The planet abruptly disappeared as we zoomed into it, heading for a larger continent and further in. I saw nothing but glimpses of buildings, farmlands, whole areas of forests, and cities. Nothing I could focus on and examine, sadly. Just the glimpses were fascinating.

“Mirror, mirror, mirror,” Seaton muttered under his breath. “I detect multiple mirrors I could connect to. I think I have the right house.”

The house gave the impression of a well-to-do family, with white brick and a small but perfectly landscaped lawn. His use of a blood-oriented spell combined with a name was the best method of finding her parents’ home. Assuming we didn’t accidentally go to some other relative of hers with a similar name. It was a possibility. Hence this test.

“Ahhh,” Seaton intoned in satisfaction. “I have one, I think. It’s nice and large, should be perfect. I’ll connect to it.”

The image abruptly stabilized and focused on a wall painted mint green. A single picture hung just in view of the mirror, showing the edge of a frame and hint of a seascape. The confines of the room looked rather narrow, in fact, and an alarm sounded distantly in the back of my head. It could very well be that architecture on Earth was different—I assumed it was—but…this looked remarkably like a bathroom. That was hardly the right room to connect to. All things considered.

“Davenforth,” Seaton urged.

Oh, right. I drew the sigils for both receiving and transmitting spells with my wand, the tip of it sparkling white as I wrote in glowing lines. When each sigil was complete, the mirror absorbed it and the view altered subtly. I studied it carefully, looking for any fluctuations, but it held steady. Fortunately. I felt the drain against my magical power already.

We truly did have to have Felix’s help on this when we did it later. I wouldn’t be able to maintain this but for another few minutes.

“Davenforth,” Seaton said slowly, his eyes straying to the right of the mirror as if focusing on something just out of view. “Does it look like early morning to you?”

“Well, yes, now that you say that. Why do you—oh no.” It hit me that if it was truly early morning, odds were people were still at home.

We did not want people at home for this.

Seaton and I shared a look of mutual panic, but we had no chance to concoct a plan. A woman strolled into view, her body encased in a fuzzy, purple bathrobe, her dark hair a mess and lying over one shoulder. One look and I recognized her. Not only from the portrait that hung in Jamie’s apartment, but from her appearance. Jamie had her eyes, her dark hair, and the same tawny skin tone.

She glanced toward the mirror and then leapt backwards, hands splaying against the wall and eyes wide. I shared her panic. Great deities, I’d no intention of seeing my Jamie’s mother in a state of dishabille!

She yelled something—a name—but I didn’t understand fully what she said. I belatedly remembered Jamie’s built-in translation spell. She didn’t naturally speak my language. Of course I couldn’t understand this woman without a translation spell active on the mirror. The panicked part of me wanted to end the connection immediately and save us both the embarrassment of this situation.

“Should we cut it off quickly?” Seaton asked, tone unsure.

Absolutely, yes. As soon as I thought that, practicality kicked in. “No, wait. This way we can organize a time of when they’re available. We won’t be guessing when we try to connect Jamie to them.”

“That’s a good point. Although how we’ll explain this, I don’t know.” Frowning, he lifted his wand again and applied a translation spell to the glass. There was a bit of heat to his cheeks, as he clearly also found the situation uncomfortable.

I squirmed, wincing as he applied the spell. Great dark magic, really, we could have planned this out better. Look at the situation now.

“—two men in the mirror!” Amaya Edwards was yelling to someone in a different room.

A man’s voice, still rough with sleep: “Woman, are you still asleep?”

“I am not, get in here!” She went back to staring at us with alarm.

“My sincere apologies,” I started, and watched her jump once again. “We did not intend to alarm anyone. I’m Henri Davenforth, this is Sherard Seaton. We’re very dear friends with your daughter, Jamie.”

Amaya switched from terrified to nearly clinging to the mirror, her hands pressed against the glass, eyes confused but hungry. “You know my Jamie? Where is she?”

“On an entirely different world.” Seaton grimaced, and I could tell the drain of maintaining the spell was slowly affecting him, too.

The man entered the room, pulling a robe over himself as he did so. I could see Jamie pulled strongly from her mother’s looks, but she had her father’s height and athletic build. Dirk Edwards looked bleary around the edges, dark stubble on his face, but his eyes focused sharply on us.

“On a different world?” Dirk demanded. “What does that mean? How did she get there? And how are you doing this?”

“A selection of magical spells. A very evil witch cast a spell she shouldn’t have and pulled Jamie through.” I put a hand against the bureau to brace myself. We were losing time, and quickly, too.

Amaya shook her head slowly from side to side. “I’m not sure I believe this.”

That was a fair reaction, I suppose. If a strange man appeared in my mirror and talked of my missing daughter, I’d certainly like proof. “Ask me anything about her and I’ll answer.”

“Favorite color?”

“To wear or to collect? Because she wears a great deal of blue, but all her possessions seem to have green in them.”

A spark of hope lit her eyes, but it was weighed down by caution. “Favorite hobby?”

“Reading. Although she’s not able to do that well here—not yet. She’s still learning the language. But she loves to cook, to sing, and she is quite possibly the worst adrenaline addict known to man. And she’s utterly unrepentant about chocolate.”

“Our little girl has a sweet tooth,” Dirk agreed, and tears shone in his eyes. “My god, you really do know her.”

“Very well, yes.”

“Then why didn’t you send her back?” Dirk pressed in closer, staring at us as if he could divine answers from our expressions alone. It was eerily similar to how Jamie looked at suspects during an interrogation.

“We would have loved to,” Seaton answered on a long sigh. “But her body was changed in such a manner that it’s impossible to do so. And frankly, it’s taken us this long just to figure out where Earth is in relation to our own planet.”

“This call was meant to be a test, to see if we could reach the right location. Nothing more,” I tacked on. “We’re woefully unprepared to speak to you for that reason. Seaton and I don’t have enough power in between us to maintain this for more than a few minutes. But we want to connect you properly to your daughter at a later date so you can talk.”

“We can’t speak to her now?” Amaya demanded.

Seaton shook his head. “Would if I could, dear lady. But by the time we fetched her, we’d be out of magical power. It’s better to coordinate now a good time for all of us. You’ll have an hour and a half to speak with her, then.”

Dirk switched immediately to logistics. “Then tell me a good day. I’ll make sure we’re right here, waiting.”

I looked to Seaton, unsure. “Nine days from now? Is that reasonable?”

“We still need to get Felix in on this,” Seaton returned, frowning in thought. “And he’s neck-deep with work at the moment. Let’s say ten days. Ten days from now, I’ll connect again to this very mirror.”

I looked at a mother’s face, frantic for news about her missing child, and chose to maintain the connection a minute longer. “She’s alright, I promise you. She’s working as a detective over here and is my partner. She’s constantly cooking strange and delicious foods for us and introducing machines we’ve never heard of. She’s thriving here, you don’t need to worry about her. She just misses you all, too, and we want to give you the chance to speak.”

Amaya had tears in her eyes as she nodded. “Thank you for that. We’ll be right here in ten days.”

“Until then.” Seaton cut the connection with a sigh. “Well. That didn’t go as planned.”

“Truly.” Although in a way it was preferable, as this way we were sure the connection made it to the right place. I’d fully anticipated having to jump mirrors at least three times, viewing the outside world, and trying to piece together what I saw with what had been described to me.

With a grimace, I headed back to the chair and heavily sank into it. That had drained me rather more than I’d anticipated. And to think, Belladonna had done something even more demanding than this and pulled an entire person through. Not just an image and sound. If she hadn’t been so mad, she would have been an incredible magician. Perhaps a legend.

Seaton went to the side bar without a word and brought me a small plate with a pastry and a cup of strong tea. I took it with a slightly embarrassed smile of thanks before promptly biting into the pastry. In situations like this, our differences in magical power became acutely obvious. I appreciated that he didn’t do anything to pour salt into that particular wound.

He returned back to the sideboard to pour himself a cup of tea as well. “When you contact Felix—”

“Now wait a minute, why am I contacting him and not you?” I objected.

“—make sure to relay that he has no choice about the designated meeting time, alright?” Seaton neatly ignored me. “He’s terrible about trying to reschedule at the last minute.”

“I would like to observe that you are the one who is colleagues with him, not I.”

“That’s entirely why you should make the request.” Seaton took a sip of his tea, expression demure.

I eyed him suspiciously. Just how bad were the relations between these two men, anyway?
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“JAMIE!”

As a cop, you learn how to wake up in a split second. I think I broke a new speed record when I heard my name. I was out of the bed and halfway across the room before my eyes had even properly opened. Still in a loose sleep shirt and shorts, I had my gun in hand—now when did that get there?—and hair probably resembling Hagrid’s as I charged into Henri’s hotel room.

“—nice that you caught it, but I don’t want to see it,” Henri was explaining in earnest as I burst in. He perched on the dresser like a monkey, nightshirt askew, with the most plaintive expression I’d ever seen on a human being’s face. When he saw me, he lit up in relief. “Oh good. Maybe you can get through to him and—for deities’ sakes, Phil! Don’t release it in here!”

That’s when my attention fell to the bed. Phil sat on the covers with a half-dead mouse squirming in his mouth, his ears flat against his head in a crestfallen manner. He rolled his eyes at me sadly, like a child denied something.

Ooooh boy. I think I got the gist of the situation. “Phil, my darling, did you catch a mouse to show Henri?”

Phil gave a forlorn nod of the head, sending the mouse squeaking in protest.

“That’s very exceptional hunting on your part,” I praised. You had to praise cats first, let them know they’d done a good job. Otherwise, they repeated things you really didn’t want them to repeat. “But you know, Henri doesn’t like mice. They scare him.”

Henri spluttered (still on the dresser, mind you), “They don’t scare me!”

I ignored that whopper of a lie and explained as gently as I knew how to the still sad kitten, “So he’s very happy that you hunt mice. Just maybe tell him about it instead of showing him, okay?”

Phil let out an unhappy little growl in the back of his throat. At his size, it sounded too adorable to be taken seriously.

Clint deigned to grace us with his presence at this point and hopped up on the bed. He rubbed his head along Phil’s in a brotherly gesture before taking the mouse out of Phil’s mouth. Then he gave a jerk of the chin, a silent ‘c’mere kid’ and hopped back down, sauntering out the door. Phil followed, tail tucked in between his legs a little. Awww. Poor baby.

Only when they were gone did Henri climb off the dresser. I gave him a hand down, as it was rather tall. I was impressed he’d managed to scale it to begin with. “You could have just reasoned with him instead of yelling for me, y’know.”

Henri glared at me. “He put it in my mouth.”

I blinked back at him. “The mouse. He put the mouse in your mouth?”

Henri’s glare upped to volcanic fury. “Quite.”

A laugh escaped me before I could bite it back. The picture was all too clear in my head of a proud Phil, wanting to show off his conquest. Of Henri, dead asleep and probably snoring a little. Phil losing his patience when Henri didn’t wake and putting the mouse into that handy opening. Of Henri waking up to a half-dead mouse in his mouth and freaking right out.

What I wouldn’t give to have been a fly on the wall.

“Jamie,” he sighed, still very upset and growing more irritated by the second. “This is not amusing.”

“I beg to differ. It’s hysterical.”

Ignoring me, he snatched for his wand, performing several cleaning spells on his mouth.

I tried to mitigate this a little. “You do realize that for Phil, having a mouse in his mouth is routine? Their mouth is how they carry things.”

“I realize. And I realize he’s very young and obviously hasn’t properly put it together yet that humans operate under different parameters. Do explain this properly to him, won’t you?” Henri rubbed at his forehead. “I have no faith I can manage it.”

“I’ll try,” I promised. I had absolutely no faith I’d get through, as Clint still did weird things from time to time with me, but I’d try. Maybe by the time I’d stopped laughing about it, I could make a go of it. Next week, maybe.
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Scribe Day—otherwise known as Friday for us Earthlings—dawned warm and fair. The unseasonable snow was long gone and not a trace of it in sight. I was thankful for it, too, as I didn’t want to tramp outside in the snow, market or no market. I still wore a light jacket, but I didn’t miss the scarf or gloves.

Once again, Drummond drove us, and we all unloaded at the fairground entrance. I panned my head, taking in the area with some surprise. The place was much larger than I’d anticipated. It looked something like a cross between a farmers’ market and a flea market, with fresh vegetables for sale right next to someone offering used furniture.

Penny drew up next to me and made the same sweep of the eyes. “That’s bigger than I expected.”

“Girl, same.” I cocked my head and tried to think of an approach. “Should we split up? I think we’ll be here all day otherwise.”

Gerring stood on my other side and made the same evaluation. He’d shed police uniform for casual dress, and I didn’t blame him. He was here to work a case, not be accessible to the general public. I didn’t want him pulled into something when he was supposed to be focusing on something else. He pointed to the far right and offered, “Why don’t McSparrin and I take the right, you and Dr. Davenforth take the left?”

“And we’ll comb through, meet in the middle?” I nodded, okay with this game plan. “Fine by me.” I eyed Penny suspiciously. “You’re going to eat all the things, aren’t you?”

Penny put a hand to her chest in mock-surprise and hurt. “Me?”

“Ha, yeah, that’s what I figured. Well, take a Felix with you. We can use them as messengers if something happens. Tasha, Clint, Phil, who wants to go with them?”

Tasha immediately leapt onto Gerring’s shoulder as if he were her noble steed she would ride into battle. Gerring didn’t even blink, which said something, right there.

Phil perched on Henri’s shoulder in much the same fashion. I tried telling Henri multiple times that a Felix will always land on its feet. Even if Phil lost his balance (which odds were slim on that), he’d be just fine. Henri stayed anxious anyway about Phil’s balance and moved very, very carefully. It’s funny how a grown man could get whipped by something less than a pound in weight.

Speaking of being whipped…I looked down at the furball in my arms. “Clint, you could walk, y’know?”

He twisted his head up to blink at me, his golden eyes expressly saying, Now why would I do that?

“You are utterly spoiled,” I said with a sigh. “I blame me. Alright, let’s get this show on the road.”

We walked in, me scanning the left of the aisle, Henri the right. I didn’t see anything that leapt out at me, most of it nothing of high value. Lots of used clothing, some tents with tools on display, a few with original artwork. Some of it was kind of pretty, actually. I might come back for that seascape; it was eye-catching.

A hand reached out and caught mine. I glanced down, recognizing it instantly, then looked up. “Yes, Henri?”

“Don’t want to lose track of you,” he told me with a soft smile, a little shy. He turned back to looking for stolen objects.

It wasn’t that crowded in here…you know what? If that’s how he wanted to play it, fine by me. I swallowed a smile and returned the hold, our fingers overlapping with each other. It was nice, that contact. I hadn’t held hands with someone in…I drew a blank. Wow, that long, huh.

But holding hands while strolling along with a handsome man was definitely no hardship. I wanted to tease him so much, though. It took willpower to restrain myself.

His hand pulled me to a halt. I stopped immediately, turning to see what he had spotted. Henri’s eyes narrowed against the morning sun as he stared very hard into one of the tents displaying art.

I leaned in to whisper, “Something wrong?”

“Either that is one of the most excellent reproductions I’ve ever seen,” he said slowly, eyes narrowing further, “or that is the original. And I know who owns the original.”

“Oh-ho, the plot thickens.” I put my head closer to his, trying to figure out which along that line of propped-up paintings he stared at. “Which?”

“The lady in the white gown.”

Ah, that one. It was a pretty picture, very upper crust. The woman in question was half-turned toward the viewer, a laugh on her face, blonde hair trailing over one shoulder in a waterfall of curls. The dress was poofy with multiple layers, just the hint of a pastel print of flowers in the folds. It looked like something commissioned for family, not something you’d see out in a gallery.

Or an Open Market.

“How do you want to play this?”

“Oh, I’m definitely taking a closer look.” Henri didn’t let go of me as he entered the tent, his free hand already pulling out a wand from his inside jacket pocket.

The tent’s owner stood at our entrance and gave us a smile. “Hello, folks, how are you today?”

“Oh, we’re fine,” I answered, keeping his attention on me and buying Henri a second. “We’re just out browsing, really, seeing if we spot anything interesting. Busy morning so far?”

“Can’t say it has been. But then, that’s usually the case first day of market. Most people are at work at this time. It doesn’t pick up until afternoon.”

“Sure, sure, that makes sense.”

Henri lowered his wand and growled in the back of his throat. Tilting his head toward me, he murmured, “Original.”

Of course it was. Sighing, I dropped his hand so I could pull out my badge. The shopkeeper’s face fell when he saw it. “Sorry, it looks like you bought stolen goods.”

The shopkeeper cursed soundly. “I knew it was too good of a deal. But it was such excellent quality, I couldn’t pass it up.”

Henri pulled out his wallet. “I, in fact, know who this belongs to. Why don’t we do this? Give me a written account of everything you remember about who sold this to you. I’ll reimburse you for what you paid for the painting.”

The shopkeeper eyed the wallet, already calculating which would benefit him more. In the end, he took the sensible approach. “Sounds good to me, Detective. Here, I’ll wrap it up for you, too, so you can safely carry it back out.”

“That’s kind of you. How much?”

I let Henri handle that part even as I considered what to do with the painting. I didn’t want to cart that thing around. Maybe going back to the car and letting Drummond babysit it would be better. Yeah, let’s do that.

The shopkeeper had paper at hand, which he used to write a quick witness statement. Henri and I both signed and dated it, preserving it as part of the chain of evidence. With the painting wrapped, we headed back to the car. I looked at it, tucked under Henri’s arm, and scratched my head. “So…who does that belong to?”

“The Cromwells,” he answered, making a face down at the painting. “The woman in the picture is Elise Cromwell, a dear friend of my sister’s.”

“Ahh, that’s why you recognized her so instantly.”

“And I knew it was a private commission. It was odd to see it there. I tested it just to be sure before I threw accusations about. I’ll contact them tonight and make arrangements to return it.”

“Are they in Deems?”

“Part of the year, at least. I’m not sure if they are at the moment.”

I hummed, taking that in. “So…did the painting come from their house in Deems?”

His dark eyes cut to me. “Is that what you’re getting to? Yes, I remember it being down here. But it’s been years since I’ve seen them in person. I could be mistaken.”

“Something to ask, either way.”

“I’ll make sure to do so.”

Drummond had been standing and chatting with someone, but on seeing our approach, he broke off and approached. “Did you find something already?”

“Stolen painting,” Henri reported as he lugged it to the back of the car’s boot. “But not out of the Atwoods’ house. The Cromwells’.”

“That’s distressing, sir.” Drummond stared at the wrapped painting with an expression mixed with resignation and a dull anger, as if he’d seen this play out too many times. “I hadn’t heard they were robbed.”

“We’ll look into it,” I promised, trying to console him. “The man that—ungh.” I looked down at the kitten who had just landed on my arm like I was some sort of jungle gym she was intent on climbing, her little claws sticking into my jacket. “Tasha, what gives?!”

“Follow,” my little black kitten ordered curtly. Then she leapt off and started running back into the thieves’ market.

Swearing, I took off after her, letting Clint find his own feet. I heard Henri scrambling to follow but I left him rather quickly in the dust. He’d catch up eventually. Phil’s nose would lead him if nothing else.

