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I am, as all who know me can attest, a planner. I like to be prepared, to know in advance what needs to be done. It’s just in my nature.

For something as important as this, I refused to act without a plan.

I was, in a word, determined to propose to Jamie this year.

I’d also spell-locked this chapter so she could neither read nor find it, so do not worry about that. I know that someone, reading in the future, will question this.

Now, as for plans on proposing, I had a few ideas. I wanted to take her to a favorite place. Somewhere she would be relaxed, in a happy mood, and without any possibility of interruption. Perhaps I might rent a small house near the beach. Jamie quite loves water, and the beach is a favorite destination of hers.

I’d have to inquire of possible places, of course. I’d also have to somehow find out her ring size. I could only guess at this moment. I was fairly certain Ellie would know, considering some of the more interesting things she’d custom fitted for Jamie. I’d try her first. If not, then I’d have to subtly find out in some other way.

I’d dearly love to plan something of the wedding too, as I had no doubt Jamie would ask my opinion on it. However, with her famous status and schedule, I didn’t wish to plan far into the future. It was impossible to do so without her. Really, a more intimate gathering of close friends and family was what I wanted most. The colors, types of flowers, and such I would leave to my bride-to-be to decide.

Even as I sit here, penning this plan of mine, butterflies danced around in my stomach. Why was I nervous about this? I knew with confidence that she loved me as much as I loved her. That we both wished to live the rest of our lives together. I had no doubt that if I proposed this very moment, she’d agree without hesitation.

Perhaps it was my desire to propose right, to give her the kind of proposal story that women seemed to love. I didn’t want to make a hash out of this. Or perhaps it was the fear of having the plan all in place only for it to be ruined by some unexpected case cropping up.

Hm, yes, must plan for that eventuality. I’d have to make sure we had appropriate replacements for both of us so no one could call us in on some emergency. A meeting with Gibson and Seaton was in order to secure this.

One way or another, I would successfully propose. And soon.
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Today was the unofficial opening of the queen’s own. The thought was filled with sarcasm considering our fledgling department had handled numerous cases since Jamie first opened the office’s doors, but regardless. Today was the start day of the new department. At least, it was the day we were finally fully staffed and everyone started work. Our grand opening was not for some weeks yet, but we were at least open enough to function and train people.

Jamie was ostensibly ready to face the day. She wore the queen’s own uniform, pressed and looking sharp, although the black coat was draped over the back of her chair. She looked quite dashing in the red vest and white shirt, both colors complementing her golden skin tone. She’d twisted her black hair up into some kind of braided bun, still wet from a morning shower. She was dressed for work, but I wasn’t sure she was ready for it. The love of my life sat at my table looking in need of three coffees, cuddles, and perhaps a nap that lasted the next decade. I couldn’t provide the nap, but I did offer her hot tea, which she accepted gratefully.

“At least your office staff is all in place now?” I offered before returning to the stove and turning the eggs before they could burn. Come to think of it, if I didn’t tame my curls with gel soon, there would be no return point. My hair was half dry as it was.

“There’s that,” Jamie acknowledged before sipping her tea. “We’re no longer all wearing multiple hats. That takes the stress level down a few notches. On the other hand, all my ducklings start field training today, so…I feel like I’ve exchanged one stressor for another.”

I charitably refrained from agreeing with her. My Jamie was ever the type to overdo things, overachiever that she was, but in this case I couldn’t chide her for taking on too much at once. She didn’t have enough agents to fill the ranks of the department. Ergo, she needed to train people. It was inevitable at this stage to be overwhelmed with everything that must be done.

I offset the workload as much as I could, but there were many things only Jamie could do. Training people was part of it. Making breakfast for her this morning in my apartment was one of my attempts to ease the burden on her, if ever so slightly.

She sat back in the chair, dragging a smile onto her face. “I realize I look cray cray right now, but the commotion will die down in about two months. By that point, I’ll have more people trained, the new hires will find their stride, and I won’t be running around chasing my own tail.”

“Your Earthian phrases are so strange sometimes,” I commented as I reached for plates. Eggs and sausage were done and ready to be served.