Tasha led me straight to the second aisle of the market and halfway down. I heard them before I saw them, a man’s voice at full range, hitting every possible note in the musical scale as he screeched, “I ain’t done that! You can’t pin that on me!”

Well, well, well. Penny and Gerring had caught a live one, it seems.

I took in the situation as I slowed to a walk. Gerring had cuffs on a man about his size, and had a good hold of his arm. The man was young, maybe early twenties, a wereweasel with a button-cute nose and whiskers that kept wiggling in outrage. I never liked to play into the stereotypes, but seeing a wereweasel in trouble was so cliché it amused me. Really? This was a thief?

Penny spied me in relief and moved to meet me partway. She closed in quickly, reporting in a low tone as she moved. “We spotted two different pieces of silverware with the Atwood family crest on them. The vendor informed us they were on commission. When we asked by whom, he pointed out this guy.”

“Got it. So, he’s the thief, possibly murderer?”

“That’s the fun thing,” she told me, shooting the wereweasel in question a speaking look. “We barely got a question out before he started screaming about not having murdered anyone.”

“You know, Penny, I find that fascinating.”

“Don’t you? I found it fascinating myself. I believe him, oddly enough, but he definitely saw something. I’d like to know what.”

“Yup. Let’s see if we can calm him down enough to get some reasonable answers out. For now, let’s get him out of here.” I waved Gerring over.

Gerring took that as his cue and started dragging the man out of the market. I pulled the badge out and waved it around so the onlookers didn’t get the wrong idea. “Move along, folks. Just a thief.”

People gave the badge a look and then shrugged, returning to their shopping. I followed at Gerring’s heels, ready to lend a hand if he needed it, but he was a pretty strong dude. The thief wasn’t even able to budge him.

“You did such a good job, Tasha,” Penny crooned to the kitten. “You were so fast in bringing her back. Oh, did you need tummy rubs for that?”

I glanced back to find the kitten a puddle of purrs and fur, stretched out in the crook of Penny’s arm.

You know, the problem with having two kittens and lots of friends was that the kittens got all the attention. All. And they could make the rounds between people to ensure the attention never waned. At least I had two of them instead of just one. A single kitten would have been spoiled beyond redemption.

Not that I had much hope for these two to begin with.

Shaking my head, I turned my mind back to business. Under normal circumstances, I’d haul our thief straight back to the station and do an interrogation there. But this was as far from normal circumstances as it could possibly get. I’m not even sure I trusted the Deems PD to hold this guy, honestly. As informal as it would look, I considered holding an interrogation for him out here in the parking lot.

Man, that sounded so wrong.

Henri caught up with us partway, gasping for breath and so red in the face I was afraid he’d keel over. I caught him up around the waist and towed him with me, reading him in as we walked to the car. He listened and didn’t ask a single question. Didn’t have the breath for it.

Phil reached over and patted my cheek. “Jamie, Jamie. Sniffy.”

I darted a glance at him. “What sniffy?”

“Person sniffy. Man at the door.”

It took a second for the words to make sense, then my head snapped toward him. “You sure?”

Henri found the breath to ask, “You only got a whiff of him while he passed us, are you certain?”

Phil nodded seriously. “Him.”

Well now. Wasn’t that interesting. “Thanks, Phil. I’ll follow up on that for sure.”

Henri mostly had his wind back by the time he reached the car. I let go of him at that point, planting my feet and getting comfortable, as this might take a while. “Right,” I told the group. “Let’s get some answers. Gerring, if you’ll park him right here, thank you.”

Gerring put the wereweasel’s back to the side of the car and stayed planted right at his side. We all stood in a half-circle around him, making sure there was no avenue for escape. The thief looked longingly for the open field beyond us, no doubt thinking of a way to run for it.

I snapped my fingers in front of his nose. “Pay attention here, please. I’m Detective Edwards. You are?”

He glared at me half-heartedly with round, dark eyes. “Hartley.”

“Hartley, you’ve been caught with stolen goods out of a crime scene. That doesn’t look good for you.”

“I didn’t murder them,” he protested in a whine.

“Let’s say I believe you.” I actually rather did. When a guilty man tried to evade, he either did so by pretending complete innocence, or he had a very good story he tried to sell you on. Whining like a five-year-old was not the usual tactic. “Tell me what happened. Don’t leave a detail out.”

He sighed, as if he didn’t actually think this would help him. But he opened his mouth and grudgingly answered, “I went in for the job. Heard the place was empty, figured it’d be easy. I came in through the side door, the one near the pool. Barely got it open when I saw a policeman backing in through the door, and he’s got something heavy he’s dragging, a big man. Pretty obvious the man was dead, as he was flopping about without a sound. Well, I couldn’t just stand there and watch, could I?”

I stared at him hard. A policeman? “You’re sure it was a policeman?”

“Had the uniform on, the dark blue. No hat, but the rest of it was on. Can’t mistake it for anything else. Don’t ask me who it was, can’t tell you that. Only saw the back of him.”

“Height? Hair color? Race?” Gerring’s tone suggested he had asked these very questions many, many times before.

Hartley shrugged in ignorance again. “He was bent in half, almost, I couldn’t see his head from that angle. Or anything much but his backside. I only got a glimpse, I tell you. Didn’t see much but the uniform, and the uniform was enough to tell me to get out of there, and fast.”

I shared a speaking look with Henri. Assuming the thief wasn’t just spinning us a story, this was very interesting information. And it might explain a lot about how shoddy the investigation was. “Okay, so you decide you’re not sticking around. Then what?”

“Went back the way I came in, around the front of the house.” Hartley gave a shrug, as if there was nothing else to it.

Penny gave him a flat, unamused look. “If you never properly entered the house, how did you get your hands on Atwood silverware?”

“I might have nicked it.” Hartley’s shoulders hunched defensively, and he actively averted his eyes now. The ground had suddenly become fascinating. “There was a truck, see, in the driveway. It had all sorts of things being piled into it, and there was a box of silverware sticking out on the tailgate. I maybe snagged a few things to make it worth my time. It was right there, what was I supposed to do? Ignore it?”

“If you had ignored it,” Gerring observed dryly, “you wouldn’t be here now, the suspect of a murder case.”

Hartley’s head whipped back up. “But I told you what happened!”

“Witnesses lie to us all the time, Hartley,” I answered with false sympathy. “We’re not going to automatically believe you. Now, second question: How did you get past the ward?”

Hartley abruptly clammed up.

Clint hopped up, first onto the roof of the car, then slowly made his way around and down onto Hartley’s shoulder. His nose worked a mile a minute, whiskers twitching. Hartley eyed him like he was a viper ready to strike. “What is that? Get it off me!”

Ignoring him, Clint kept working his way around, claws digging in as he went vertical on Hartley’s chest, his nose toward the ground.

“Sniffy?” I asked him, sure my crazy cat was doing something. You just never knew with him.

“Sniffy,” he said, and then his nose dove into the wereweasel’s vest. “Here. Pocket.”

I lifted Clint back off, letting him sit on my shoulder as Gerring unbuttoned the vest and pulled it open. Hartley was back to being crestfallen as Gerring pulled free a fireman’s badge.

“Ha!” Henri crowed victoriously. “I knew it had to be one or the other. Where did you get this, Hartley?”

“Found it,” Hartley muttered, mulish now.

To me, it mattered less how he found it. At least we had an answer of how he had breached the wards on so many properties. “Gerring, Penny, can you haul him back to the station and get him processed? I want to finish combing through this place with Henri, see if anything else will pop up. We’ve still got a missing purse to locate, might as well see if it ended up here.”

“Of course,” Gerring assured me. “Mr. Drummond, could we bother you for a ride?”

“It will be my pleasure,” Drummond assured him darkly, glaring holes hot enough at the thief it was a wonder Hartley didn’t immediately burst into flames.

They loaded in, and Henri and I retreated back to the thieves’ market with three cats either walking alongside or riding a shoulder. I liked holding hands with Henri earlier, so I slid my hand back into his as we returned and got a smile from him.

“What did you think of his story?” Henri asked.

“I think I believe him. There’s no proof he didn’t go inside the house, since the cleaning charm could have erased his scent, but his story makes sense.”

“And seeing a murder in progress would certainly stop a thief and force a retreat.” Henri’s brows pulled together. “But did he actually see a policeman? Or someone pretending to be a policeman in case they were spotted near the house?”

“That is an excellent question. But if it was a policeman, it would explain partially why the investigation was conducted so poorly. Someone might be covering their tracks.”

“I can’t say the idea hadn’t occurred to me. But why murder them? What would a policeman stand to gain from this?”

I shook my head. Something else I didn’t have an answer for. “Aren’t witnesses supposed to clear things up?”

“We seem to be repeatedly exchanging one set of questions for another,” Henri agreed with a sigh that spoke of pure exasperation. “I do wish we’d hit a breakthrough.”

I wrinkled my nose in aggravation. “Sooner rather than later. Well, let’s go see what else is hot in here.”
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By the time we returned to the hotel, my partner was in high spirits. Jamie had enjoyed herself immensely and it showed in the high color in her cheeks and the bounce in her stride. I myself felt footsore and in dire need of a meal that didn’t contain either sugar or grease, but I was also satisfied with today’s results. We’d gained a clue and found many stolen items in the process. A fine turnout indeed, although the purse was still missing.

I spied both Weber and Seaton in the dining room, tucking into a fine meal with gusto. I changed my destination from my room to their table, pausing a waiter on the way to place an order for myself. Seaton saw me first and waved, gesturing for me to join him. I did so, moving Phil from my shoulder to my lap as I moved.

Yes, my feline companion was still with me.

“How did it go today?” Seaton asked before taking a sip from his glass. “I saw McSparrin and Gerring bring someone in, but I didn’t have a chance to ask what that was about.”

“A thief,” I answered as I poured myself a glass of water from the ceramic pitcher at the table. “Gerring and McSparrin caught him red-handed at the market selling some of the Atwoods’ silverware. Not our murderer, though, but I think a witness. The man who approached via the pool door but never entered the house.”

Seaton’s eyes lit up in understanding. “Ah, him. You believe him?”

“I do, I think. Phil said he was the smell we noticed at the door.”

“Was,” Phil maintained.

I gave him a pet, as I knew he was quite proud of finding the owner of the scent. He purred under my hand. “Weber, what results do you have?”

Weber dabbed at his lips with a napkin before speaking. “Some interesting results, actually. I’m quite glad Seaton was with me today. He helped speed the process along. Magic is deucedly handy in cases like this. Should I tell you now or wait for Edwards?”

“I’m sure she’ll have questions. She acquired a painting at the market and went to put it in her room. She’ll be down shortly.” Although I was anxious to hear what Weber had found, I made myself wait.

Fortunately, Jamie joined us quickly, shuffling two cats into a chair nearby, which was the smarter move. I doubted I could budge Phil off my thighs at this point. He looked far too pleased with his perch.

“Did you start without me?” Jamie asked as she settled in the chair next to mine.

“Only in regard to the meal,” Seaton assured her. “Weber, if you’ll do the honors?”

Weber took a sip from his glass before speaking, turning to face both of us. “First of all, this was definitely premeditated. Both the Atwoods were drugged with Axphorilil. It’s medically used for patients with terrible muscle cramps, usually caused by fits, but the wrong dosage can cause grievous side effects. Frankly, if you don’t need it, the drug relaxes your body to the point that it arrests all voluntary movement.”

“Like a date-rape drug,” Jamie murmured under her breath. “And in this case, was it given to make the Atwoods compliant?”

“That would be my guess. This form is gaseous, so inhaling a strong scent of it would do the trick. I found strong traces of it around their nose and mouth, so I think they were ambushed from behind and dosed with a saturated handkerchief.” Weber grimaced, a moue of distaste pulling at his mouth. “Can you imagine, being cowardly enough to ambush two people in their seventies? Leaves a bad taste in my mouth.”

“And mine,” Seaton agreed, making a similar expression.

My mind supplied a likely scenario and I didn’t want to imagine it, but I could, too easily. They would have been entirely too easy to drug, their reflexes not spry enough to help them evade their attacker.

Weber continued. “In Mr. Atwood’s case, I’m not entirely sure of cause of death, to be honest with you. I think it was a combination of the drug and physical force. He died from asphyxiation, which isn’t something this drug is known for. I believe he was face down after it was administered, and with the weight against his lungs, he lost all ability to breathe. He died rather easily. Mrs. Atwood seemed to have fought off the effects of the drug better, but she wasn’t in any position to put up a fight with her attacker. Her death was completely by strangulation.”

It pained me to hear this. That someone hated two people—who had only ever been loving and kind to me—so much that they could look them in the face and kill them…. Strangulation wasn’t a quick method, not like they made it seem in the novels. It took at least eight minutes of consistent pressure to strangle someone to death. Anything less than dedicated pressure would simply knock someone unconscious and leave them with a bruised throat.

“Premeditated, then.” Jamie tapped a finger against the table, thinking hard. “And the binding charm used?”

“To hold them in position against the chairs,” Seaton supplied smoothly, returning to his meal. Although his expression remained angry, as if he burned cold on some internal level. “Interesting thing to note, however: there were traces of chaffing around their ankles and wrists.”

“I think they were physically bound first,” Weber seconded with a nod. “Why, I’m not sure. But I don’t think the charms were something first thought of. The Atwoods were drugged, physically bound, and then it was as if the murderer changed the game plan. I don’t see why you’d use physical restraints when you had a binding charm of any sort on hand.”

“It does seem odd, doesn’t it?” I remarked slowly, working this out in my mind. “Almost counterintuitive.”

“Precisely.” Shrugging, Weber summed up, “The only other thing I can tell you is that they were both dead about fourteen hours before they were discovered. My guesstimate is sometime around 7 o’clock the previous evening was when they were murdered.”

“That helps with the timeline.” Jamie gave him a nod of thanks. “Weber, you seriously earned your pay. I know it was a bear to get out here, so thank you.”

“As much of a trial as it was to come, I’m heartily glad I did. I’ll work on a report of the Deems PD while riding back to Kingston.” Weber’s mouth curled up in a grin so evil that it reminded me of my loving partner when she was contemplating mischief. “I just have so much to say about their general attitude and work ethic.”

“Oh, we’re all writing reports on this place,” Seaton assured him with the same evil smile. “I’ll make sure they’re all filed and read by the correct people, too.”

Reminded of an earlier request, I inquired of Weber, “If you’re done with the examinations, can we release the bodies to the family? The Atwoods aren’t sure how to plan a funeral at this point.”

“Oh, yes, I’m done. There’s not anything more to learn from them, really. I can submit a form to that effect tonight, so the bodies should be available tomorrow. Actually, Davenforth, if I fill out the form, can you submit it for me? It’ll save me another trip in.”

“Of course, I’d be glad to.” And I meant that. Burying their parents properly would help with the grieving process.

My dinner finally arrived, as did Jamie’s. Since Seaton and Weber were done with their meals, they went off on their own pursuits. Jamie and I ate quietly without much spoken between us. It was one of the aspects of her I enjoyed, that she could let silence be when the mood called for it. After such a busy, hectic day, I wanted a slice of peace.

She finished before I did and turned in her chair, regarding me in that manner she had, as if she could see right through the front of my skull and read every thought. Then she smiled, a gentle and affectionate expression, and offered, “Why don’t I call the Atwoods and tell them their parents’ bodies will be released tomorrow?”

I breathed out a small sigh of relief. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

“Well, I know how you introverts feel about phone calls.” Her eyes crinkled up in a silent laugh before she bussed me on the forehead, gathered up Felixes, and left.

I couldn’t very well argue the point. I did rather loathe phone calls. We truly needed to get these texting pads to the point they became commonplace items in every household. That way we could write messages to each other and skip this talking business. Of course, that meant finding the time to improve the product, and time was never something I had in abundance.

And there was one phone call I needed to place this evening that Jamie couldn’t do for me. Sighing in resignation, I made my way out of the dining room and into the lobby to the phone rooms. Slipping into one of the booths, I picked up the receiver and dialed for an operator. “Cromwell residence, Deems.”

“Please hold,” a light tenor voice answered crisply.

I’d try there first, then Kingston if they didn’t answer. The phone rang three times before someone answered in a gravelly tone, “This is the Cromwell residence.”

“Hello, this is Henri Davenforth. I wonder if I may speak with either Julia or Graem Cromwell?”

“Of course, please hold.”

I waited semi-impatiently for someone to come to the phone. It was picked up again a few minutes later, a breathless female voice I knew well from my childhood days. “Henri Davenforth, how are you! I swear it’s been a tree’s age since I’ve last seen you.”

“Hello, Mrs. Cromwell. I’m well, thank you. And it has been a while since I’ve seen you and your family. Work has kept me quite busy.”

“Yes, your mother said you were now working as a detective instead of a magical examiner?”

“I’m doing both, in fact. My partner and I focus more on the magically-related crimes. At least, usually. In fact, I’m calling about a business matter. I’m in Deems working a case, and in the process, I stumbled across something of yours.”

She gasped. “Elise’s painting! You found it, didn’t you?”

“I did. It’s safely in my possession. I assume you want it back?”

“You clever man, I do adore you. We’ve been worried about how to get it back. Wherever did you find it?”

“The Open Market.”

“Ohh, that irritates me.” She did sound quite vexed. “We’ve checked there the past month and it wasn’t to be found. The one weekend I don’t go, of course it shows up. Well, Henri, I think I owe you dinner, at the very least, for rescuing something of mine. You said you’re in Deems working a case?”

“Yes, we’re here to investigate the Atwood murders.”

“I heard of that. Perfectly dreadful, not to mention frightening. It happened right down the street from us. Well, we’re hosting a dinner party tomorrow night. If you’re still here, do come—you and your partner. I’m quite curious to meet her.”

Did I truly want to go to a dinner party? With such close friends of the family, I didn’t see a good way to duck the invitation. “Yes, of course. Six o’clock?”

“That will be fine. Ohh, I’m so excited! I’d given up hope of getting that painting back. Thank you so much, Henri. I’ll see you and your partner tomorrow.”

“I’ll see you then.” I hung up, resigned to being social. What was that phrase of Jamie’s? Something about good deeds and punishment.

Well, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. At the very least, doing a good turn would hopefully bring me luck in return. And heavens knew I needed all I could get.

I stepped out of the phone room and spied Jamie coming out of the adjacent room. She stopped halfway and turned to me, head canted in question. “I take it they’re happy about the painting?”

Of course she’d heard something with her keen hearing and these thin walls. “Yes, quite so. We’re invited to dinner tomorrow night as thanks.”

“We being…you and I?”

“Yes. Mrs. Cromwell wants to meet you too.”

“Ahhh. Well, that’s fine. I did bring a dress, just in case.”

Something I hadn’t considered, but now that she brought it up, that was good planning. “And Irvine?”

“I couldn’t reach him, but I spoke with Ruthe. She’s very excited we found a witness and thankful they can plan a funeral properly now.” She sighed, looking tired. “I really hope we can figure this out, Henri. For their sakes.”

I took her hand and squeezed it. “So do I, my dear. So do I.”
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My dearest Jamie –

I hope this letter doesn’t come as a surprise to you. Try as I might, I cannot seem to find the right timing in confessing my feelings for you. I thought, perhaps, a letter

In the past several months, I have felt my heart change. When we speak, even with the most of innocent of touches Deities, that makes me sound a pervert.

I wish to reach out to you, most ardently. I feel that much between us is not said. And that what is meant, but not said, great magic I’m not even making sense anymore.

What I feel for you has no mind or logic, but intensity that sometimes clenches my heart inside of my chest. At moments, I can barely breathe from the feeling.

I am –out of ideas and words and why is this is so bloody difficult?
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Somehow, we always ended up around a table with boxes and boxes of files in front of us. I normally mourned not having a computer or my beloved Excel spreadsheets on those days, but today wasn’t the usual. This was more reading intensive than list-checking, which meant a different sort of headache.

Not for the first time, I wished the murder case files had been something of a lead for us. Linking up MOs was a hobby of mine. But every case they’d pulled was, at best, about three pages long. There was such little information to go off of that absolutely no part of it was usable. Our own case now was a prime example. If you looked at just the report, you’d not think there was anything unique about it.

The murder files were a lost cause. Hopefully this wasn’t a serial killer—the town would surely be talking about it if it was. But that left us with legal cases.

Someone shoot me. Put me out of my misery. Please? I might be conversational in Velars at this point. But I was not conversational in Velars legalese. And I thought Earth’s version of law-speak was bad. This bordered on insane with a pinch of anal-retentive for spice.

We each had a file, except for Weber, of course. He was already on the train back to Kingston and probably writing a very pointed, sharply-worded report on the way. I’d be doing the same on the way back, I had no doubt. My cats had all found a sunny spot in front of the window, which we had open to let fresh air into the room. They were sprawled out like the furballs they were, bellies up and looking entirely too comfortable. I didn’t begrudge them the break. They were fueled from light, after all, and topping off the fuel tank was a good idea for them. Besides, they’d been working hard this whole time.

Fine, I might be a bit jealous they got naps and I didn’t.

Sighing, I returned my attention to the court record in my hand. We’d been at this most of the morning now, and we were probably halfway through all the court records sent to us. No wonder the solicitor had taken a few days. It was a lot to go through. And to think, this was only from the past five years. Everyone kept saying the Atwoods were generous, loving people. I believed them, but wow, were they sue-happy.

Penny stood and crossed to the blackboard the hotel had very helpfully acquired and rolled in for us. She added yet a sixth name onto the list with a date and then a succinct reason—breach of contract, imported car damaged in shipping.

I stared at those words and felt my brain tilt a little. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but usually when something is damaged in shipping, doesn’t the company just replace it? Or fix it?”

Penny turned and gave me a shrug. “You’re right. In this case, the argument was that the car was custom made just for the Atwoods. If another was made, it wouldn’t be as unique, since there would be two of them. And parts for it would be impossible to find, so fixing it wasn’t feasible. They argued that the packaging methods for shipping it were insufficient and that’s what led to the damages. Funny part is, they still kept the car. Took it to a different manufacturer, who fabricated parts to fix it.”

“So, he got a car for free. Basically.” I rolled my eyes. “Wow, that seems to be a common theme. First his country house, now his car. What else?”

“How about his wife’s purse?” Gerring lifted the thick file in his hand and waved it in illustration.

“Get out, are you serious?” I eyed the thick file and felt my brain cramp a little more. How do you get that much paperwork over a purse?

Gerring’s expression said he was just as flabbergasted as I was. “Believe it or not, yes. They hired a company to make a completely unique purse for Mrs. Atwood. It was supposed to be an exact size, something she could put a novel in plus her cosmetics or whatever women like to carry in their purses.”

“That would be everything,” Penny informed him dryly.

“Well, in this case they didn’t get the size right. It was a bit too short, and she couldn’t put a book in there and close the clasp. Plus, when they investigated, the company had actually taken the base design of another purse and used it to make hers, so it wasn’t completely unique, either. They went back and forth for months on this but in the end, the Atwoods won. The judge awarded both damages and the purse, so it was a significant financial blow to the company.”

I waved him toward the board. “Hard to imagine a double homicide over a purse, but add it on. People can be petty, and if it cost them that much money, it might have pushed someone over the edge. Wait, is there a description or picture of that purse?”

“There is.” Fishing it out of the file, he handed it over to me.

I took one look and snorted in dark amusement. “Of course it is. Henri, it’s the missing purse.”

Henri stopped reading and leaned in, his shoulder touching mine so he could get a look. “Black embossed with a gold clasp. Certainly matches the description, doesn’t it?”

“That it does. So, she sued over it, but still used it.” Wooow. I didn’t want to say anything aloud, as these people had been friends to both Sherard and Henri, but really? Suing someone because you weren’t happy with it and then using it anyway? That was tantamount to theft, in my book. They must have had an exceptional lawyer to get by with these shenanigans.

“That actually looks like a better motive, knowing that.” Seaton looked up from his own file with a grimace. “Depending on how much that lawsuit cost the company, it might have sent them out of business. And I could see how someone would be outraged she still used the purse, perhaps killed her to take it back.”

As crazy as that had sounded initially, I could see it too. “Let’s definitely talk to them, get some alibis.”

Gerring popped up to write names on the board.

I wrote mine next—a case of custom-made china that didn’t pass muster for some reason—and then reached for the next file. This one was thicker than all the rest, but I was trying to skim and just get the gist from the first page.

The first page got my undivided attention pretty quickly. “Huh. This is interesting.”

Henri leaned back in to read over my shoulder. What cologne was he wearing? He smelled like warm spices. It was nice but distracting.

“It’s the Deems property lawsuit,” Henri said aloud, eyes skimming over the page much faster than I could. “Apparently, after the initial lawsuit some eight years ago, the contractor appealed the decision. Or tried to. The original judge who sat in on the case didn’t rule in his favor. The appeal ends with the contractor having to pay all legal and court fees.”

“Ouch. That couldn’t have been cheap.” The Atwoods’ solicitor was a high roller and very expensive. His fees alone could bankrupt most people.

“No, indeed it wasn’t. There’s a note here attached to the file that says the contractor agreed to pay in installments, as he couldn’t afford to pay for everything at once.” Henri frowned, disturbed by this.

I think he saw now what I did, that there was something not right about this behavior. Everyone had told me how sweet and loving these people were, made them out to be paragons of virtue. And they probably were, to the people they liked. But they’d been far from perfect, too. They’d clearly had a vice, and that vice may have come back to haunt them. These two hadn’t done themselves any favors. I had mixed emotions about all this.

Fortunately, it wasn’t my place to judge. Just to find the guilty party.

I stood and added the contractor’s name to the board. That pile of boxes looked somehow doubled what it had before. Was it lunch time yet? Food and a twenty-minute nap with my furballs sounded very appealing just then.

Sherard sat back with a stretch, his arms over his head as he worked his torso and head back and forth. “Working up a possible suspect list is all well and good, but do any of these people have the ability to thwart the wards around the estate?”

“Probably not,” I allowed as I looked over the names again. These were all businesspeople, manufacturers, or tradesmen. Not magicians. “But as we’ve already proven, the Deems PD is pretty corrupt. I can see how someone could ‘borrow’ a policeman or fireman’s badge and waltz through the wards with no one the wiser.”

Head wagging back and forth, Sherard indicated he didn’t think I was wrong, but he didn’t openly agree, either. “And what of the thief’s statement that he saw someone in a policeman’s uniform at the murder scene?”

“I give that fifty-fifty odds of being truth,” I admitted.

Penny balanced the two options on her hands. “On one hand, there’s a policeman using his badge and uniform to enter empty houses and steal out of them. If caught, he can always claim he stopped a burglary in process and was retrieving the stolen items dropped as the thief ran away. On the other hand, we have a clever individual dressing like a policeman in order to avoid suspicion. He’s perhaps found a uniform with the badge on it and has stolen it for his own purposes.”

“On yet a third hand,” Gerring pitched in over the top of his folder, “there’s the possibility the thief was throwing a red herring at us. That he didn’t see who it was, only the bodies, but he made up someone so we wouldn’t keep pressing for an answer he didn’t have.”

Jamie was proud of her duckling just then. Gerring was becoming more and more shrewd about psychology. She summed it up for Sherard. “Until we have proof otherwise, we’re going to take the sighting of a policeman at the murder scene with a grain of salt. I don’t want to bark up the wrong tree.”

“Bark up the wrong tree?” he repeated blankly.

“I don’t want to make an error in judgement,” I rephrased. Ahh, idioms. How I curse thee.

“Oh, yes. I see.” Pointing to the board once more, Sherard asked, “I assume you want to interview these people?”

“You assume correctly.”

“How? Not everyone is here in Deems. Auden’s Automobiles is out past Brixton, I believe. So is Kimana’s.”

I frowned at the list of names. That was a good point. Logistically, it would mean a great deal of traveling around.

“Can we split up?” Penny suggested. “Say, Gerring and I can take the ones out of town? We planned on escorting the bodies up to Jordane, anyway. We can just keep going, spend a few days doing that.”

“While we tackle the ones local to Deems?” I nodded, not seeing a flaw with this plan. Penny was well seasoned enough to handle the interviews, and Gerring could back her up if things went south. And it wasn’t like I could leave in the morning, as I had a dinner party with Henri this evening. I turned, checking with Henri how he felt about this.

He was already looking at me, judging my response to the idea. He apparently read how I felt about it, as he gave me a nod before telling Penny, “I think that’s a splendid notion, McSparrin. Let’s go with it. Shall we break for lunch now? I, for one, could use some sustenance.”

A mutual groan of agreement rose from all parties, and people abandoned files without a backwards glance. I went to the window to check on kitties. “Clint?”

My feline slanted open one eye at me. It was a classic who-disturbs-my-slumber sort of look.

“You okay here?”

He flicked his ear at his annoying human and went right back to snoozing.

Right. Well, clearly, I wasn’t needed.
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After lunch, I headed into the Deems PD. Not that I wanted to, but I didn’t have the necessary forms to demand an interview. People were picky about that sort of thing. It wasn’t quite a warrant, but a demand for witness. I hadn’t thought to pack any forms, as I hadn’t expected the need for them. It felt about as pleasant as bathing a sore tooth in rubbing alcohol, but to the station I went.

If the tension the first time I had been in this station was bad, it didn’t compare to now. I kept waiting for someone to stab a knife in my back. Seriously, this was insane. I kept glancing over my shoulder, ready to duck and cover. I’d nipped out to grab the forms, letting everyone else wade through the files, but right now that seemed like a poor life decision. I really wanted Henri at my back just then.

No one moved from where they sat at their desks, but they glared at me as I walked past, as if willing me to drop dead on the spot. I didn’t ask anyone a single question. Heading straight for the wall with all the cubbyholes for forms, I found the one I needed and grabbed several before hightailing it out of the bullpen. After I checked on my thief, I was so blowing this popsicle stand.

The jail section was not technically in the same building but adjacent to it, joined by a short, covered walkway. An officer was required to let me into the other section. Unfortunately.

I expected a fight on my hands to get in there, but leaving someone in their care sat uneasy with me. I frankly didn’t trust this bunch, not one iota. It wasn’t going to be pleasant, but I had to check on Hartley.

But the uniform at the door didn’t argue, or glare, or make me fight to get in. He wore something of a smirk as he opened the door for me without a word. I eyed him suspiciously even as I walked in. Did he intend to trap me in here?

I wouldn’t put it past him. But I went anyway. I had a texting pad and could call for help, if it came to that. I sidled past, watching him the whole time, not relaxing even when he left the door open behind me. Seriously, what was his game here?

There were only four jail cells, no solid walls between them. I could see through the bars easily enough. Aside from a drunk sleeping it off on the cell bed nearest me, there was no one else to be seen.

Holy mother of—oh no, they didn’t. Whirling around, I marched right back out and got in the uniform’s face. He wasn’t pretty to look at, too bulldog with a bulbous nose and bad skin. His looks dropped another fifty percent when he gave me a nasty smile.

“Where’s my thief?” I demanded.

“Can’t hold a suspect without probable cause.” He paused and looked me up and down with a leer that curled his lip up. “Detective.”

“Really? I catch the man red-handed at the market selling stolen property from a freaking crime scene and that isn’t enough probable cause for you?” Disgusted, I didn’t wait for an answer. I just couldn’t. Even a second more, and I’d punch his nose in. With my strength, that wasn’t an exaggeration.

Spinning on a heel, I stalked back through the main building, swearing with every word I knew and a few I’d heard Sherard mutter. They’d done this just to mess with me, I knew it. They’d let a thief get off scot-free because they had their own agenda, and their own agenda was more important than the safety of the city they were supposedly sworn to protect.

I didn’t pause until I was back in the car, slamming the door shut before I sat there, hands clenched on my knees. I was boiling mad, so much so I could almost feel the steam coming out of my ears.

Drummond eyed me in alarm. “What’s wrong, Detective?”

“They let the thief go free.”

He spluttered incredulously, eyes so wide they were in danger of falling right out of his head. “They what?!”

“Oh, you heard me correctly.” I yanked my pad free of a pocket and scribbled out a message to Henri furiously, my handwriting suffering for it and becoming barely legible. Thief was released.

It took a minute, then Henri’s usually elegant scrawl came back looking like he’d stabbed the pad in the process of writing. They did WHAT?!

Said there wasn’t enough probable cause. He’s in the wind now.

Henri did something he rarely ever did. He initiated a voice call. “Jamie, dear, breathe.”

“Oh, I’m breathing,” I answered flatly. “I’m also completely pissed. Our one possible witness, gone. You know Hartley didn’t stay in Deems. He’s boogied by now.”

“I have no doubt of that. And I’m just as upset. But what worries me more is…”

I groaned, already anticipating what he was going to say. “We can’t trust them to hold anyone for us.”

“Yes, I’m afraid that was exactly what I was going to say. Especially if it turns out the murderer was of this community, they won’t hold them. We have no ready resource to hold a suspect.”

“Oh, this just gets better and better.” I slumped in the car seat, out of energy for the moment, and whined, “Henri. I neeeeed chocolate.”

“Come back to the hotel. I’ll have something ready for you.”

“Henri, I love you.”

“You always do when chocolate is involved. Come back and let’s put our heads together.”

“Okay.” I ended the call and waved to Drummond wearily. I was so done. Just absolutely done. “Back to the hotel, please. Unless you know where I can buy sanity.”

“I sadly don’t, Detective.” Drummond looked just as pissed as I did, but also worried. “But what will you do? You have to be able to hold a suspect if you find the murderer.”

“I know. We’ll figure something out.” I hope.
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I sat in the windowsill with the cats, a slice of double chocolate cake resting beside me, a file in my lap. I was ostensibly reading through yet another court case’s records, but in reality my ear was trained on the door. I expected Jamie at any moment.

Everyone was on break for a few minutes, taking the chance to stretch out their legs and get their own snacks. We still had more records to go through. I hoped to have Jamie here while they were out. I knew she would need to vent her frustrations, and I wanted to give her the space to do so without worrying about the impression she made on her younger colleagues.

I heard her before I saw her, talking in that brisk manner that indicated she planned out not only a murder but the funeral details as well. Oh dear. This didn’t bode well at all. I knew who she spoke with. We’d managed to get texting pads to most of the detectives and police captains in Kingston at this point, a sort of trial stage for the populace at large using them. She must have called Gregson to report in.

“—past corrupt, Captain. If they’re willing to let a thief caught red-handed go just to mess with us? Then they’re past corrupt. They are indifferent, and that’s a very dangerous mindset.” She sailed into the room with the pad held up near her mouth, much like a dragon would enter a town it had every intention of razing to the ground. Carnage was the only option.

Fortunately, I knew the trick to calming this livid dragoness. I cut off a bite of cake onto the fork and offered it as tribute.

Jamie leaned in, took the whole bite, and gave me a nod. I had done well, the nod said. I had done well. The cake appeased her enough to possibly delay carnage for another time.

“We’re investigating the captain of that station,” Gregson said in a taut voice, “and it’s not looking pretty. A great deal of bureaucratic shuffling has been going on, hiding complaints against him and other officers in the station. Someone’s trying to bury this, and we’re not sure at this point who. But right now, my main concern is you. Edwards, I don’t like that four of my people are in a tough situation with no backup available. Do you need me to send more people out there?”

“Possibly. We’ll be sending Penny and Gerring up north tomorrow to escort the bodies and deliver them to the Atwoods. They’ll stay up there about two days and do some interviews. It’ll leave me, Henri, and Sherard here to handle the investigation. I think we’ll be fine with just the three of us—assuming we don’t try to make any arrests.”

“Seaton’s there? Why?”

“Because he wanted to be,” I pitched in dryly. “I’d like to point out that if we do arrest someone here, we can always have him portal back to Kingston and hold the suspect there.”

Jamie turned, her expression alight. “Yes! That’s a great idea. Let’s do that. If it’s the murderer, we can even get on a train with them and just go back. Either way, it’s a win.”

“If he’s willing to?” Gregson sounded unsure on this point.

“I don’t see why he wouldn’t be. He’s just as upset about the situation as we are.” Seaton liked to be the one who rode to the rescue at any rate. He’d likely capitalize on the opportunity.

“Double-check that with him before committing. But for now, write all of this up. Keep very accurate records. I want to use it to hang people with later.”

“With pleasure,” Jamie responded, her smile vicious. “Thanks, Captain.”

“Keep me posted.” He ended the call.

I offered the plate of cake, and she took it, sitting directly at my side on the window seat and biting into the next forkful with a sigh of pleasure. “You’re my favorite.”

I snorted a laugh, watching her. She was really so easy to please in some ways. It was often my pleasure to do so, like now. “I’m sorry you went into the station yourself. I didn’t think it dangerous to simply pick up a few forms, but with the level of hostility coming from that station, we should have anticipated it.”

She groaned and kept chewing. Swallowing, she assured me, “They’re too cowardly to attack me one-on-one. Which is a pity. I’d have loved a good throwdown.”

Not much of the station would have been left after she was done. This woman killed a rogue witch with her bare hands. I had no illusions about her capabilities or strength.

Glancing about, she asked, “Where is everyone?”

“Taking a break. We all needed a good stretch of the legs and some snacks to fortify us. When we heard news of Hartley walking free, Gerring switched tasks and started going through the burglary reports. He’s only four in, but it was an interesting coincidence so far. Each incident was investigated by the same policeman, one Gradey Lawler.”

Jamie sighed in disgust. “Oh, come on. This is becoming ridiculous! Seriously?”

“Does that sound as suspicious to you as it did to us?”

“Oh, does it ever. Unless that pattern suddenly changes, I’m going to think all sorts of evil thoughts.” She finished the last bite of cake before setting the plate aside with a light clink of china.

Then she surprised me by leaning in against my side, her head resting in the crook of my neck. I startled a little before relaxing into it, letting my arm naturally come up to rest around her waist, pulling her in. She did this occasionally, just cuddled in and rested against me as if she was too shy to ask for comfort. But I liked that she was comfortable enough with me to know she need never ask for this. That she was always welcome.

I also, perhaps, enjoyed such contact with her too much. There were times when I was in danger of reading too much into her behavior. My Jamie was an incredibly affectionate woman who used touch to communicate. I often had to remind myself of this fact.

“Henri,” she grumbled against my throat. “I don’t like people.”

“Oh-ho, so you finally agree with me?”

“I do. I don’t like people, and I want to be a missing person today.”

My chest jerked with a subdued chuckle. “I’m afraid you’re out of luck. We have a dinner party in three hours.”