“Tell me about it. I don’t even know the origin for that one.” Jamie sipped more tea and frowned, brows drawn up into a perplexed line. “No, really, where does that even come from? Next time I call home, I’ll have to ask someone to Google it.”

“Your next call home is coming up rather soon.”

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it. A lot has happened. I want to fill them in, but I know the family has been up to stuff too since we last talked. If you’ve got any book requests, I hope you’re writing them down.”

“I am,” I assured her, putting the plate in front of her. “Also movie requests. Every time you reference a movie, I’ve noted the title.”

Jamie paused in picking up her fork, eyeing me. “I get the feeling this is a multipage list. Just because I know me.”

“Three pages, to be precise.”

“Yup, kinda figured.”

I smiled as I joined her at the table. She did reference things from her world often. I was glad that I now had the chance to pick up at least some of it because of the movies, TV series, and books that had been portaled over to her. I enjoyed studying her culture immensely. Not to mention spending time with her.

“What does your day look like, anyway?” Jamie speared her fork into the eggs. “I know what mine looks like—four ducklings, base-level training, and too much admin work piled on my desk.”

“In my case, nothing as strenuous. I’ve some lab work waiting on me, of course, just a few things from the active cases Bennett and Marshall are attending to. I believe this afternoon I’ll need to go in and discuss things with Ellie. She had some questions on some of your projects and wants a second opinion.”

“Ahh. Sounds like fun to me.”

“It should be, yes.”

One of the many things I had been tasked with upon my appointment to royal mage was the integration of technology into society. Part of it was Jamie’s green energy designs, as stomping down on the pollution running rampant in the city was a priority for everyone, but part of it too was the many inventions Ellie Warner and Jamie were producing. Some of them were for the public good. I had been given authority to oversee them on Queen Regina’s behalf. What that actually translated to was that I spent roughly a third of my work week with Ellie, troubleshooting designs, trying to make magic and mechanics play nicely together.

It was not always an easy attempt to merge them, to say the least.

I heard a tap at the window and glanced over to see if Phil wanted to be let back in. With the winter weather still upon us, I hadn’t left the window open when he wanted out this morning; the cold air would have chilled my flat very quickly.

Upon seeing him and Tasha, I had no desire to open the window now, either. Hanging in Tasha’s mouth was a dead mouse, the poor thing limp. Why the Felixes insisted upon killing rodents and then bringing them to me, I could not fathom. It wasn’t like I ate the carcasses. Was this bragging rights?

“Oh, look, a prezzie,” Jamie deadpanned. “How delightful with my breakfast.”

“Quite,” I agreed in the same tone. I pointed a stern finger at the two miscreants looking hopefully at us through the frosted glass. “No.”

Phil pawed at the glass again, looking imploring. “In?”

“No, not unless you dispose of the mouse first. I do not want dead things in my house.”

They looked quite sad over this fact but reluctantly went back down the fire escape.

I blew out a breath. “Jamie, do explain this to me. Why do they insist on bringing us dead rodents?”

“It’s a cat thing, honey, I can’t explain why. All sorts of theories on it. Anything between them showing off to wanting to take care of their humans.” Jamie shrugged and resumed eating. A hardened detective such as herself would not be put off from her food simply because of the sight of a dead mouse. “It’s a thing, just roll with it.”

I didn’t see how I had much choice in the matter. I’d already spoken to all three Felixes about this numerous times and had yet to see any change in behavior. Ah, well. I resumed eating, as we really didn’t have much time left this morning before we had to be at the office.

Jamie was just starting in on the breakfast dishes when a frantic knock came at the door, sounding rather like someone with an emergency. Jamie was faster than I, getting to the door first and flinging it open. “Oh, Mrs. Henderson, what’s—”

“Do come down, dear, it’s terrible!” Our landlady wrung her hands together, in a visible state of dishabille. Her greying hair hung in a plait over one shoulder, and she still wore her robe and slippers. Whatever had prompted this visit had taken her out of her morning routine before she could even finish dressing.

“What’s happened?” Jamie demanded even as she reached for her coat off the rack.

“There’s— I think he’s dead. At first I thought he was just drunk and passed out, but Clint says he’s dead.”