“Oh, cripes. I’d forgotten about that. Can’t we just deliver the painting, wish them well, and skedaddle?”

“You know,” I mused aloud, “this is a sure sign we’ve spent too much time in each other’s company. You are now saying the words I normally do.”

She snorted a laugh. “That’s true. Normally that’s your line. Argh, I guess there’s no helping it. And I kind of want to go just so I can hear some more gossip. Drummond’s only told me so much.”

Gossip often led us onto paths of inquiry we wouldn’t otherwise think of. She had a good point about going for that reason alone. I rubbed her arm gently. “I’m afraid I can’t afford to skip it. I’d never hear the end of it if I tried.”

“I won’t make you do social things alone,” she assured me with a pat on my chest.

“You’re far better at small talk than I am, so I do appreciate that. Shall we review more cases or do you want to take a break until we go?”

She gave a small sound of disagreement. “Neither. I need to write a report of everything that happened while it’s still fresh in my mind.”

“An excellent point. Do that, and I’ll go back to reviewing.” I gave her a kiss on the top of her head. “We’ll sort this out, my dear. Don’t lose heart.”

“It’s more that I’m trying not to murder people.” She sighed before pulling herself upright and standing.

“Yes, don’t do that either.” I waited but didn’t get an agreement. Oh dear. Perhaps I should have prepared more than one slice of cake. She did look better than she had, though. Revived, in a sense. It made me happy even if I wished we’d been able to linger in that moment a touch longer.

We returned to the table, Jamie writing her report with ferocious speed. Really, it was a wonder she didn’t wear grooves into the wood. I sat nearby and read through the court cases, but they were older now, five years into the past. The accounts were petty things, too. Truly, it made me embarrassed that anyone I considered a friend would sue someone over such petty matters. Why hadn’t they found a different way? Was Mr. Atwood really so addicted to winning in court that he’d found reasons to sue? It looked that way to me.

People trickled back in, Gerring first, with a dusting of crumbs on his shirt from something he’d devoured. Then Seaton and McSparrin. Jamie finished her account and passed it to me for a grammar check, which I was willing to do. Then she pulled some of the reports from Gerring’s side and started reading through them.

The room fell quiet with everyone reading and occasionally getting up to write a name on the chalkboard. Time passed incrementally, seeming to ooze by before I heard a growl from my partner’s throat.

“Gerring, has anyone else gone to these B&Es?” Jamie demanded. “I keep seeing only Lawler’s name on the reports.”

Gerring looked just as disgusted. “No, it’s just him. The reports are getting shorter, too. Just an address, date, estimated time, and a list of what property was stolen. I don’t think he even tried to ascertain how the thief got onto the property. You know what this looks like.”

Tossing down the report in her hand, Jamie glared at it hotly enough it was a wonder it didn’t set on fire. “I do. And he’s not even trying to cover his tracks. No wonder he tried to prevent us from taking these files.”

Seaton lifted a finger to call attention to himself. “Are you assuming the policeman himself stole these items? Or was simply getting a cut of the profits?”

“Could be either.” Gerring stroked his chin, thinking aloud. “I wonder if this is the real reason why the thief was let go? Because they knew we had these files, and if we started comparing the thief’s story of what he stole to the records, we’d figure out there was a mismatch. Things wouldn’t add up.”

“It’s entirely possible.” Jamie tapped her fingers against the table, a rhythmic sound of frustration. “Or it could be his story of seeing a policeman at the Atwood residence. I’m now putting more credence on that part of the tale. Oh, crap, I hope they really did let Hartley go. Instead of killing him to silence a witness. Did anyone tell them what Hartley said?”

We all shook our heads no.

Jamie blew out a breath, looking relieved. “Then maybe he really was let go. Not that we’re likely to ever see him again and ascertain that. But that begs a few questions. Assuming a policeman is committing the burglaries himself, what happened at the Atwood house? Did he break in to steal, get surprised by the owners, and kill them to hide his crime? Or did he arrive at the wrong moment to find two dead people and no murderer, and panic?”

“And staged their bodies in that strange way?” I frowned, trying to think of this without allowing emotion to skew my judgement. “It’s true, we still haven’t found a good reason for that.”

“I’ve said from the start I thought it was a red herring, something to throw us off the trail. It makes sense in this light, if it’s someone trying to cover their tracks.” Jamie looked around the table, hands splayed. “Anyone have another theory they want to throw into the hat?”

“I feel like it has to be one of those two.” McSparrin jerked a thumb to indicate the officer’s name on the board. “But I’m not sure if it was him. That seems too stupid, to leave such an obvious trail.”

“People can be stupid. Or cocky. Usually stupid.” Jamie rubbed a hand over her face before sitting up. “Alright, I’m out of time today. I need to go upstairs and get ready for a dinner party. Gerring, you and I need to find a way to check Lawler’s alibi. Not from a fellow officer—those guys are thick as thieves.”

I gave her a glance askance. “Did you intend for that pun?”

“It’s actually an expression where I’m from.” She gave me a crooked smile. “But apt in this case. Guys, I’ve already reported this to Gregson, and he told me they’re investigating the captain here. As bad as it is now, I think it’s going to get worse before we can solve this case and leave. So, watch your backs, okay?”

“Worse,” McSparrin said in despair, sinking back in her chair. “It’s already uncomfortable, and you’re saying it can get worse?”

“Now, Penny, you know you like a challenge.” Jamie gave her a large, mocking smile.

Her former student gave her a glare. “I’m going to stop helping you. You only draw the ridiculous cases.”

“Part and parcel of my ridiculous reputation. They kind of go hand in hand.” She stood, putting a hand on my shoulder and leaning in to say in a lower tone, “See you in the lobby in an hour?”

I turned my head slightly in her direction. “We’ll meet there.” Pulling out my watch, I checked the time and grimaced. I should shave and freshen up myself before going. “I must stop as well. Do you all have matters well in hand?”

All three nodded, but it was Seaton who answered, “I think we’re not far from stopping for the day ourselves. And I promise you, none of us will go out of the hotel alone. I think we’d best take precautions.”

As much as I wished to refute that, it did seem wise. And how incredibly sad was that? Reminded, I paused to ask, “If we do find a witness, can you portal them to Kingston for us? To hold, since we can’t do so at the jail here.”

Seaton blinked at the change of topic, then nodded. “Yes, that’s fine.”

“Thank you. Then good evening, everyone.” I gave them a slight smile before turning and heading out of the room. I somehow acquired a Phil as I walked, trotting at my heels much like a well-trained dog.

The kitten turned his face up toward me. “Go with you?”

“What, to the dinner party?” I couldn’t imagine why he would wish to.

“Yes.”

Then again, I suppose he must be curious. It was a new world to him. And he might prove an excellent topic to divert people onto if they started asking Jamie uncomfortable questions about Belladonna, as people were wont to do. “If you wish, then by all means.”

His tail flicked in a happy manner, expression pleased.

I’d lay a wager that by the end of this interminable evening, he’d rather wish he hadn’t invited himself along.
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I was halfway through getting ready for the evening when there was a knock on the door.

“Jamie?” Penny called through the door.

“Come on in, I’m naked!” I called back cheerfully.

There was an audible pause.

Chuckling at my own joke, I managed, “I’m kidding, fully dressed. Come in.”

Penny stuck her head around first, peering doubtfully into the room, but when she found me at the petite lady’s dressing table, doing my makeup, she rolled her eyes and came properly in. “Don’t say that to Dr. Davenforth. He’ll faint.”

“Naw, he’s used to my warped sense of humor. What’s up?” I had to focus as I drew on the eyeliner. One wrong move, and I would have a pretty black line all over my face.

Penny sat on the edge of the bed, her expression one of trying to figure out how to properly phrase something. “You do realize that you’re being very flirty with him?”

“With Henri? Any more than this, I’ll have to get a clue bat out.”

Penny made a soft huffing sound. “So, it is on purpose. I wondered. He looks both pleased and a little…I don’t know the word for it. Eager? Nervous? Some mix of the two.”

I felt the same way. A little eager, a little nervous, making for a heady cocktail in my system. But I was determined to try. I felt like I was in limbo these days with him. Like we both found excuses not to say something to the other. And it had to stop. One of us had to make a freaking move.

“I’m a little surprised by it,” Penny mused.

I drew a line on the other eyelid. “Why?”

“Because you’re not the type of person to hesitate if you want something. You and he have been friends and partners for a year now. I thought maybe you weren’t really interested in having a romantic relationship with him.”

“I’ve found Henri very attractive from the beginning. But I had too much going on, you know? A new world, a new culture, a new language, a new job—way too much to process. I couldn’t handle one more thing. And honestly, I wanted to get a good grip on that before I tried for something else. I feel like trying to juggle a relationship on top of everything else would have been the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

“What’s a camel?”

I flapped a hand at her. Unimportant. “Mule’s back. Whatever. My point is, I wanted to get my feet properly under me first. Then try for him.”

“It’s entirely sensible. Risky, but sensible. How did you know he wouldn’t find someone else before you were ready?”

I stopped putting on my makeup to give her a speaking look. “The man who views social activities as torture? You think he’s going to meet lots of women?”

“That’s…a good point.” Penny shook her head. “I just know him as this very polite, well-connected man who’s a sweetheart. If a woman properly got to know him, it’d be obvious he’s good husband material.”

“Fortunately for me, he likes to hide at home with his books most of the time. Saves me the effort of finding a big stick.” A random flash of doubt had me frozen for a moment. I paused and glanced at her. “You do think he’s interested?”

Penny’s expression spoke volumes.

“That was a stupid question, I take it.”

“The stupidest question I’ve ever heard from you,” she informed me, dry as the Sahara. “If you had any idea how that man looks at you when he thinks you’re not paying attention, you wouldn’t even entertain that doubt.”

“I really wish I had eyes in the back of my head.”

“No, you don’t.”

“No, I guess I don’t.”

“Besides,”—Penny put a hand to her chest, puffed up with pride and a devilish gleam in her eye—“that’s what your friends are for. To observe and report. And you’re really looking lovely tonight. Are you going to try for him?”

“Yeah. Maybe. If I feel like the mood is right.” I blew out a nervous breath, looking myself over in the mirror. I did look good tonight, and a lot of effort went into that. It boosted my confidence. “Wish me luck?”

“You’re not going to need it.” Penny was completely confident in that.

I wished I shared it.
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Even after years of being on this world, putting on a dress somehow felt just like preparing for a Renaissance Faire. The eight poofy layers probably had something to do with it. I had to adjust both my gait and how I stood and maneuvered with all this extra bulk to contend with. I found myself defaulting to the same behaviors as the other women in this culture. Like accepting a hand into a car. That was actually helpful, what with me wrestling multiple layers of skirts through a narrow car opening.

The dress was pretty, though, and one of my favorites, made of a rich hunter-green velvet that was soft to the touch. The fitted waist and flared skirts made me look like I had one of those tiny corset-waists, and I’d kept the lace down to just an accent at the bottom of the hem. It was elegant in an Audrey Hepburn way and made the girl in me happy. Putting the dress on also got me in a party mood. I felt a tingle of anticipation about tonight, and not just because I hoped it would help with the case.

Evening parties always had excellent desserts, after all.

Besides, there was something about me in a dress that put a little sparkle in Henri’s expression. Not that he was adamant about women being ‘properly’ dressed—he well understood some of us preferred pants and to be able to move without layers of petticoats tripping us up. But every time I put on a dress and got spiffied up, he always looked me over in an admiring way.

Even I could admit that look gave a boost to my ego.

Usually he only silently admired, but tonight he actually spoke the words. “You look enchanting this evening, my dear.”

“Why thank you, Henri.”

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you in this particular dress before.”

“Oh, no, it’s relatively new. Your mother and sister took me shopping. I wore it to a dinner party last month and it’s proving to be a favorite.”

His eyes roved over me again from head to toe. “I can see why. But you managed to fit all that into your suitcase? Ah, of course, Seaton put a dimensional awareness spell on your suitcase.”

I winked at him. “You’re quick.”

As we pulled around the long drive of the Cromwells’ home, Drummond again driving us, I looked over the house. It wasn’t the type to really sprawl like the Atwoods’ house had. This one stood three stories, looking very English manor with all its straight, boxy lines and imposing stone. If not for the flower beds and trees softening the impression, I’d think it a government building.

“I’m just as glad Phil isn’t with us this evening,” Henri remarked, almost rhetorically.

I gave him a look askance. “Was he supposed to be?”

“He asked earlier if he could come along. And then promptly fell asleep on my bed while I dressed. He was sleeping so deeply, I didn’t have the heart to wake him.”

“Ah. Well, it’s probably better he’s sleeping. Kittens need a lot of sleep, and after sunbathing all day, he’s got enough fuel to grow.”

“Speaking of, are you doing the daily measurements Felix asked of you?”

I grimaced. He would think to ask me that. “No. I forgot yesterday. Too much is going on. And it’s not like changes occur day to day anyway.”

He gave a hum of agreement. “No living creature has obvious earmarks of growth on a daily basis. I think his cautious nature encouraged you to track daily measurements.”

“No doubt.” It wasn’t that Felix reminded me of a mad scientist, precisely. It was more he reminded me of a comic book scientist, like Mr. Fantastic, who got so absorbed in theories and experiments he didn’t always grasp the common sense side of things.

Drummond slowed in front of the main door to let us out. A butler—a werefox who looked very dignified with silver in his black fur—stepped forward to open the door. When he offered a hand, I took it. Maneuvering eight layers of fabric out of a square car door was something of a logistical trick, let me tell you. Those courtesy manners of the gentlemen actually did have a purpose and weren’t just for show.

“Detective Edwards, I presume,” the butler greeted me, his voice smooth and rich like honey. “Doctor Davenforth. My masters are very excited to have you this evening. May I assume the portrait is in the boot?”

“No, it’s riding up front,” I corrected, fluffing my skirt back into position now that I was free of the car. “We felt it safer there.”

“I’ll collect it and bring it in. Jameson, if you’ll show them in?”

“Of course, sir,” a young and spritely looking boy of about fourteen agreed from the front door. He wore a similar uniform of black with silver edging. I sensed a theme.

I followed Jameson inside, where he took my coat as well as Henri’s before leading us properly into the house, which was just as formidable on the inside. Honestly, if I hadn’t known better, I would have mistaken it for a museum. The place had that cavernous, empty feel, with choice pieces of artwork displayed on different white walls or on their own pedestal in corners. The display of wealth was very obvious here.

The Davenforths were wealthy and well-connected; I’d always known that. But I never really felt it in their home, not like here. Their house was large and well-decorated, but done in a way that it actually felt like a home. I didn’t get that sense here at all. How did anyone even live comfortably in this building?

Henri, at least, seemed perfectly at ease. He strode through with a pleasant expression. But then, he’d likely been in this house dozens of times before. This place wasn’t a stranger to him.

The sitting parlor could be used as a model for still life paintings with its perfect arrangements of delicate-looking chairs and sofas, a fire crackling in the fireplace. We’d barely stepped foot in the room when a middle-aged woman with a heart-shaped face and platinum blonde hair twisted in an updo sprang to her feet and crossed quickly to us.

“Henri, it’s so good to see you! It’s been ages.” She grasped his hand and kissed both cheeks. “And you’re looking so well, too. I do believe you’ve lost a bit of weight, haven’t you?”

“You try keeping up with her,” Henri retorted, throwing me a wink. “It’s an exercise regime in and of itself. Mrs. Cromwell, meet my partner, Detective Jamie Edwards. Jamie, Julia Cromwell.”

I was never sure whether to shake hands with another woman, or curtsy, or what. Julia didn’t give me time to question as she grasped both my hands and smiled warmly at me. “A great pleasure to meet you, Detective. I’ve heard much about you. Come meet my husband, Graem.”

Graem was ruddy in the cheeks as if he’d imbibed too much alcohol in his life, with the beer belly to match. He lumbered to his feet, not at all graceful, but with a wide smile. “So glad you could join us this evening. The children are running a little late, but they’ll be with us in a moment. I say, Ronte, excellent of you to bring the portrait now. I was about to ask for it.”

Julia went to it immediately. I noticed they’d pulled an art easel out from somewhere so they could put the portrait on it for display. Ronte, the butler, carefully did so before stepping back.

Bending at the waist, Julia looked the painting over carefully. “I don’t see any damage.”

“No, none,” Henri assured her. “I examined it carefully myself to make sure.”

“Well, I am relieved. And this will be the last time I commission a smaller portrait. I’m sure the thief stole this because it was portable enough to run off with.”

She likely wasn’t wrong. It was just the right size to tuck under an arm and carry about.

“Julia said you found it at the Open Market?” Graem inquired of Henri. “Do sit, tell me the full story.”

We sat and proceeded with our retelling, which was interrupted by the Cromwell children arriving from upstairs and joining us. Elise, of course, was the subject of the portrait and obviously glad to have it back. Zebediah, looking much like his mother, if a taller version, peppered me with questions about policework. Which was an odd thing for a twenty-something-year-old to do, but I finally figured out he’d never seen a female detective before and was genuinely curious. Not malicious, just fascinated with the idea of women working cases.

In between fielding his questions, more people arrived. Neighbors, and Elise’s suitor, and an aunt who lived nearby…that’s when it dawned on me this was a dinner party. I had assumed four people or so. Oh, boy, was I wrong. Glancing at Henri, I saw the resignation on his face and gave him a sympathetic smile. No wonder he’d been ambivalent about coming here this evening. Parties weren’t really his scene.

I waggled my eyebrows at him. It was fine. I could handle this. He stared back, perplexed. But he’d see in a minute.

Ronte announced dinner, and we moved to the opulent dining room. Our hostess directed where people should sit, and we arranged ourselves accordingly. A thin soup was served, which tasted like cool cucumbers and mint, rather lovely.

The aunt piped up as she dipped her spoon in the soup, “But how was the portrait recovered again?”

I fielded that question with a smile. “Oh, that’s quite the story. Henri and I were at the Open Market, you see—”

Of course people started asking about why we were in Deems to begin with, which led to the Atwood murders, which led to how deplorable the Deems PD had handled both murders and burglaries, and really, what were they even doing? I kept them talking, with Henri only participating here and there as he liked. Naturally, he caught what I was doing, his smile at me both thankful and amused.

I knew very well he’d grown up in this environment, that he was used to such dinner parties. But just because you grow used to something doesn’t mean you enjoy it. And he was already stressed out enough. Already grieving. He didn’t need more on top of all that. I could buy the space for him to sit, eat his soup, and not have to participate in a conversation that was already repeating itself.

After dessert, Julia put her hands together in a sharp clap. “Everyone, I’m too happy to sit still for much longer. How about a few rounds of dancing? Graem will play for us, won’t you?”

I blinked at her. Graem played an instrument? Really? He did not look like the sort.

I was proven wrong rather quickly as he immediately nodded.

“Excellent. To the ballroom!”

Oh, boy. Um, was this okay? I knew maybe three dance styles here in this world. Two were similar to a waltz, and one was something you’d only do at a dance club.

Henri took my arm and slid it into his elbow as he whispered, “Just follow my lead.”

Follow his lead…how? Did he have a good way of getting out of this? I was okay with sitting around looking decorative and breathing. Really, no hardship after the past few days of running around.

The ballroom wasn’t as massive as I feared, although it still had a good size to it. An instrument with a black, shiny exterior sat in the corner of the room. It looked rather like a harpsicord but with a longer body.