Out of the top ten phrases I dreaded hearing out of anyone’s mouth before eight a.m., “dead” featured at the top of the list. I too reached for my coat, as I needed to see this with my own eyes, and quickly.

“More details, please,” Jamie prompted.

Mrs. Henderson ran shaking hands over her hair, then settled a death grip on her braid. “I didn’t know anything was wrong at first. I saw someone passed out on the stairs, and I meant to call it in once I was dressed, or have you handle it. Then Clint, he came scratching on my door and said something was wrong on the front porch and I needed to fetch you. I came out to see what it was and— Oh, it’s horrible. Just horrible, dear. A man’s lying on the front steps, and I do believe he’s dead.”

“Well, I know what the cats are doing,” Jamie muttered under her breath before assuring our distraught landlady, “We’re coming down now. Go get dressed, I’ll take your statement formally in a few minutes.”

Mrs. Henderson seemed glad for the direction and nodded before turning and heading back downstairs. We were right on her heels but parted ways in the foyer, with her heading into her own apartment and Jamie and I going through the front door.

There was something of a crowd at the base of the steps, passersby clearly startled by the view of a dead man splayed across the steps. Had everyone thought him just a drunkard passed out and ignored him, until someone had declared him dead? Surely that must be why this hadn’t been reported to the police yet.

I paid them little heed, getting my bearings on the situation. The man in question lay face up with his head toward the door, feet dangling off the bottom step. On such icy steps, he would have slid right onto the sidewalk, if not for the rope tying his wrist to the banister.

He did, indeed, look very dead. The body was staring sightlessly upwards, skin unnaturally pale, lips blue. His features were rough, chiseled, skin texture that of someone who had spent a majority of his time outdoors. A laborer, perhaps? Seaman? He was also, strangely, dressed in a prisoner’s uniform.

Wait. Wait, I knew this face.

Jamie leaned down to get a better look, carefully not touching the body. “Isn’t this the guy who killed RM Burtchell?”

The face and case clicked as soon as she said so. “Sodding deities! That’s it. That’s why he’s familiar. Wasn’t he sentenced to life in prison?”

“He was, yeah. Well, this gets weirder and weirder. Why in mercy’s name is he dead on our doorstep?” Jamie regarded the cats perched along the top of the stoop. “Which one of you found him?”

“Me.” Clint lifted a purple paw. “Found him, told Mrs. Henderson to get you. Stayed near body to keep people from touching.”

“Good job,” Jamie said. “Speaking of—people, move along, please. This is now an active crime scene.”

One of the passersby, a gruff man wearing a leather apron, who looked as if he’d stepped out of a butcher’s shop only a moment before, questioned Jamie’s directive. “You got authority?”

I was not surprised he didn’t recognize the uniform. It was too new to the public to be readily recognized yet. Jamie pulled out her badge, the gold sparkling and new with the queen’s own official crest in the leather holder. “Agent Edwards, Queen’s Own. I promise I have more authority than anyone here. Anyone see who dropped this guy off?”

Nothing but headshakes of denial. I didn’t expect anything else. Spectators were rarely helpful.

Someone dared to get a little too close and Clint hopped clear over the body, landing lightly upon the bottom step to hiss at her. “No touchy!”

I sighed and maneuvered carefully around the body to stand at the base of the steps, urging people along with a wave of my hand. We didn’t need people disturbing the body out of curiosity. “Please go on about your business.”

Reluctantly, people finally started to move on, some with worried glances. Others seemed to shrug it all off without any issue, as if seeing dead bodies was a common occurrence for them.

The man in the leather apron was the last to leave. He looked us over with a dubious expression. “I don’t recognize the crest. Queen’s own?”

“New department of the kingsmen,” I explained patiently. With what patience I had this morning, anyway. “They’re in charge of magical criminal activity in the country.”

“Oh. You too?”

“I’m Royal Mage Henri Davenforth. I work with them.”

“Oh,” the man repeated, a bit dumbfounded. “Well, I suppose you two are more qualified than anyone. Uh, I’d ask the lady across the street—the one who runs the bakery—if she saw anything. She gets in before I do, at five a.m., so she might have.”

“Good to know. Thank you.”