Graem sat at the bench like he’d been born in that exact position, gave the keys a quick warm up, and started in on something brisk and lively, a merry little tune. Well, color me purple. The man could play, and play well.

People quickly formed up partners, and to my surprise, I was one of them. Henri took my hand and twirled me into position so expertly I gaped at him. And then he moved us in a gentle, swaying spin, joining the rest of the dancers in a smooth glide.

“Henri,”—I looked around us as if doubting all my senses—“you dance?”

“Of course I do,” he answered, amused by my expression.

I was sure that at the moment, it was a good one. I felt rather gob-smacked. “No, seriously, you dance? Since when do you dance?!”

“It’s one of those social activities I grew up doing.” He gave a slight shrug, as if this was not the big deal I was making it out to be. “It’s a pleasant enough pastime. I certainly prefer it over the endless small talk and rounds of cards some people prefer.”

“So, are you saying you like to dance?”

“It’s nice, with the right partner.”

Ladies, gentlefolk, ferals, and domesticated cryptids, we have our answer. I had been wondering for the past year how to get Henri more active, to figure out what he would be willing to do, and had failed utterly. The trick was to find something he didn’t consider exercise. Why this had not dawned on me before, I did not know.

Would I capitalize on it now that the epiphany was upon me? You bet your britches. “So…you’re saying you’ll take me dancing? On a regular basis?”

“If you wish.” Another turn, perfectly executed. “I should have realized, I suppose, that you’d enjoy dancing. I just didn’t realize you were comfortable with this world’s dances.”

“Only know three. Which is why I’m glad you’re so good at leading.”

“Ah. I suppose Seaton taught you?”

“Yup. Gibs, too.”

“Well, I’ll teach you others as we go along. It’s wise for you to know the most popular ones, at least.” He said this as if only just realizing it. “Being a kingsman consultant, we’ll likely handle more high society cases.”

“Odds are good,” I agreed. I kept the evil cackle down in my core, not allowing it to escape.

Another song started up and we transitioned into a slower, more sedate dance. This was something between a waltz and a slow dance, and somehow the music changed the tone. I swayed in time with him, closer now than we had been before, our cheeks nearly brushing. His hand around my waist pressed steady and comforting, and I could smell the slight spice of his cologne. It was another of those moments where I became abruptly aware of him. Aware of how attractive he was.

Frustration battled in me, too, and impatience. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t seem to find the right moment. And it might be an odd place and time to try and clear the air, but I was always in the middle of an investigation, it seemed. The perfect timing hadn’t fallen into my lap yet. I was sick of waiting on it to do so.

I sucked in a deep breath—for courage, or maybe to settle those butterflies duking it out in my stomach. Then I drew back enough to look Henri in the eye, those pretty dark eyes of his that saw so much. “Henri. Answer me truthfully. Do you want to try?”

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. His mind must have thought along the same lines, as he cottoned on to my meaning immediately. “Not here. Let’s go to the balcony.”

Fair enough. I didn’t want to discuss it with people dancing around us either. He twirled us to the edge of the room in three sweeping spins—which was fun—and then stopped long enough to open the balcony doors and slide through. He kept hold of my hand as we slipped outside and I closed the door behind us.

It was cooler out here, night air sweeping past me in lazy circles, but it wasn’t really cold. I was willing to stay out here for a few minutes and sort this out.

Henri turned, his hand still in mine and a lopsided tilt to his mouth. “You ever surprise me, my dear. You choose now to ask me?”

“We’ve been dancing around this for a while,” I pointed out. “At least, I feel we have.”

“Indeed, we have.” Henri drew in a breath, and I recognized that breath as one similar to the one I’d taken earlier. “We’ve spent so much time together. I know your tastes, your likes and dislikes. I know you ache for home and yet you focus on those you can help. I’ve seen you utterly disarmed by your own body and still rise. I’ve entrusted my safety to you and watched you do the same to me. I know you as a partner, as a colleague, as a friend. I very much would like to know you as a lover. May we court, Jamie Edwards?”

“I would love to. I can’t imagine anything I would like better.” Those words were so perfectly what I felt, all that I felt. My eyes burned, heart aching with a sweet pang. Was it any wonder I had to kiss him?

Henri reached for me as I reached for him, our mouths finding each other in a sweet, lingering kiss. A small part of me wondered at it, even as I learned the taste of his mouth. Was this really happening?

Then he changed angles, his hand coming up to cup my cheek in a tender gesture, and I melted a little further. Kissing Henri Davenforth was a distinct pleasure I could happily indulge in. And I did, my arms around his shoulders, teasing at his nape with idle fingers.

He pulled back enough to rest his forehead against mine. We were so similar in height this was easy to do, and I smiled as I let my head rest against his. “Thank you,” he murmured in soft tones. “I’ve wanted to ask you, but I could never seem to find the right timing.”

“I gave up on the right timing,” I admitted cheerfully. “And how long have you been thinking about it?”

“Since…” He paused, and I could tell he actually had to think about it. “I think I was aware of my heart for a while. But it wasn’t until our investigation into the Burtchell murder that I realized. Seeing Belladonna’s notes sparked the thought in me that there was a very real possibility we’d never have met without that woman’s madness. And it was a terrifying thought. For you?”

“It was around there. Gibson realized it and kept poking me, and I wanted to say something but wasn’t sure how. And was a little worried about trying to go from friends to lovers. I’m ecstatic, frankly, that you’re on the same page.”

Henri lifted his head to look at me with a softness in his expression I always loved to see. “Even though we’re partners, I intend to court you properly.”

“Of course you do.” I wasn’t even surprised. Henri was very much the type to do things by the book.

“With you,” he murmured, leaning back in for a kiss, “I will take no chances.”
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We returned to the hotel much later than I anticipated. Mostly because the Cromwells wouldn’t let go of us. They were far too excited in general. When we finally did get back, I indulged in a long kiss goodnight with Henri before finally taking myself to bed.

Or I tried, anyway.

It’s funny how even as an adult, getting a boyfriend was still exciting. I think the heart never really became immune to the thrill of it all. Henri hadn’t wanted to let go of me either—I’d seen his reluctance. And if not for the fact we had a case to still investigate, I don’t think either of us would have been able to convince the other that we needed sleep.

I slipped into comfy PJs, then pondered the problem of my bed. All three cats sprawled on it, and as much of a bed hog as Clint was? Try having three of them. I had to roll and flip two of them to buy myself half the bed and counted myself lucky I managed it. Once under the covers, though, I found myself too antsy to sit still. My body was tired, but my brain was wired, sort of situation.

Grabbing the pad, I wrote out a quick message to Ellie, Penny, Regina, and Colette. Colette was probably asleep, but Ellie kept mad hours while working on a project. Regina, who knew? Queens were sometimes up at all hours. I gave it good odds she was still burning that midnight oil.

Since I was totally the type to kiss and tell, I started there: I kissed Henri tonight.

No answer. Ah, well, I suppose I really should try to sleep anyway—oh wait. Here we go, Ellie was up.

Ellie: Are you serious or joking?

Serious.

To my surprise, Colette joined in. Wait, you are serious?! How did Henri respond?

Kissed me back. Ladies, we are now officially dating.

Ellie: ?!?!??!?!

Penny: About time!

Regina: You should have done this earlier!

You know, that’s sort of how I feel about it.

Ellie: I’ve always wondered, is Henri a good kisser?

He is.

Colette: He is.

Penny: Wait a minute, Colette, how the frack would you know?

Colette: Now, how do you think I know?

Regina: Wait, you kissed him too?

They tried kissing once, I reported, amused at this turn in the conversation. Swore they’d never do it again.

Colette: Too much like kissing a brother. But I’m glad for you, Jamie. He’s clearly gone on you, has been for a while. I’m not sure what the holdup was.

Says he couldn’t find the right timing.

Ellie: Ahhh. I can see that.

Regina: I can too. You’re hard to keep up with.

It is not my fault people keep murdering each other. Anyway, we should all be sleeping. I just wanted to share the news.

Ellie: Tell us all the details later!

Colette: Yes, I want to hear them.

Penny: ALLLL the details.

Regina: Girls’ Night?

Girls’ Night, I agreed.

I put the pad down, satisfied. Alright, now I felt like I could sleep.
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I was sound asleep, dreaming of dancing with a certain beautiful woman, when I heard a loud knock at my door. Groaning, I rolled out of bed, my eyes not even properly open enough to tell the time. It was dark outside my window. Oh dear. No one woke anyone up at this deities’ forsaken hour to spread good news.

Cramming my arms into a robe, I tied it hastily shut even as I hurried toward the door. “A moment.” I pulled it open and stared at the hotel manager, who was also mussed from sleep and wearing a robe. “What is it?”

“Doctor, I’ve got the fire chief downstairs in the lobby,” he relayed rapidly, the words nearly tripping over themselves. “The Atwood residence is on fire.”

I swore. “Go wake RM Seaton immediately.”

With a nod, he spun on his heel and raced to the other end of the hotel. I darted across the hallway and didn’t even bother to knock. If Jamie hadn’t heard the knocking on my own door and responded, then she was very much dead to the world and wouldn’t be stirred easily. Sure enough, she was still heavily asleep, an arm curled around Clint, her foot dangling out from under the covers. Clint’s head came up, his golden eyes shining in the dimness of the room.

I reached past him for her shoulder, shaking her urgently awake. “Jamie. Dearest, wake up!”

She groaned, head rolling on the pillow, and grumbled in a slurred manner, “Something had better be on fire.”

“Unfortunately, it is. The Atwood residence.”

The cop in her went from dead asleep to abruptly awake in less than a second. She popped up onto her elbow, eyes blinking rapidly as she flitted from dreamland to the waking world. “Wait, did you say the Atwood house is burning?”

“Yes. The fire chief is downstairs to talk to us.”

She bit out several choice words, throwing back the covers. Assured she was awake and moving, I darted back out, heading for the lobby. I needed information first, clothes second. A light patter of paws on carpet followed me and I looked down to find Phil running at my heels. Somehow, I failed to be surprised.

The fire chief was a stout looking half-dwarf with a red beard down to his chest, and he too looked as if he’d been yanked from a sound sleep and dressed in a hurry. His buttons weren’t aligned properly. He saw me speed walking towards him and turned, eyes sharp below his thick brows. “You part of the investigation team?”

“Yes. I’m Henri Davenforth, Magical Examiner with the Kingston PD.” I stopped for a second to catch my breath. “The Atwood residence has burned? How badly?”

“Still putting out part of the fire,” he answered. “We got the bulk of it down. We’re laying fire suppressive over a stubborn spot. I suspect a lot of accelerant was used there. I came to talk to you once we had it under control. This just became an arson investigation as well as a criminal investigation.”

I groaned. That hadn’t struck me as I was rushing about, my mind still struggling to come fully alert, but he was correct—this just became even more complex.

I heard her before I saw her, as Jamie’s run was distinctive to my ears. Turning, I waited for her to descend the stairs two at a time and then cross to us as if the distance meant nothing.

“Jamie, the fire’s mostly subdued now,” I reported. “Chief, this is my partner, Detective Edwards.”

Jamie held out a hand to shake with him. She’d pulled on pants and shirt in place of her pajamas, but nothing else. I was selfishly relieved another man didn’t see her in a worse state of dishabille. Clothed was far better. “Chief.”

“Detective.” He returned the handshake. “Jacint McCoy, pleasure. Just told your partner this is now a joint investigation, as it’s become an arson case too. I can’t say officially until I get in there and poke around, but I’ll swear this fire wasn’t accidental. Made the mistake when first on scene to try water. Turns out it was a Class B fire. We made it worse before we realized the mistake.”

I grimaced in understanding. Class B fires were categorized with the use of any ignitable liquids or gases. Alcohol, oil, paint, gasoline—any of those would designate the fire as a Class B. Using water on such fires only spread the flames and did nothing to extinguish them. Firemen were armed with different foams on their station wagons in order to combat such flames.

“How much of the house is still standing?” Jamie asked anxiously.

“About half,” McCoy answered bluntly. “I have to ask. Your criminal investigation—which part of the house was it in? Was it near the pool?”

“Yes,” I answered, heart sinking. Oh, don’t tell me… “That’s the side that burned, isn’t it?”

“That it is.” McCoy took off his cap and ran a hand through his hair, looking tired and fed up. “Seems like someone didn’t want you examining the place too closely.”

“We went through that area with a fine-toothed comb.” As Jamie spoke, her eyes found mine, and I could see her examining my expression as I was hers. “Whatever there was to find, I thought we’d found it?”

“Either we’re wrong”—I swallowed at the possibility of missing crucial evidence—“or the murderer is so paranoid about us finding something they missed that they decided to burn the house just in case.”

“Well, this just sucks.” Jamie let her head fall forward for a moment, breathing deeply. “How did they even get past the ward? It’s still up, isn’t it?”

“An excellent question, and one I fail to have an immediate answer for. Likely how they managed to get past it the first time.” And I’d solve that part of the mystery or go mad trying. “Chief, there was a fire suppression hex active in the house. I saw it myself. It should have activated.”

“Good to know, sir. I will definitely look for it and investigate why it didn’t engage.”

Jamie rubbed at both eyes, visibly trying to wake up fully. “Chief, how soon can we get into the rubble?”

“Probably tomorrow afternoon. I need time to work my own investigation. But I’d like for you to be there in the morning to help me make sense of things. You’ve been in the house, so you knew what it looked like. I have no clue.”

“We can do that.” Jamie looked torn between wanting her bed and wanting answers. “We’ll get properly dressed and meet you over there.”
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It turned out McCoy hadn’t exaggerated in the slightest. Half the house was completely gone, the other half streaked with smoke and dirty from ash. Restoring the house would be a major job and, frankly, I wasn’t sure if the framing of the house was up to it. The fire might have warped it so as to threaten the integrity of the structure.

The reporters were already on scene when we arrived, drawn to the smoke billowing through the sky, no doubt. Only a handful this time, those that actually worked here in Deems. As a courtesy, and because she didn’t want McCoy distracted, Jamie stepped aside and answered their questions. I left her to it. Frankly, the repetition of their questions sometimes bordered on stupidity and drove me marginally insane. Better for Jamie, who was better at public speaking anyway, to deal with them.

The morning stretched a decade long already, and it wasn’t anywhere near noon yet. Seaton, Jamie, and I stayed on hand to help and oversee. We’d need to witness the destruction to report later. Seaton pitched in and helped them subdue the fire, which the firemen appreciated. With such a large house, their wagon didn’t hold enough foam to adequately suppress the flames.

But it left the place in quite the mess, the foam now scattered over the charred remains. I stood well back on the lawn to avoid getting in anyone’s way and surveyed the scene. Jamie was likely right—this fire was meant to erase whatever traces the criminals had left behind, but to me it felt more like added insult to injury. I did not look forward to telling the family about it.

Someone came up and offered me a clean porcelain cup of coffee. I accepted it before realizing it was Gerring. “Gerring. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. But you should have woken me up, sir.” Gerring frowned like a child who had been left behind.

I took a sip of rejuvenating fuel and sighed, relieved to have the artificial boost. “There would have been little point. We weren’t of much help ourselves. Well, Seaton was—he helped them extinguish the flames. Jamie and I have been witnesses and little more since our arrival. Why make us all sleep deprived?”

Gerring shrugged, but not truly in agreement. “I suppose. I wonder if the neighbors saw anything.”

“It’s something of a long shot, as the fire was set roughly after midnight, but it doesn’t hurt to check. Some people keep odd hours.”

“I’ll go with McSparrin and ask, then.” Gerring hesitated, staring at the house. Or what remained of it. “Sir. You don’t think this was to cover up something we missed?”

“That’s one option. And I’m about as keen on it as you are. The second option is that the murderers were paranoid about us finding some clue to their identity and burned the house just in case.”

“I’d rather the second, myself. I’d hate to think we overlooked something.”

“Yes, quite.” But while we were wishing on things, I wished they hadn’t burned the house at all. It was just another headache the Atwood siblings would need to deal with. And they had enough grief and stress already.

McCoy and Jamie left off poking at the house and approached, Jamie shortening her stride to keep pace with the much shorter man. McCoy took in Gerring with a sweep of the eyes and a nod hello before addressing me. “Well, that didn’t take as long as I’d suspected it would. This is definitely arson. The fire suppression charm was ripped clean off the wall. It’s torn into multiple pieces, so much confetti. Someone moved two small barrels of gasoline near the back of the pool house, pried off the tops, and set the barrels on fire.”

“The lids were tossed to the side and failed to catch on fire with the rest of the house,” Jamie filled in, mouth screwed up in dark humor. “Hence why this was so easy to confirm. I think whoever set this fire is rather new to the whole arson thing.”

McCoy grunted sourly. “Still managed to do the job well enough. But you’re likely right, their method was a bit slapdash. At any rate, I can let you lot back in now. I’ll have to write up a formal report, but we’ve taken pictures and such, and there’s nothing else I can do here. I do have a few questions for you. You have any suspects for this yet?”

I dearly wished I could say otherwise but had to shake my head. “I’m afraid not. Just leads we’re following.”

“And you said you’ve already been through the house twice, with care?” McCoy waited for us to nod confirmation before he turned and eyed the house suspiciously. “Then this is strange. To my mind, it would make more sense if the murderers torched the house after killing the Atwoods. Why wait to do it now, when you’ve already gone through the house? Why take the chance of you finding something?”

That was true. We kept hoping we hadn’t missed some vital clue before, but really, even if we had, it had been quite the gamble on the murderer’s part. They would have had to bet we wouldn’t see whatever it was they wished to cover up. And who would be fool enough to do that?

“Maybe we’re looking at this from the wrong angle,” Gerring suggested.

We all turned to look at him askance.

Indicating the coffee cup, he explained, “When I stopped by the bakery to pick these up for everyone, I heard people talking about the fire. And, of course, I also heard them talk about the Atwoods’ murders. There were people in the shop who hadn’t heard about RM Seaton joining us here. Some of them seemed surprised by the news. What if our murderer had only just heard yesterday that RM Seaton had joined the investigation? I think it’d be alarming enough to have us all come in, but a royal mage? Maybe they spooked.”

Jamie pointed a finger at him. “That is an excellent theory. I’ll lay good odds that’s it exactly. The timing would be explained that way.”

The theories were all well and fine but ultimately didn’t solve the issue. We now had a crime scene in nothing but ash and rubble. Whatever evidence we wanted to use, we hopefully had. There wouldn’t be anything else to recover.

“I’ll get cleaned and packed up,” McCoy told us. “Please stop by later to sign the witness reports. I’ll have them done by tomorrow.”

“We will, Chief, thank you.” As he walked off, Jamie requested of Gerring, “Can you go with Penny to the neighbors on this side of the street, see if anyone saw anything? Henri and I will take the other side.”

“Sure thing, Detective.” Gerring oriented, found McSparrin next to the fire wagon, and loped off that direction.

Jamie immediately snagged my coffee cup and swallowed a healthy amount before sighing in satisfaction. I watched her with a sardonic sort of amusement. She’d had no respect for my chocolates while we were friends. Now that we were courting, I had no expectations about the sanctity of anything else I ate.

Or in this case, drank. “Good?”

She ignored my sarcasm and smiled as she handed it back. “Stolen coffee is more delicious. You know, this isn’t how I planned to start the morning.”