He gave an awkward duck of his head before turning and ambling back to his shop.

I blew out a breath and turned to look up. Jamie had put her gloves on but still wasn’t touching anything, carefully looking around the body instead.

“Guy was definitely killed elsewhere and dumped here. No blood under him that I can find.” Jamie glanced up at me. “For the record, I don’t like this prezzie either.”

I grimaced in agreement. “And here I thought the dead mice were bad.”
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This was technically city police jurisdiction, so I called in Penny and Gerring. I chafed at the delay of waiting on them to come in because I had a crap ton of things at work waiting on me, but dead bodies took priority. I was waffling between two emotions. On the one hand, I was very curious how Martin had ended up dead on my doorstep. Like, why? Seriously, why? On the other hand, my back brain was sending up alerts of all the other things I had to do today. While I wanted to solve the mystery, I also did not need one more thing on my plate.

Henri put up a magical cordon around the area to keep people away, then rerouted our neighbors in the building out the back door to keep the front steps clear. My eye caught on him in admiration for a moment. He did look fine in the uniform. He’d have looked better if he’d let me taper the pant legs—he had such sexy legs—but he’d insisted on a full trouser. Ahem, I was getting distracted.

Poor man, he hadn’t been able to get fully ready for work before we’d come down. I’d snagged my coat and put it on, so I was at least ready to go, but Henri’s damp hair was already going out of control without any gel in it. The curls would be swamp-witch level soon. I might need to buy him a minute to go up and finish getting ready.

It’d be difficult at the moment, as I could tell his brain was clicking away at high speeds. His dark eyes were focused on the body, intent as he analyzed things.

It took a bare fifteen minutes for my former ducklings to arrive with a body wagon in tow. Penny wore a dark blue suit, dirty blonde hair up in her habitual bun, and she hopped lightly to the ground with a wave.

“Long time no see!” she greeted with a smile.

I waved back. “Oh, you’re funny. We just saw each other. Girls’ Night is tonight—you’re still coming, right?”

“You bet I am. Assuming this doesn’t delay us.” She came in closer, cornflower blue eyes surveying the scene. “Cor. This looks interesting. You’ve either royally pissed someone off and this is a warning, or you’ve made some psycho really happy and it’s a present. I can’t think of any other reason for a dead man to be left on your doorstep. This isn’t exactly the type of place people would dump a body, especially a prisoner escapee.”

I snorted at the logic. Mostly because I couldn’t fault it. “As I explain to the cats on a weekly basis, I don’t like prezzies.”

“Either way, you’ve got to deal with this one,” Gerring observed, quickly catching up to his partner. The Svartálfar also wore a dark blue suit, hair tied back in a low ponytail. His light blue eyes were already zeroed in on the scene, barely looking my direction at all.

I bounced a finger between them. “What, did you two call each other this morning and coordinate outfits?”

“Great minds think alike,” Gerring deadpanned. He jerked his chin at the dead body. “Any idea who this is?”

“Actually, I know exactly who this is. That’s the weird part. This is the dude that killed RM Burtchell.”

They both did a double take, heads jerking back in surprise.

“What, really?” Penny did another scan of the body and then went, “Huh. With him in prison uniform that took me a second. What was his sentence, again? Wasn’t it life?”

“Life. He didn’t have the ability to break himself out, so someone clearly did that for him. To his detriment.”

Gerring rocked back and forth on his heels, looking the body over with narrowed eyes. “This gets weirder and weirder. That was one of your more famous cases. But is this something against you or something against Henri?”

“That is the question,” I agreed. A touch sourly, I admit. “With us both living here, who knows at this point? He’s gotten more famous recently because of his appointment as royal mage, so it could be him.”

“Where is Eddy?” Penny asked.

It was a good question since he lived in the building. “Stayed at his grandmother’s last night to help her with something so he’s not home at the moment. I’m kinda glad of that right now.”

Henri walked over and smiled hello. “You two made good time. Welcome to the morning show.”

“I prefer my morning show after coffee,” Penny informed him with an answering smile. “Hi, Henri. Our forensic tech is out sick right now. Do you mind doing the honors?”

“I’ll be happy to as long as you brought me the right equipment.”

“I threw it in there. I figured you’d help.”

Penny went to fetch things with Henri, leaving me and Gerring to usher people away.

I passed along a few observations as we stood there. “I don’t think he was killed here. No blood underneath the body. Cats said he wasn’t here before midnight. Lady across the street—the bakery—she gets in at five a.m. to open up shop. She doesn’t remember him either but admits that she wasn’t really looking at my side of the street. She comes in from the back.”

“So he could have been here, she just didn’t see him in the dark.” Gerring pulled out a notebook and started jotting things down. “Anyone else?”

“Butcher was here too and said he didn’t see anything. That’s the only neighbors that we’ve talked to so far.”

“Got it. Any threatening letters or anything recently?”

“Not a blessed thing.” I paused before admitting ruefully, “I’m behind on my mail, though. I’ve barely been home the past two weeks or so. It’s in a pile next to the door if you want to go up and comb through it.”

“Got it.”

Penny came back carrying a familiar black bag. It was nostalgic of the days Henri worked as a magical examiner, reminding me of many a case we’d worked together. Ahh, the good old days, when I wasn’t stressed out of my mind.

She had an evil expression on her face that I didn’t trust one iota. “By the way, Jamie.”

I eyed her warily. I would not like what came out of her mouth next. “I don’t want to know, do I?”

“Sorry, you don’t, but I called just now to double check that we did have jurisdiction over the case. Turns out, we don’t. Because this happened at a royal mage’s residence, it’s a queen’s own case.”

Crap on a stick. She was right, it would be. I hadn’t thought of it in those terms because I lived here too. “Noooooo,” I wailed.

“Sorry.”

“But I don’t want it!”

“Still yours, sorry. We can help, though. That was the other thing I checked. Just in case it is a criminal case that isn’t against Henri—or you—we can help with the investigation. If we figure out at some point you two aren’t involved, then you can give it over to us fully.”

That chance was low, all things considered, but you know what? I’d take it. Also, two helping hands were welcome because we really had too much on our plates as it was in the queen’s own. I wasn’t staffed enough to take on this case. All my other agents were up to their eyeballs in cases or still in training, so there was literally no one else to delegate this to.

“I’m crazy busy enough to borrow a cat’s paw, so yes. Please help.” I ran a hand over my face and prayed for strength. Or sanity. Strength and sanity would be amazing, but I wasn’t going to be greedy. I’d take either at this point.

Ugh. Alright, fine, if it had to be mine, I’d at least get mileage out of this. I pulled my pad out and started tapping on names. “Since it’s mine, I’m calling in my ducklings. Time to get field training started. Observing an active crime scene is a good start.”

“How many people are you training?” Gerring asked.

“Four to start with. One of them from Dolivo. Everyone’s been on the ball and excited about learning so far. Hopefully the feeling continues as I give them the drudge work that comes along with investigations.”

Henri had to have space to do his thing, so it gave me some grace time to get people over here. Fortunately, most of them were staying in the barracks on palace grounds so it was a quick trip. I said that with sarcasm because nothing was quick in Kingston’s growing traffic.

Sherard and Henri needed to work on portal magic. I wanted beam-me-up-Scotty technology, please and thank you.

The first to arrive was Róis Sagespark. I wasn’t the least bit surprised by this. In the two weeks I’d known the younger woman, I’d learned that her middle name should have been efficiency. Every strand of blonde hair was tamed in a braid that hung over her shoulder, her queen’s own uniform was pressed and neat, and she moved with an air of supreme confidence. A Woodland Elf, she was a great tracker, and I couldn’t wait for her to be fully trained so I could turn her loose on the world.

Gerring greeted her with a wave. “Hey, Róis.”

“Hi, Gerring,” she returned in a low alto voice.

I bounced a finger between the two. “You two know each other?”

“She’s Niamh’s cousin,” Gerring explained. “I met her at a family get together a few months back.”

“Ohhhh.” I hadn’t realized the connection. Different surnames, after all. I knew Niamh had recommended her to me to train, but now it made more sense why.