“Oddly enough, neither did I. What was your plan?”

“Go for a jog, then kiss you awake. More fun, right?”

I envisioned that scene and felt my already dark mood sour. I’d missed that morning awakening because of this nonsense? “I would have vastly preferred that, yes. Feel free to put that plan into action tomorrow instead.”

“Oh, trust me, I will.” She put an arm around my waist and leaned in, her head against mine. “We’ll figure out who did this, Henri. If they’re burning down houses, that means they’re running scared. It also means we’re likely much closer to the truth than we realize. We’ll figure it out.”

“I have faith we will. We haven’t met a crime we couldn’t solve yet.”

And I had no intention of breaking that pattern here and now.

[image: ]



[image: ]

I went for my early morning jog because frankly, I had some frustration to burn off. No one was happy about the fire yesterday, Henri least of all. He reported it to the Atwood siblings last night, and they’d not at all taken it well. It ate at me, too, raising doubts where there were none before and irritating me that the criminal might have one up on me.

So, I ran a little further than I normally would have, Clint keeping up with me admirably, the kittens struggling. I ended up carrying them back since their tiny legs couldn’t handle the distance just yet—which was something I’d relay to Jules. The man was dying for data.

As I reentered the hotel lobby, I saw Henri heading down. He had the pad in his hand, but he held it as if he were listening. I could hear his mother’s voice coming through clearly. Ah, a phone call. Henri received more than a few strange looks from people passing by, but then, the concept of having a phone call with someone while walking around was still alien to this world. He spotted me coming in and gave me that pleased little grin he’d been wearing ever since we started dating.

The man was entirely too smug.

Cute, too.

I put the kittens down so they could go find their water bowls, Clint right on their heels. I needed a quick shower myself, but first I had a man to kiss good morning. Henri must have had the same thought because he beelined toward me.

Ophelia was in full volume, straddling that motherly line of I’m-happy-for-you and how-dare-you-not-tell-me. A fine line, but one every mother I knew could walk well. “—can’t believe my own son can’t tell me he’s finally courting the woman he’s been madly in love with for months, no, I had to hear it from someone else entirely—”

Henri rolled his eyes at me. “Yes, and who did you hear it from?”

“Colette. Now, why didn’t you tell me, that’s the question.”

“Things have been a bit hectic over here,” Henri deadpanned. “And we only agreed to court the other night. I thought I had time to tell you when we returned to Kingston.”

“Why would you put off telling me anything when we have this magical contraption to use?”

Yeah, he wasn’t getting out of this argument anytime soon. I didn’t think I could save him, either. I gave him a light good-morning kiss, which he returned, then headed upstairs. Taking a shower took precedence over arguing with a woman who felt left out.

What with the fire, Penny and Gerring hadn’t left until early this morning to escort both bodies up to Jordane and start in on the interviews there. I was very curious to know if the other people the Atwoods had sued had an alibi for the time of the murder. We knew they had a good possible motive, but nothing else. Right now, I would kill for a decent suspect to follow up on.

Sherard was still poking through the rubble of the house to make sure we hadn’t missed something, leaving Henri and I to conduct the rest of the interviews. We’d accrued an interesting list of people the Atwoods had sued to find and have a chat with.

It’s funny how dynamics changed. Three days ago, I wasn’t aware of how much I touched Henri while at work. I didn’t realize until this morning just how much I did. But now that we were romantically together, we both agreed to try and behave professionally at work, which meant watching my behavior. Easier than it sounded, trust me.

It might have been for the best that we had interviews today. It was easier to keep my touchy-feely nature under control when tracking down possible suspects and asking them questions.

Without a precinct interrogation room to use, we defaulted to hunting people down at their workplaces. The first was the man who had installed the home safe in the office.

Tilford’s Home Security was a secondary shop attached to the hardware store. It had its own storefront, but also clearly shared the same space as the larger store. The little chime over the door sounded as we stepped in, and a young face popped up over the counter’s top. He couldn’t have been more than ten, face grimy with something he probably shouldn’t have been eating before lunch.

“Hello,” he greeted cheerfully, sucking the oozy goodness of candy off his thumb.

“Hello,” I returned with amusement. And who did this charming redhead belong to? “I’m looking for the owner.”

“That’s my dad.”

“I figured. Where is he?”

The kid turned his head and yelled through the open door that led into a back storeroom, “DAD!”

Henri audibly sighed, as if resigned to the poor manners. Me? I rolled with it. I didn’t expect anything else out of this age. “Thanks for yelling for me.”

The kid grinned. “You’re welcome.”

In quick steps, someone came through the back, hissing, “Don’t yell in the stor—oh, of course, we have customers. Hello, I’m Tilford. How can I help you today?”

I pulled a badge and gave him my best smile. “Detective Edwards, and this is my partner, Dr. Davenforth. I need to ask a few questions about the safe you installed in the Atwoods’ house.”

Tilford’s greeting smile froze and then dropped sharply off his face. “I don’t want to answer any questions about that court case.”

Wow. Yeah, no love lost there. “I completely understand. It’s more we have other questions about the safe itself. Did you hear the Atwood house burned yesterday?”

Tilford was one of those people with a round, expressive face, so it was almost comical how shocked he looked. “Did it really?!”

“Yes, sir, not completely. About half of it.”

Slapping a hand against the counter, Tilford barked out a humorless laugh. “Now there’s karma for you. Here they made such a stink about nothing being built right, or installed right, and it burns to the ground.”

Henri cleared his throat and asked gently, “We did review the court case. It seemed to me there wasn’t much grounds for it. I don’t understand why you were penalized?”

Oh, so Henri was going to be good cop this round. Okay, I was fine with being bad cop.

Tilford seemed perfectly willing to have a listening ear and turned immediately to Henri. “None of it made sense. Not one speck of it. When they first asked for a house safe, I showed them the catalogue, gave them their options. They were firm on their selection, so that’s what I ordered. That’s what I had Morton build a frame for in the wall.”

“Morton, as in Morton Construction?” I threw in. I needed to make sure I had the players straight.

“Yeah. He’s a friend. We do projects together pretty often.” Tilford waved a hand to indicate the rest of the hardware store. “I own half of that business, too, see. I supply Morton with a lot of his building materials. Good man. Didn’t deserve what happened to him. Not any more than I did. But we were careful with the installation of that safe. We wanted to make sure we didn’t get on the wrong side of a court case. Atwoods were famous for that. Didn’t matter how careful we were, they found a loophole. When they ordered that safe, the Stims 9000, it was the best on the market. But of course, building a house takes time. In the six months it took to pour the foundation and complete the framing and roof, a new model came out. The Stims EXE. I didn’t think anything of it. And that was my fatal mistake.”

Henri had read me the court case, so I sort of knew this narrative, but I was curious on his perspective. Tilford looked indignant even now, righteous in his anger, practically purple with it.

“Their contract with Morton, see, it said he would install the best security available. And he had me as a subcontractor to do the installation. So, despite the fact we had a bill of sale with them buying the safe, despite the agreement we had to install the 9000, that clause got us all in trouble. All because they wanted the latest and greatest. Never mind that the new safe was taller and deeper and wouldn’t have fit. Never mind that it was backordered and wouldn’t get in for another six months, completely throwing off Morton’s deadline for finishing the house.” Tilford ran a hand over his head, sending his hair spiking up in every possible direction. “Bastards. What did they want from us, the impossible?”

Sure sounded that way to me. But I was playing bad cop and couldn’t say that. “So, what was installed, the 9000 or the new model?”

“9000. They didn’t complain about it when it was installed. Only after, during the court case.” Tilford gave me a mutinous glare. “So, I don’t have anything to say about that safe, Detective. Because after I installed the thrice-cursed thing, I didn’t touch it. Nor did I want to.”

Henri’s tone was low and soothing, drawing Tilford’s attention back to him. “Was it fire-rated?”

“Oh yes. You could pour molten steel over that thing and it would protect the contents.”

“Is there any way to open it after it’s been through a fire?”

“Only if you’re coming in from the back. There’s a safety release so you can manually open it. Assuming you have the right key—otherwise it locks the entire thing up and there’s no way to get in after that.”

Interesting to note. We might need to know that if we had to get into the safe. I pulled out a pad and wrote that for Sherard, since he was still at the property.

“Mr. Tilford, by chance, was the ward up during construction?” Henri tried for a casual tone, but I knew him too well to be fooled by that genial question.

“Oh yes. Started from the day of construction, in fact.” Tilford shook his head. “They were careful in that sense. Not that we had much trouble around here about things walking off during construction. We all had those ward passes to let us through. Why?”

“Do you know for a fact all those badges were turned back in after the job was done?”

Tilford shrugged his ignorance. “I couldn’t tell you. I wasn’t over that. I turned mine in to Morton. He was keeping a log for his own records. Why? Oh, right, someone had to be able to get through that ward to set the fire. Didn’t think of that. Well, if it’s a suspect you’re looking for, it’s not me. Morton can tell you, I no longer have the ability to get on that property.”

We’d confirm that with Morton, but nothing about Tilford raised alarms for me. “Can you tell me where you were on the 14th, Gods Day?”

“Here,” he indicated with a wave to the building. “Had a shipment come in; we were all here late putting it away. I think I left out of here about nine o’clock at night. At that point, we all went home.”

“Who’s we?”

“My brother, his son, and our two employees. My brother and I walked home together, as we live on the same street. You can confirm with them.”

“I’ll need to, thank you.” I pulled out a business card from my coat pocket and passed it to him. “If you think of anything, can you let me know?”

He took it with a wry look. We both knew he’d never call. “Sure, Detective. You have a good day.”

“Thank you. You as well.” We went next door and spoke to two different employees, verifying the alibi. It all very quickly checked out, and in five minutes flat I had crossed another suspect off the list. I blew out a breath as we exited the store. “Yeah, not him. Although that’s interesting about the ward passes. No one’s mentioned those so far.”

“Could be something that slipped everyone’s minds. The house’s construction was years ago, after all.” Henri looked upwards for a moment. “And the house staff here now wouldn’t have been on scene while it was constructed.”

“They probably know very little about it. The Atwood siblings, too, probably have no clue since they weren’t here when it was built.” And the people who had been either couldn’t talk or didn’t want to. Ah, the joys of detective work. “But that means we potentially have a whole new suspect pool. We definitely need to talk to Morton now. Not just because he’s a person of interest, but to see that list. If there’s a missing ward badge, I want to know about it.”

My pad pinged with a message from Sherard. Thanks, good information. I might need him. Safe’s being stubborn. Where is the shop?

I wrote out the address and sent it to him. I barely had that out when both my pad and Henri’s pinged at the same time. It was Penny with an update. Purse-maker in the clear. Strong alibi—they’re out of country, have been for weeks. Heading for automotive maker next.

“No leads so far, huh?” I wrote out an okay and sent it. “I just want one suspect. Ooooone measly suspect, is that so much to ask?”

“The day is young yet,” Henri pointed out. “We’ve time to find one. And several more names to cross off our list. Not to mention a burglar to find.”

“There is that. Morton’s across the street, let’s go knock on a door.”

We went across the street, dodging a car as we did so. Morton Construction looked as if it had seen better days, crammed between a smithy and a closed-up pharmacy. I had the sense from the overly large sign that the company had once occupied a much larger building. Forced to downsize to something smaller after that lawsuit? That was my guess. It didn’t look shabby, per se, the place was clean. It just needed a coat of paint, possibly a new roof, and some personality. It looked sterile.

There was also no one home and no signs of life. Closed for the day? Or had we just missed people because they were out on some construction site?

Detective work was a lot of trial and error in catching people. If we didn’t catch him at the office today, we’d have to find out where he lived. Laying hands on a phone book might do it, if the man had a phone at home. If not, then the postal office could likely oblige me with an address.

In the meantime, we had other suspects to run down. “We’ll need to come back. Okay, next suspect on the list.”

I accepted the elbow Henri extended me, linking arms with him as we walked back to where Drummond had parked the car. “I wonder now if the murderer was one of the construction crew members? If that’s how he’s accessing the scene, going back and forth through the ward?”

“The possibility did cross my mind. And the charms used would be in line with a construction mentality. They’re something a builder would know how to use.”

I hummed in thought. “It makes more sense than an art student turned burglar, which is what it looked like for a while there. The molding charm really threw me. But it doesn’t solve the question of who’s stealing from all the other houses. Unless this pass would work on other wards?”

Henri shook his head before I could finish the question. “No, that’s not possible. The badges would have been attuned to that specific ward.”

“Ah. Shucks, and it was such a good idea.”

“I’m afraid you have to put that idea to rest. It’s not feasible.”

“Booo. But still, we should check Morton’s logs and see if any of them were missing. It will give us a potential suspect list to check with his construction crew.”

“I quite agree.” Henri rolled his head around on his neck. “I dearly wish to solve this case, if only to return to my own bed.”

I grimaced in agreement. “Tell me about it. Why are all hotel beds hard? I mean, even on Earth they were all hard. Is this some kind of universal fact?”

Henri gave me an odd look. “Were they really?”

“Oh yeah. Traveling on the job was a pain for that reason.”

Deadpan, Henri drawled, “If there must be a universal truth, I would prefer it to be something different.”

“Right? Hard hotel beds are not the thing I’d pick.” I went for the door handle but Henri cut in front of me, beating me to it so he could open the door for me. He’d been opening doors for me all day, in fact. It was one of those things that had subtly changed. Henri’s courting manners were kicking in, and even though we didn’t have the freedom right now to go on a date, he still had moments where he treated me as a girlfriend and not a work partner.

I gave him a smile before sliding into the back, arranging my legs off to the side. “No luck here, Mr. Drummond.”

The housekeeper turned to look at me, the leather of the seats squeaking a bit. “Anything helpful, at least?”

“Possibly. We need to ask more questions.” I had more to say, but as Henri joined me in the back seat, our captain called. I accepted the call and held the pad between us so we could both hear and respond. “Hi, Cap.”

“Edwards. I’m calling for an update.”

“I figured. How goes it over there, anyway?”

“It’s gone from bad to worse, but I have a shining light at the end of this dark tunnel. We’re in receipt of all your reports. The police commissioner has read each one at least twice. He’s livid. The Deems captain is now under investigation. I absolutely do not suggest going into that station or trying to use it.”

“We’re not even remotely tempted,” Henri assured him, dry as a martini in the Sahara. “Is it just the captain under review?”

“To start with. I’m sure they’ll find more as they go along. Why?”

“Something’s hinky over here.” I wasn’t sure how else to really phrase it. “The burglaries were all investigated by the same policeman. And the reports are really just an itemized list of what was stolen, the date, and that’s about it. No real investigation.”

Gregson growled in the back of his throat, sounding tired already. “Give me his name, we’ll add him onto the list of people to review.”

“Gradey Lawler,” Henri supplied.

“Thank you. Now, where’s my update?”

“So far, no suspects. Just lots of people with a possible alibi. We’re going through the list of possible suspects today and conducting interviews. We, ah—wait, did someone tell you the Atwood house was torched yesterday?”

“It was WHAT?!”

Oops. “Sorry, sir, lots happening over here. Yeah, someone set a chemical fire at the back of the property that caught the house on fire as well. They started it near the pool house, so it’s pretty clear it’s a cover up.”

Gregson was both put out and done with this conversation. Or so my ears informed me. “Tell me they didn’t destroy evidence we need.”

“That was done before we even arrived in Deems.” Henri, too, looked frustrated, but he answered calmly. It probably helped that Phil had gotten bored in the front seat and crawled over to curl up in Henri’s lap and get pets. “But we dearly hope we gleaned all we could from the scene before it was destroyed.”

“If we missed something, it’s worlds too late now. But thought you should know, sir.”

Gregson just sighed. “Please solve this case.”

“We want it solved more than you do,” Henri promised him.

Now there’s truth.
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No one was at the office the first time we tried Morton Construction, so we chose to go for an early lunch instead. Drummond dropped us off at a nice little café that smelled divine. We tucked ourselves into a corner booth and put work aside for a moment. Henri was a little too shy for PDA in public, so I held his hand under the table and sat close, leaning in to keep our conversation semi-private from the rest of the lunch crowd.

“What does courting entail on Earth?” he asked in that serious way of his.

“Well, going on dates. Spending time learning about the other person.” I had to mess with him so I waggled my eyebrows in a lecherous manner Pepé Le Pew would have been proud of. “Sleepovers.”

Henri’s eyes crossed. “Before marriage?!”

Got him. I snickered but answered truthfully, “Depends on your belief system and moral code. Some people were fine with it, others not so much. I’m more curious about Kingston dating. I’m a little shaky on the fine details.”

“It sounds somewhat similar to Earth, at least. We do go out regularly on different outings, spend time together. The man’s expected to bring various small gifts to shower upon his sweetheart. The woman’s expected to reciprocate.”

“Yeah, sounds about the same.” The differences would rear their heads soon enough.

“I’m also expected to ask permission of your father to court you,” he tacked on thoughtfully.

“That one’s rather impossible to do,” I pointed out. Although not without a pang, as my father would have gotten a kick out of that.

“Hmm,” he said in a strangely noncommittal way. “What do you wish to do for our first outing?”

“Ooh, can we go see a play? I haven’t seen a play in ages.”

Henri perked up. I think he expected I’d take him somewhere outrageous, but I wouldn’t do that to him. On the first date.

“We can go to Emíl’s,” he offered, already planning this out. “You enjoyed their fare, did you not?”

“It was amazing, loved every bite. And they’re right across from the theater.”

“Precisely. We’ll need to look at the theater’s showing schedule and pick something. Not a comedy.”

“Bless you.” I didn’t do well with comedies. Much of the humor went straight over my head. I didn’t get the cultural in-jokes. Not yet, anyway. I was still learning. And much of the humor was slapstick, which neither of us really found all that funny. Henri’s sense of humor was very much the intellectual, dry type.

“Of course, when is the question.” Henri made a face. “It’s difficult to plan anything at the moment.”

“Not unless a suspect conveniently pops out of the woodwork. Which I have to tell you, right now I do not give good odds.”

My pad rang and I pulled it free of a pocket. “Ooh, it’s Gerring. Maybe he’ll have a suspect for us. Hello, Gerring.”

“Hello, Detective. We’re traveling and I thought I should call you.”

I blinked. “On your way back already?”

Penny’s voice interceded, “No, we’re on our way to Brighton. None of the suspects in Jordane panned out. The other two men had solid alibis.”

“How solid we talking, here?”

“Well, one of them got married the weekend in question.”

That was a pretty solid alibi, alright.

“The other has been sick with some kind of stomach virus. Even speaking to us exhausted him. I don’t think he’d have the stamina to run around like our murderer has done.”

“Sounds like it. Okay, so you’re on your way to Brighton, then?”

“Yes,” Gerring confirmed. “Seems a bit of a hassle to go there for just the one suspect, so I hope it’s him.”

“Me too. We possibly have a new suspect pool. The construction crew had badges at the time of the house being built. Morton has a record of who, but we haven’t managed to catch him yet. And the Deems cops because they’re being suspiciously incompetent.”

Gerring asked, “Who are you focusing on today?”

“Morton Construction and the dress designer.” Although I put the dress designer way, way down on the list. Mostly because the woman was seventy, and I didn’t see many seventy-year-olds capable of hauling bodies around. “Will you stay for the night in Brighton?”