I didn’t get a chance to catch Róis up before my next ducklings arrived. Will and Noreen showed up in the same taxi. Will looked like he’d dove into clothes out of a sound sleep, his brown hair still stuck up in the back with bedhead. Will was at least half orc. The size of the man alone would tell anyone that, as he was built like a tank on legs. Really nice guy, I already liked him to bits. He was one of the few people who had the natural strength to spar with me, and I liked pitting my strength against his.

Noreen pulled her overcoat tighter as she exited the taxi, bracing herself against the chill. She was a tiny, petite woman, with girl-next-door looks. Frankly, I wouldn’t cross her in a dark alley. Before she’d signed up with the police force, she’d been a lightweight boxing champion.

“You two made excellent time,” I said. “Come, meet my former ducklings. This is Gerring and that’s Penny. They’re both detectives now with the Fourth Precinct. Guys, this is Noreen Madden and Will Daughtler.”

“Welcome to Jamie’s madness.” Penny gave them a smile that looked sarcastic around the edges. “She’ll drag you through weird crap with the best of intentions.”

I really wished I could refute that. It was sad that I couldn’t. “Try not to scare my ducklings away, I’ve not got them locked in yet. All we’re waiting on is Uwe.”

Róis stepped around me to get a better look at what Henri was doing. “Do you normally take that many pictures of a crime scene?”

Henri answered her while still working the camera. “The more pictures, the better. Including something nearby for scale is also a good idea. In high traffic areas like this, we can’t lock down the crime scene for long, so our best option is to document it from every angle in case we need to duplicate it later. Sometimes, the positioning of the body or some telltale detail will give us a vital clue.”

Sometimes those vital clues didn’t make a lick of sense until after we’d solved the murder, but I wasn’t about to tell them that. Yet.

“Róis, can you pick up any kind of trail off the body? Like, whoever carted him here?”

“I can try.” She gave me a nod and then bent closer to the body.

“Here, Director.”

I turned and looked up. “Ah, there you are Uwe. Uhhh…what happened?”

My Dolivian student was absolutely drenched on one side. Uwe Katz was a Mountain Elf, much like the royal family of his country. Normally he looked like a man chiseled out of stone with little facial expression. Currently, he looked like a drowned rat. His black hair was plastered to his copper skin, clothes actually dripping with water.

“Someone hit a fire hydrant,” Uwe explained in his low voice, tone matter-of-fact. “I was nearby when it happened. A little girl was in danger of being swept onto the street by the water. I had to dive in. Sorry I’m late.”

“Dude. If you’re saving civilians from being crushed by cars, I’mma give you a pass on that.” Uwe was built like a heavyweight boxer. It would take someone of his size to be able to withstand the full blast of a fire hydrant gone rogue, so I was glad he’d been there.

Henri twisted about, still on his knees, and hit Uwe with a drying spell. The elf went from drowned rat to—well, not fluffy, but at least dry and presentable to society.

Uwe gave Henri a duck of his head in thanks. “Appreciated, RM.”

“You’re welcome. Jamie, I’m almost done, but give me a few more minutes.”

I waved him on. I didn’t expect him to be done yet. Now that my ducklings were here, I could review a few things. “Okay, impromptu class for you this morning. Here’s the gist of what I know. The dead man on the steps is a convict who killed a retired royal mage a few years ago.”

Noreen pursed her lips in a silent whistle. “What’s he doing here?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. He was serving life in prison last I checked. Now, typically, when bodies are dropped on doorsteps, it’s to…?”

“Serve as a warning?” Róis ventured.

“Good, that’s one reason. There could be a second reason.”

Will’s face screwed up in a grimace. “A challenge to someone?”

“Also a possibility, but not the one I’m thinking of. The really sick bastards like to give bodies as presents to someone they admire. Serial killers think like this. So we’ve got one of three motives for why this man is dead on my doorstep.”

The four exchanged a startled look before Uwe pressed, “You live in this building?”

“Me and Henri both.” I pointed up. “Third and second floor, respectively. Hence this is now our case. If a crime happens against the residence of a royal mage, or a crown’s agent, then it lands in our jurisdiction. That said, we don’t know for sure if Henri or I are the intended target. Which is why Penny and Gerring are here—they’ll work the case with us. If we find out at some point that we’re not involved, the case will transfer over to Fourth.”