“We’ll likely need to,” Penny confirmed. “I don’t think another train will be going that direction after we’re done.”

“Fair enough. Keep me updated.”

“Will do.” Gerring ended the call.

I snapped my fingers in realization. “I should have told them about the investigation into Deems PD. Shoot.”

“You can worry about it later,” Henri advised as our waiter arrived and placed our plates in front of us. “It’s not information they need immediately.”

“True enough.” I lifted my sun tea and took a healthy swallow. I was thirsty from all the talking this morning. I wondered if they would give me a cup to go? Since I had interviews for the rest of the day, I’d likely need it.
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After lunch, we tried Morton Construction again with no luck. Since that was the case, we trooped out to the Atwood house and poked around some more. It bothered me that the house had been burned. I couldn’t help but feel I had overlooked something. What had the murderer been trying to hide?

Since I was there, I took a look at the safe. It was not working, the metal tumbler melted just enough that it didn’t want to turn. It was also still semi in the wall, so we’d need some able-bodied people and an axe to get it out. Not a problem I wanted to mess with, and it wasn’t really my job to fix it anyway.

It was near dinner at that point, but I wanted to try Morton Construction one more time before business hours were closed for the day. If we didn’t catch him this time, we’d try again in the morning to talk to him. Him and the other man on our list—the suspicious cop who always responded to the robberies. I didn’t think he was the murderer, but I had a lot of questions for that cop. Most of them wouldn’t be pleasant or easy to answer.

Henri stepped through first, holding the door open for me. No one manned the front desk, so I called out, “Hello? I’m looking for Pasten Morton?”

Someone lumbered out of a chair, the leather sighing, and a heavy tread against the floor nearly shook the floorboards. The man that came out of the hallway was a werebeaver, his fur looking a bit grey and faded, but his dark eyes were keen. He wore only a red vest and pants, leaving his clawed feet free. “I’m Pasten Morton.”

“Mr. Morton, I’m Detective Edwards. This is my partner, Dr. Davenforth. We’d like to ask a few questions.”

Morton didn’t even blink. “I figured you’d come around to talk to me at some point, what with that sodding lawsuit. Sure, ask your questions.”

Interesting reaction. The man just looked done in by life. I kind of felt sorry for him. “Can you tell me where you were the night of the 14th?”

“I was here until maybe six in the evening. I’m usually here until about that time.” Morton rubbed at his chin, thinking hard. “Been here until six all month, really. After that…what day was the 14th?”

“Gods Day,” Henri supplied.

“Gods Day…” Morton thought some more before nodding. “Went to dinner with some pals. The wife wanted to go spend time with her brother, and I wasn’t in the mind to cook, so my friends and I went out that night. Went to the Garden Café, if you need to check.”

“We will, thank you. You’re taking this very calmly, Mr. Morton.” A little too calmly. That was conversely strange.

He shook his head, resignation stark on his features. “I knew the minute Atwood started complaining about my building technique that I was in for it. Any tradesman could tell you, don’t work for an Atwood. The man had a reputation. But he came in, charming and with so much money, and deities knew the money was good. On paper. I couldn’t resist it. So, like a stupid sod, I signed that bloody contract. And the next thing I know, he’s hanging me with it. I’ve spent years of fighting with this man, years of trials and appeals and him dragging my reputation in the mud. Had to restart the business twice because of him. The moment I heard of his death, I knew you’d come to talk to me. That I’d be a suspect. But you know, Detective, I was sick of the Atwoods. I didn’t want anything more to do with them, and I was surely not ready to ruin the rest of my life because of them. I just avoided the whole family after that last appeal. I’m not guilty of their murder. I will answer your questions so you can prove that.”

I believed him. But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask a few more questions and check out his alibi. “I understand your construction crew used ward badges. Can you—” I cut myself short as all three cats started sniffing around, their noses in the air. “Uh, guys? What’s up?”

“Scent,” Clint answered absentmindedly, heading for the corner of the room.

“What scent?” Henri asked, already following him.

Tasha leapt lightly onto the top of the desk before answering, “Woman’s scent. Mrs. Atwood’s. Strong scent.”

Oh really, now? I inhaled deeply myself and sure enough, I caught a whiff of it. Now, wasn’t that suspicious, especially from a man who had just told me he avoided the whole family?

Morton sounded bewildered as he protested, “There’s no Atwood scent in here, there can’t be! They haven’t ever been in this building.”

“My cats have keen noses, sir, better than mine. And that’s saying something. If they tell me there’s a scent, I’m willing to believe them. Show me, guys.”

They started poking their noses around the back of the desk, trying to pinpoint it. Henri was right there with them, opening and closing the desk drawers, shifting things in the file cabinets that lined the walls.

“What is going on in here?” a stringent voice demanded.

I turned to see another werebeaver, a portly woman in the same red vest as Morton—must be a company thing—and a wide, pleated skirt. She stopped dead at seeing the two of us, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “And who are you?”

“Detective Edwards,” I said. “We’re here to ask a few questions regarding the Atwood murder—”

“Atwoods!” She scoffed, whiskers bristling. “That’s all everyone ever does with us, is throw the Atwoods in our face. Well, we don’t have anything to do with that family anymore. And—hey, get away from there! Those are my personal belongings, and you don’t have the right to search through there.”

From behind a coat, hanging on the coat rack, Henri drew forth a woman’s purse. All three cats sat underneath his feet, looking up with satisfaction at finally finding the source. As soon as Henri turned and I got a full view of it, I understood why.

Embossed black leather, gold clasps. I didn’t even need the picture from the file to know it.

“If you don’t have anything to do with the Atwoods,” Henri posited while holding up the back with two fingers, “then why do you have a dead woman’s purse?”

Morton stared at his wife as if he didn’t even know her. “Bronwyn, what did you do?”

His wife whirled on him. “You stop talking! They can’t pin this on me. I have an alibi.”

Yup, we’d found the right person. Her reaction confirmed it for me. But this just got tricky, as I needed to separate these two and compare stories before they got their heads together.

Pulling out my pad, I scrawled a quick message to Sherard asking him to portal to my location. The necklace I wore acted as a beacon he could easily trace. I’d need a little support to pull this off. After interviews, we’d likely need to portal people around. I certainly couldn’t trust the jail here. Putting that away, I indicated toward the small meeting room I could see through an open door. “Through there if you would, Mr. Morton. Sit and wait while I ask your wife some questions.”

He looked at the purse in Henri’s hand for a moment longer. I think he knew, too, that his wife was responsible somehow. With a sad shake of the head, he turned on his heel without looking at her and did as directed. I checked to see if there was any other door or window in the room—only a picture window that didn’t open—and then shut the door behind him. Clint immediately sat next to the door, putting himself as a guard.

Sherard appeared in a snap, looking around anxiously. “What’s happened?”

Bronwyn Morton flinched back from him, a flash of fear darting over her face. “W-who is this?”

“RM Seaton,” I introduced briefly before answering Sherard’s question. “We found Mrs. Atwood’s missing purse here. I don’t think her husband is involved, but can you sit and interview him while I interview her? He’s just through that door.”

Sherard gave me a nod, taking in the purse Henri still held with an arched brow, before going through the door. All sound abruptly cut off, and I had a feeling he’d put a silencing charm in place so neither spouse could hear any hint of what the other said. Smart of him. I did love him because he was smart.

“Sit down, Mrs. Morton,” Henri requested in that soft tone that made you think of graveyards at midnight.

She was belligerent but scared, too. She sat in one of the visitor’s chairs in front of the desk and refused to look up from the floor. Her hands clenched into her skirts.

I settled in the other chair, notebook out. “Where were you on the 14th, Gods Day?”

“Here, working.”

“And in the evening, after work?”

“I went out with my brother for dinner.” Her tone stayed belligerent even though she refused to look at me.

“And where did you go?”

“Garden Café.”

Henri and I shared a look. She had named the same place as her husband.

“Did you see anyone you knew there?” Henri asked, setting the purse back down on the desk before coming to stand near my shoulder.

“No. Why?”

She’d already tripped herself up and didn’t seem to realize it. “And your brother’s name?”

“Gradey Lawler,” she answered promptly. That brought her head up, and she stared at me with a sort of vindictive sneer. “He’s a policeman. You can’t doubt his word.”

Oh, lady, I certainly could. Especially when he was already a suspect in all the burglaries in Deems. She also didn’t seem to realize she’d just explained how she’d gotten into the Atwood house. Her brother’s badge had made it possible to escort her through the wards. “So, you went to dinner with your brother, who’s a policeman, at the Garden Café. And then what?”

“Well, I went home. My husband can vouch for that. He stayed in that night.”

Wow. She really hadn’t planned out an alibi, had she? “I see. And how did you acquire Mrs. Atwood’s purse?”

“I didn’t know it was hers,” she quickly said, words tripping over themselves. “I found it. At the petrol station. It’d been dropped and it was a nice purse, so I took it.”

“You didn’t turn it in?”

“I reported it to my brother, but he said no one had reported it missing. And there wasn’t anything in it to identify the owner. So he said I could have it.”

Henri sighed wearily. But then, he had little patience with stupidity. He knew as well as I did that a policeman couldn’t just hand over lost goods because you couldn’t readily identify who it might belong to. Especially something this expensive.

And the story of finding it at the petrol station was so bogus. The Atwoods had never been near it. If she’d said train station, it would have made more sense.

“Right,” Henri said in a tone that meant the opposite. “Now, do you want to tell us what really happened that night?”

“I just told you!” Bronwyn snapped defensively, hands bunching her skirt further.

I sat my notebook down in my lap to start ticking things off on my fingers. “The Atwoods took a train into Deems; they were never near a petrol station that day. Your husband didn’t stay in that night; he was out with his pals. Eating at the Garden Café, actually. Funny neither of you saw the other there. And your cop brother is already suspected of multiple burglaries. Pretty clear you’re lying, Bronwyn. Want to try again? Truth, this time.”

Tears shone in her eyes. Not tears of regret, but anger. She was angry we’d caught her. In a shaking voice, she demanded, “I want a lawyer.”

“You’re entitled to one,” I admitted, flipping my notebook closed. “But you won’t stand on trial here in Deems.”

Her head snapped up. “What? Why?”

“Because jurisdiction has been transferred to Kingston. We can’t trust Deems’ judicial system right now. We’ll transfer you to the Kingston PD, and you can make your phone call from there. I wouldn’t recommend asking either your brother or husband for help. I’ll need to hold your husband until I can verify his alibi. Your brother I’m pretty sure helped you, so he’ll be in the same jail.”

She looked scared now as she hadn’t before. I’m sure part of the reason why she thought she could get by with it was because she had so many connections in Deems. With a brother on the police force, she could surely get herself out of this one way or another.

Not on my watch, lady.

Henri strode over to the door and gave it a soft tap. Sherard opened it a moment later and they conferred in a low tone before Henri stepped back. Striding through, Sherard informed me, “I’ll portal her over to the Kingston station and get her processed. I’ll get a warrant to search both Morton and Officer Lawler’s property while I’m there.”

I looked to Henri, saw him lift his wand and say, “Four walls, hear me. Door, obey. Hold in this position until I say.”

Ah, so he was going to magically lock Morton in until we could confirm his alibi? Not a bad plan, all things considered. I looked back to Sherard. “Okay. Keep me updated.”

Bronwyn was back to staring at the floor, her expression that of a woman who didn’t know how things had gone so wrong. The sad thing was, the greed had done her in. If not for that purse, I wouldn’t have thought to really look at her.

Sherard handed me his notebook. “List of friends Morton said he was with that night.”

“Oooh, helpful. Thanks.”

He drew the woman to her feet, throwing a quick binding spell over her hands. “Be back in an hour or so.”

“Please and thank you.” Sherard snapped out, and I rolled my head around on my shoulders. “Finally. Looks like we have the right people to pursue. Do you want me to sit here and try calling these men first?”

“It’ll save us some legwork. And while you’re doing that, I’ll contact McSparrin and Gerring, tell them to get back here. I think they’re chasing the wrong suspects.”

“Yeah, seems like they are.” But at least we had the right ones. Finally.
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Morton’s alibi checked out perfectly. No fewer than six witnesses—including the restaurant owner—put him at the café for most of the evening. Then he’d gone to a friend’s house and played multiple rounds of cards late into the night before finally making it home. I had a feeling he regretted that sorely because he’d missed that his wife hadn’t been home until very late as well.

With that alibi in place, we let him go, but he didn’t seem any happier for it. Jamie gave him a sympathetic smile as she released him. He deserved some pity, in my view. From what I knew, Morton hadn’t done anything to deserve the string of bad luck that entangled him.

Seaton came back with the warrant far more quickly than I’d anticipated. We used it promptly to go through the Morton house, Drummond standing nearby to verify if he recognized something. We had a list of what had been taken from the Atwood house, but he was a far better witness than a description. He recognized nothing from the Morton’s residence.

Officer Gradey Lawler’s house was an entirely different matter.

He’d inherited his parents’ house, a rambling farmhouse on a large plot of land. The Felixes went on a hunt and found a treasure trove rather quickly. Stacked up in the corner of the barn, under a tarp, were the missing valuables from the Atwood estate. I stared at each item, checking them off the list, and exited the barn with a heavy heart.

“Mr. Drummond, I think we found them. Will you come in and verify?”

The housekeeper looked grim as he followed me into the dusty space. Jamie had flipped the tarp completely off and away to give him an unhampered view. His eyes roved over the paintings leaning up against each other, the statues sitting on top of hay bales, the bric-a-brac, and anger stole over his features. “That’s it. Well, that painting of the sunset, I don’t recognize that. Likely someone else’s.”

Jamie kept her tone gentle as she said, “I need your help going through this. If we can find the owners of the other items, it strengthens our case against Lawler for the burglaries.”

“I’ll help, Detective. My heart’s breaking, but I’ll help.” He turned toward her, almost pleading, “Was that why they killed my masters? Was this a robbery gone wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Jamie answered frankly. Her own expression turned determined. “But I’ll wring that answer out of them if I have to.”
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What with all the upheaval, I had immediate access to an arrest warrant. Our judge in Kingston was a genial man who never grew impatient about being woken up in the middle of the night. It often meant sitting with a man who was in his robe and slippers, having a slice of pie and drinking coffee at some unreasonable hour of the morning, since the judge wanted company if you woke him up. But he at least was amenable to signing a warrant.

I was thankful that in this case, Seaton popped over to get the warrant signed and saved us all the headache.

If the Deems Police Station had been unwelcoming on our first visit, it was nothing compared to the moment we walked into it once more. Lethal was probably the best way to describe it. Then again, I understood that with their captain under review, the whole precinct likely was as well. They’d be under review for months yet as the investigation ferreted out the corrupt. A few actually stood, as if ready to face us and have it out, and I kept a careful eye on them as we moved. The bullets would bounce right off of Jamie, of course, but the rest of us were not so immune.

Seaton didn’t even deign them a glance, his red coat billowing out as he stalked straight for Lawler. “Officer Lawler, I have a warrant for your arrest in the case of the Atwood murders.”

Lawler immediately popped to his feet, his reaction a juxtaposition. His eyes widened in fright, but venom poured out of his mouth. “You can’t just march in here and pin this on me! Don’t think you can point fingers because you can’t figure it out—”

Jamie sailed past Seaton and gave him that saccharine smile which put shivers in even the bravest of men. “We just arrested your sister. You think I don’t know precisely who I’m arresting and why? Think again.”

Lawler’s eyes closed in a fatalistic manner, the fight draining out of him.

“Stand and put your hands on the desk,” she commanded brusquely.

One of the other officers stepped forward, blustering, “He’s right, you can’t take him!”

“Have you forgotten so much you don’t even know what a warrant is?” Seaton waved it in the air like a flag. “We can, in fact, take him. And make no mistake, we’ll look into all of you as well. Too much is going on in this station that raises the hair on the back of my arms, let me tell you. I will not rest until I’m sure this station actually protects the law instead of enables the criminals.”

Well said, my friend. That was precisely the issue here.

We marched back out before anyone could get another word in edgewise. As soon as we reached the sidewalk, Seaton immediately portaled him to the Kingston PD. Jamie and I retreated to the hotel, a safer spot to wait for his return. In the name of expediency, Seaton came back immediately and transported both Jamie and me as well. I’d already arranged with the hotel to have our things shipped back on the first train, and Gerring and McSparrin were now on a train heading to Kingston as well. We’d need to go back in order to sort out evidence, but that wasn’t a priority today. We were running out of daylight, in fact. And I wanted the right people charged before the sun set.

My Jamie was apparently of the same mind. She wasted no time in getting an interrogation room set up and hauling Lawler into it. Seaton held up a wall as I took the seat next to her. Lawler’s hands were cuffed in front of him, his eyes focused solely on the cuffs and nothing else.

Jamie tossed the warrant to search his property down on the table so he could see it. “We just left your house and found the stolen property in the barn. Save us the denials, okay? Just tell us why you murdered two innocent people.”

Lawler lifted his eyes, finally, and stared at her with confusion. “Who are you?”

Jamie stared back, eyebrow arched. “You know who I am.”

“No, I don’t. I thought I did. Some fancy female detective from the big city, that’s what we all thought of you. And this quiet man who followed you everywhere, we didn’t know what to make of him.”

That description of myself amused me. Was that really what I looked like?

“And then a royal mage appears out of nowhere to help, and he’s deferring to your opinion and does your bidding. And you can get warrants in hours and walk through high society like you own the place.” Lawler shook his head over and over. “It shouldn’t have happened like this. I’d closed the case. That should have been the end of it.”

“Why? Because that’s how it had worked for the past several years?” Jamie scoffed, more than incredulous. “You really think you could have kept going like that?”

“No one was stopping me. No one was interested in looking past the surface. Not until you lot came. Who are you?”

Seaton stirred from his position on the wall and stalked forward to rest a hand against the table’s surface. “She’s a kingsman consultant. You’ll likely know her better as the Shinigami Detective.”

Lawler actually flinched, staring at her with new eyes, as if he only now realized his mistake.

“Now answer her bloody question. Why did you murder the Atwoods?”

Lawler’s shoulders slumped. And as an officer himself, he knew there would be little mercy shown him in a court of law. “Murder…wasn’t our intention. We went in to rob the place.”

“You and your sister, Bronwyn Morton,” I prompted.

“Yeah. You caught her already, I know. Stupid woman insisted on keeping that purse. I told her to hide it until everything had died down, but she used it, didn’t she?”

“She had it at the office,” Jamie answered, already writing things down.

Lawler’s eyes closed in a fatalistic way. “It figures. She never was too sharp, or her temper got in the way of making a smart decision. I don’t know which it is. She figured out I was taking things out of houses when no one was home. Wanted in on it. I let her because she and her husband could use the money, what with the Atwoods suing them. And then when the house went up for sale, she wanted to rob it. I figured, justice in its own way, so I agreed. We didn’t expect anyone to be there that night. Certainly not the Atwoods.”

It made me wonder of Hartley, but I could bring him back around to that later and clarify just who had been stealing what. When he stumbled to a halt, I prompted him quietly, “Did they surprise you?”

“Yeah. They did.” Lawler blew out a breath, back to staring at his handcuffs. “They realized someone was in the house—we’d turned on a few lights to see by—and they came in, calling out for someone to answer. I panicked. I wanted to get out, but of course Bronwyn was on the other side of the house, and I couldn’t leave her there to get caught. And Hartley was somewhere, as we’d been handing him goods to load into the truck. So, I snuck up behind Mr. Atwood, slapped a restraint on his wrists. Then Mrs. Atwood, she starts screaming bloody murder, and I restrain her but she’s still screaming. I was afraid someone might hear her. Bronwyn had a vial of Axphorilil on her, ’cause of her monthlies being so bad, and we used that to get them quiet. But I doubled the dose on Mr. Atwood—cause he’s so much larger of a man, see—and I shouldn’t have. With him dosed, and lying face down, he…he just stopped breathing. By the time we realized, it was too late.”

Lawler rubbed a hand over his face, and we gave him a moment to process things. The tension in the room was thick enough to slice and serve. I instinctively felt that if we spoke now, he’d stop talking entirely.

“When Bronwyn realized, she went mad. Said we had to kill Mrs. Atwood too ’cause she was a witness. I didn’t see any other way out of it. I was just going to overdose her, too, but Bronwyn was on top of her before I could stop her. Choking her. She had the stomach for it, so I let her. It was too much for me.” Another hand passed over his face and it shook now, sweat beading his upper lip. “It was too awful for me. But I thought, with them dead, there’s sure to be an investigation, right? And I had to do something to make it odd. Make it look like some crazy person had done it so they wouldn’t link robbery to murder. I’d read in one of those bad detective novels about a crime so strange the police couldn’t figure it out, let it go cold. Figured it was worth a try. I told Bronwyn about it and she agreed that was the safe bet. So, she went out, back to the office to grab some charms, and I got busy setting up the scene.”

So, the staging of the bodies really had been to throw us off. It had almost worked, too. I’d certainly found it perturbing and couldn’t make sense of it.

Lawler’s eyes gravitated toward the window, blind to his surroundings. “Couldn’t believe it when I was once again asked to handle the investigation. Captain thought it was a robbery gone wrong. He liked the way I handled the burglaries, the way I closed the cases. Made him look good on paper. Always made it easier on me, too. So I said sure, and I went in. Because of how they died, I thought, why not say it was a murder-suicide? Seems reasonable enough. I could say Mr. Atwood was unhinged, and that’s why he posed their bodies like that. It would work. It almost did. But I didn’t think about who the Atwoods were, did I? Didn’t think about their connections.” He turned his head, almost in a flop, and stared at Jamie again. “You knew them.”

“I didn’t,” she denied with a false calm, brittle and fracturing at the surface. I was reasonably sure she wanted to punch Lawler in the throat. “Henri did. The man you so casually dismissed as quiet and unassuming is Dr. Henri Davenforth, of the Davenforths. He’s a childhood friend of the Atwoods. They came to him for help.”

“I knew them as well,” Seaton interjected, staring hard at Lawler with a visible tic in his jaw. “And I wouldn’t have let that slide, either.”

Lawler let out a mirthless laugh. “So, I really had no chance of covering it up, huh? I should have abandoned Bronwyn after all when the Atwoods discovered us. Theft’s better than murder.”

“Let’s talk about the thefts for a minute. You were taking things out of houses, and you said Hartley was there that night? Was he a partner?”

“Yeah. And my fence. We worked together to move stuff out of the houses. He was responsible for selling everything afterwards.” Lawler answered in a tired tone, as if he were already exhausted. “Couldn’t very well sell stolen goods myself, could I?”

Ah, yes. Of course. I should have seen that. So, Hartley’s assertion he hadn’t known the cop had been an outright lie, eh? We’d believed him in a sense because he’d been sincere about not killing anyone. But I should have questioned that connection a little further. Not that we’d had the chance.

“You let him go, I assume, because he could ID you.”

“He had no stomach for murder. Once he realized what we’d done, he ran for it. He still knew where all the stolen goods were, though. I didn’t want to kill him anyway, but he bargained with that, so I’d let him out.” Lawler gave that soundless, humorless laugh again. “You’d think I’d have learned not to let my greed make decisions.”

“You shouldn’t have been robbing the people you were sworn to protect to begin with,” I rebutted. Jamie might have a point about the punching-in-throat plan. I felt rather inclined myself at the moment.

“Henri Davenforth of the Davenforths,” Lawler mocked darkly. “What would you know of how pitiful a working man’s salary is?”

“I do, in fact, live on my salary and not on my parents’ largesse,” I returned evenly. “So, I would know quite a bit. I think we’re done here. Shall we go?”

“Before I punch him? Yeah, probably for the best.” Jamie stood with a scrape of chair legs and headed for the door, with myself on her heels. But she paused there and looked back. “Lawler, one question. Was it you who burned the Atwood house?”

“It was me.” Lawler flopped back in the chair, eyes on the ceiling. “I was petrified of what you might find there. You kept going in and out of that house, like there was something interesting there. And I didn’t know what two magicians might be able to find. I figured it was safer to burn it.”

“And it was you who tried to run us off the road, too.” That hadn’t been a question.

Lawler didn’t bother to look at her as he answered. “Yeah. Much good that did.”

“I appreciate the confirmation.” That pleased her, having the answers to those niggling questions, and she sailed through the door.

Lawler may or may not have been lying about Hartley being alive. There was no easy way to prove it one way or another. I chose to think Lawler wasn’t lying, since he admitted he had no real stomach for murder. So, Hartley was still free and probably thieving, eh? I didn’t wish the man dead, but I would have preferred him nearby and as a witness. Ah, well. With the evidence we had and the confession, this case was airtight.

Gregson waited for us in the hallway, an interesting mix of eager and disgusted. He looked to Jamie for the answer. “Full confession?”

“Full confession. I don’t think it occurred to him to do otherwise. He watched his sister murder Mrs. Atwood, and it severely rattled him.” Jamie stopped, one hand propped on her hip. “He did say his captain put him in charge of all the burglaries because he liked that Lawler would just do a cursory inspection and then close the case. It made it look on paper as if they were doing their jobs well. Lawler was given the Atwood case to close for the same reason.”

“That is absolutely disgusting, but it doesn’t surprise me—not after everything that’s been reported. Our police commissioner will not be happy to hear it.” Gregson rubbed his hands together in evil anticipation. “I can’t wait to report that one in person. Deems apparently needs a good house cleaning.”

“Hear, hear!” I lifted a hand. “Permission to report to the Atwood siblings that we’ve found the murderer?”

“Permission granted. Just have them sit on the news until we can make an official announcement of arrest.”

I went hunting for the nearest phone, which happened to be the one at the front reception desk. There were several phones available at the station, but most of them were in use. I gave our young officer a quick smile before putting a silencing charm around my person to keep the conversation discreet. At least for today, I didn’t want the news spreading.

The phone rang three times before Irvine answered, sounding a little breathless, as if he’d dashed for the phone. “Hello?”

“Irvine, it’s me. I’m calling with news.”

“Good news?” he asked hopefully.

It was more than a relief to answer, “Yes. Good news. We’ve found your parents’ murderers. They’re being charged as I speak.”

He let out a sob, and I didn’t blame him. Lives lost, yes, and I could do nothing about that. But at least I’d given him the justice he’d asked for. Deserved. A bittersweet ending indeed.
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I eyed both men suspiciously as they led me into Sherard’s office on palace grounds. They were up to something. My boyfriend, especially, looked suspicious with that smug lilt to his mouth and the bounce in his stride, as if he had some delicious secret he was bursting to share. Sherard was practically giddy.

Henri held hands with me as he towed me up the stairs. Not for the first time, I asked, “What are you two up to? Should I be worried?”

“No,” Sherard threw over his shoulder, bouncing up the stairs like a golden retriever in search of a ball. “You’ll like this surprise.”

“You say that, and yet here I am, still worried. You two are giddy. I have literally never seen you giddy.” And why this location? Why on palace grounds and not someone’s apartment?

I was reasonably certain if I jumped out a window, my body could take the fall, what with my enhancements. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust these two men, but they were seriously acting out of character. Were they pod people? Beta units?

It had been almost a week since we’d solved the case. The murderous siblings were up for trial in the next month, and we’d gotten public recognition for solving the case. Which was nice and all, but the funeral had been a little hard. I felt bad for the kids who had lost their parents, even though those kids were adults. Losing family was always hard.

The funeral had hit me hard in the feels, harder than I anticipated. Before leaving Earth, my parents and sister were doing fine. I had no reason to believe things had changed. But being here meant no contact with them whatsoever. I found myself mourning that lost connection as if someone had died. Emotionally, it felt like it some days. Having the funeral past us was a relief.

Henri had gotten sucked into some secret project with Sherard that he hinted at over our dates but never really told much in the way of detail. Until today, apparently.

No, seriously, did I need to make a run for it? Henri was hyper. Henri never got hyper.

We entered Sherard’s office to find all the cats already on scene, lounging on various surfaces, including the desk. The clean desk. What in the name of—I panned my head, taking in the room incredulously. It was clean in here! I could literally see every part of the floor, all the chairs were clear, and the books were neatly arranged on shelves. Before today, I would have sworn the zombie apocalypse would happen before Sherard fully cleaned his office.

The largest scrying mirror I’d ever seen was set up dead in the middle of the room on its own pedestal stand. Sherard had put his comfy wing-backed chair smack in front of it, which didn’t look strange or anything. To add to the general oddity of the situation, Jules Felix stood nearby with his own cat, Mystique, cradled in the crook of his arm. The last time I saw Jules and Sherard standing in the same room, a royal mage had died. Seeing Jules here, in this office, thoroughly alarmed me.

Henri cast me a smile over his shoulder. “It’s good news, not bad.”

“If you say so.” I took that with reservations. Especially when he sat me down in the chair. Facing the scrying mirror. “Gents, I love you, but if someone doesn’t explain to me right now, I’m going to be running for the door.”

Clint immediately hopped into my lap as if to thwart this plan. Traitor.

“Two minutes and we’ll show you,” Sherard requested, already readying his wand.

I eyed him sideways, holding onto my cat in such a way that I could scoop him up and dive for cover. “Two minutes. Alright. But if I see even a hint of a little girl in a white dress, or any other spooky thing, I’m outta here.”

Sherard stood on the opposite side of Jules, and the two men gave each other a nod before lifting their wands and speaking in unison. A surreal, out of body experience enveloped me as I watched them work and speak in perfect tandem. Was I dreaming this? It had to be a dream. The spell they spoke was nonsensical enough for a dream. Unlike every other spell I’ve heard, they used numbers instead of words. Just one long string of numbers with the occasional directional word thrown in.

The mirror glowed slightly, and the image abruptly changed from reflecting this room. It shot off into space, going into the inky deepness of true space with the occasional flash of a star or planet zooming past. My entire attention became riveted to that scene. I didn’t think they were here to give me an astronomy lesson. So why…?

I glanced at Jules, wondering at his presence here. It had to be serious to make him cooperate with Sherard. And Henri still bounced a little on his toes, grinning from ear to ear. He had a wand in hand, too, as if he were ready to pitch in somehow.

They couldn’t possibly…I mean, I know they had been researching and poring over Belladonna’s notes, but they also said those notes made no sense. Right? So, they couldn’t possibly be doing what it looked like.

I found myself holding my breath anyway.

And then released it all in one gush, a sob nearly tearing out of my throat. I’d know that blue and white planet anywhere. “That’s Earth. Oh my god, you found Earth.”

All three men looked at me curiously, but it was Jules who asked, “You can recognize your planet from outer space?”

“Of course. We have loads of pictures of it.” I’d explain space exploration later. Much later. Urgently, I demanded, “Can you get in closer?”

“Wait,” Sherard requested, and there was that smug grin again. The Cheshire Cat had nothing on him. He turned back to the mirror and intoned, “Seek for Dirk and Amaya Edwards’ residence. Blood to blood with Jamie Edwards. Let blood call to blood.”

My parents. He was making it so I could see my parents. I’d dearly love to see my sister, Carolyn, too, but what I wouldn’t give to see that my parents were still healthy and all right.

The mirror zoomed in again, heading for California, and I recognized blips of geography as it passed. Then it stopped abruptly for a moment, hovering in front of a ranch style house with white brick in my parents’ quiet little subdivision. I’d spent my entire childhood in that house. I found myself tearing up just at the sight of it.

Henri’s wand lifted and he drew several inscriptions on the glass. My hope rose as I partially recognized one. Was he really making it so I could communicate? Not just see, but speak to my parents?

Sherard waited for the sigil to integrate fully with the mirror, a second that felt like a small eternity, and then he zoomed into the house. A blip of darkness filled the mirror for a split second before the green of my parents’ bathroom wall came into view. Sitting on chairs like the three little monkeys were my mom, dad, and sister, all of them alight with joy. I felt the same, tears burning in my eyes.

“Jamie,” they said in near unison, and I laughed, wiping at my eyes.

My mother reached out, touching the mirror as if she could reach me. I leaned forward, putting my own hand against hers, and even though I felt nothing but cold glass, this was so much more than I had ever dreamed of. Ever wished for. I had thought it impossible, too heartbreaking to even think about. Seeing them now left me flatfooted. So much had happened. What could I possibly say to them? Where did I even start?

“You really are there,” my father choked out, and tears streamed unchecked down his cheeks. “We tore this world apart looking for you and instead you’re there.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I am. You three are a sight for sore eyes,” I responded. I dashed at tears again because I wanted to see them. “Everyone is okay?”

“Of course, we’re fine,” Carolyn said quickly, pressing forward. She wrapped an arm around our mother’s shoulder, hugging her in. “But what of you? I wasn’t here the first time they called—”

Excuse me, what?

“—and they didn’t say much.” Carolyn looked between the men and asked uncertainly, “I’m not even sure how this is happening. Or how it works.”

“I doubt you’ll have time for a very long-winded explanation. You only have an hour and a half,” Sherard warned. “We can’t keep this up indefinitely.”

“But don’t feel like you have to say absolutely everything,” Jules pitched in. “I think we can do this every three months or so. This won’t be the only time you can see them.”

That relieved me in a way words couldn’t begin to express. I regained my seat and looked into the mirror once more.

An hour and a half wasn’t nearly enough time to tell them all that had happened in the past two-plus years. But I wasn’t really interested in telling them every little detail. That wasn’t the point of this E.T. phone home. “Well, as you can see, I have very excellent friends and a boyfriend. How are you? It’s been almost three years since I’ve seen you last. Tell me everything.”

“We’d rather hear what’s happened with you,” my mother refuted immediately in her cute, accented English. “Jamie, he told us before that you are on a magical world? That a witch pulled you through to that world? Is there really magic where you are?”

So, Henri had called before? To set up this meeting, no doubt. I looked at my partner, my friend, and the man I was already half in love with, and couldn’t repress my smile as he looked right back at me with the same joy. “Fortunately for me, there is. All the magic in the world.”
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I sat in my favorite chair, Jamie curled next to me. It had been three days since I orchestrated the call home for her. In those three days, I had seen a very different woman. I’d had no idea the stress she carried of not being able to connect with her family until that stress was removed. She was far lighter than I’d ever seen her, almost silly with the relief. Seeing her like this, I dearly wished Seaton and I had been able to figure it out sooner.

Because she still struggled to read for leisure, I read aloud to her, one of those ridiculous mystery books that had nothing to do with true police procedure. They amused both of us, and it was a gentle, easy way to pass the time with her. Of course, all three cats curled up on either us or the chair, as they couldn’t seem to resist a human at rest.

Jamie turned the page for me, my other hand effectively captured by Phil. But as she turned, she asked, “Should we pause after this chapter, go out for dinner?”

“Are you quite certain? The scent from the construction is still quite prevalent.”

“I can wear the nose guard, it’s fine. At least I know that scent will die down once they’ve finished construction at the docks.”

“Yes, true. Well, then, should we head to Christopher’s?”

“Ooh, yes. I can do with a steak. You know what, I’m too hungry. Let’s go now.”

“As you wish.”

For some reason, she snorted a laugh even as she helped extract me from the cats. “One of these days, I’m going to find a way to fully explain The Princess Bride to you. This will happen.”

Accepting her hand up, I stood and stole a taste of her smile. “I look forward to it.”
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	I FOUND GARLIC! It’s strangely enough a nut. And the texture is different, but the taste is dead on. I may or may not have done the garlic bread dance when I found it.

	Tried a new drink called Shuri Ice and it did not react well with me. Or it did, depends on how you look at it. I was wired for HOURS. As bad as a toddler on a sugar high. Henri’s cut me off. I may sneak it back in for Girls’ Nights, though.

	Sat down with Ellie and Queen Regina over a private dinner last night. We got to talking about smog, and pollution, and what happened on Earth in the major cities. Regina’s not at all keen on repeating this in Kingston. I told her we had good options for windmills, especially being on the coast like this, wind is a constant. Replace all of those coal burning energy sources. Ellie’s been given a Royal Order to make it so, Number 1.



Speaking of Ellie, I have got to re-work my inventions list. Her whole guild is now pitching in to handle the influx of ideas from me. (I kinda feel bad. But don’t. We’re all making loooots of money.)

Have:

	Feminine hygiene (this went over really well)

	Jeans (although convincing people women can wear them is not going well)

	Running shoes

	Rubbing alcohol

	A/C on its way

	Fridge

	Telephone (speakers need serious improvement)



Need:

	Duct tape

	zipper (I can’t believe we don’t have zippers yet)

	radio

	COMPUTERS (whimper can’t get tech up fast enough) until then, Hollerith punch cards and code

	Adjustable Ratchets Handcuffs

	Anesthesia for Dentistry and Surgery



And I will figure out how to get TVs here or die trying. I miss mindless television like you wouldn’t believe.

Note to self: Ask Sherard and Jules how feasible it would be to get small packages transported here from Earth. If I can just get a few books on mechanical stuff…

Days of the Week

Earth – Draiocht

Sunday – Gods Day

Monday – Gather Day

Tuesday – Brew Day

Wednesday – Bind Day

Thursday – Hex Day

Friday – Scribe Day

Saturday – Rest Day

Months

Earth – Draiocht

January – Old Moon

February – Snow Moon

March – Crow Moon

April – Seed Moon

May – Hare Moon

June – Rose Moon

July – Hay Moon

August – Corn Moon

September – Harvest Moon

October – Hunter’s Moon

November – Frost Moon

December – Blue Moon

Werespecies: werehorses, wereowls, weremules, werefoxes, weredogs, werebadger, weremouse, werewolf, werebeavers, wereelephants, wererabbits, wereweasels, werebears


Thanks for reading Three Charms for Murder! Ready for the next adventure?

Grimoires and Where to Find Them HERE

And if you love signed copies and goodies, check out my Patreon!
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Honor Raconteur was born loving books. Her mother read her fairy tales and her father read her technical manuals, so was it any wonder she grew up thinking all books were wonderful? At five, she wrote and illustrated her first book.

At *mumbles age* she’s lost count of how many books she’s written and has no intention of stopping before she climbs into a grave. Right now, she lives in Michigan in a wonderful old Craftsman house with two dogs, three cats, and a fish.

For more information about her books, to be notified when books are released, or get behind the scenes info about upcoming books, sign up or visit her at:

NEWSLETTER or honorraconteur.news@raconteurhouse.com

www.honorraconteur.com

FB: Honor Raconteur’s Book Portal

Patreon (for ARCs and goodies!)
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