Róis did not look sold on this. “What are the odds you and RM Davenforth aren’t involved?”

“Abysmally low, so pray with me here. We’re too busy for another case to land in our laps like this. Now. Let’s work through procedure. You got the call there’s a case, you arrive on scene. What do you do first?”

Noreen ticked things off on her fingers. “Cordon off the area, call forensics, preserve the crime scene.”

“Good. After that?”

Uwe spoke in a low rumble as he offered, “Canvas the area for possible witnesses.”

“And then?” I liked that they knew the answers without me having to hint. It proved they were paying attention to earlier lessons.

“Try to figure out how and why he was killed?” Will scratched at his head. “Not sure how to do that in this case, though.”

“We’ll start by looking into friends and family, see if anyone had a grudge against him. But you’re on the right track. Now, Henri and Penny are obviously working on the forensics. So what should you be doing?”

“Canvassing.” Noreen turned and looked at the other three. “How about we split up in pairs? One of us take this side of the street, the other pair take across the street.”

They split themselves up without me interfering. I smiled while watching because I loved people who took initiative. I only threw in that I’d already talked to Butcher Shop Dude and Baker Lady before letting them go. I left as well, checking on things, asking questions of people, trying to get more intel. I mostly heard the same answers as before. Seriously, was no one capable of observing things until after the caffeine hit? Frustrated, I returned to the body, leaving the rest to my ducklings. I passed Róis as I did so, who’d been out hunting for the trail of the murderer. From the look on her face, she was having as much luck as me.

Gerring stepped up to stand at my side as he watched me turn my ducklings loose on the populace. “I know you gave them a general idea of what to ask, but what if they don’t think to ask the right follow-up questions?”

“Then they get to come back and ask more questions.” I shrugged. “They won’t make the mistake again.”

“You’re so ruthless sometimes in your teaching methods. I’d chide you for it if it didn’t work so well.” Gerring pointed to the other street corner. “Why don’t I go that way and see if we have any witnesses?”

“Sure.” I could stand here and look decorative, keep the looky-loos away while Henri and Penny worked.

Gerring went off and Róis came back to me, shaking her head.

“Nothing?”

“Whoever did this portaled in a short distance away, dragged the man here, then portaled right back out.” She pointed to the two spots in question. “I can’t begin to track that.”

“Bummer. Okay, well, you tried. Everyone else is canvassing the area for witnesses if you want to join them.”

“That I can do.” Róis strode off.

My pad gave a cheerful little ring. With a sigh—this was going to be one of many phone calls, I could see it now—I pulled it out and answered. “Yes, Gibs, I know I’m not in the office yet.”

“Where are you? I thought you wanted to come in early and meet with me.”

“I got distracted.”

“So are you on your way?”

“Distraction is still ongoing. Unfortunately.”

“I can tell from your voice I’m not going to like the answer, but I’ll ask anyway. What’s the distraction?”

“Dead man on my doorstep.”

There was a beat as he absorbed this. “On my way.”

I didn’t see what he could really do over here except help me ride herd on my ducklings, but it was a waste of breath telling him that. My adoptive big brother’s protective instincts had just kicked in. “Bring coffee, would you? I don’t have enough caffeine in me to deal with this nonsense.”

“You got it. Be there soon.”

I turned to look at the dead man sprawled over the steps. I had no idea who killed him or why, but I’d figure it out. In the meantime, I could only hope that whoever had dropped him here didn’t try to give me more prezzies.

Seriously. One was bad enough.
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There I was, being a good little worker bee, helping Henri take notes on the scene before we wrapped up and actually moved the body, when I got hailed from behind.

“Director!”

I’d know that voice anywhere. Dread filled my being and I groaned, asking the universe why. What did I do to piss you off, huh? Also, what must I do to make amends? Virgin sacrifices? Fruit baskets? Gimme a hint here.

No answer seemed to be forthcoming so I turned, trying to keep a professional smile on my face. It felt more like a grimace carved into flesh. “Ms. King. We meet so often.”

“You do seem to be in the thick of things at all times.” The reporter was in her usual lavender day dress and hat, a cameraman lurking at her elbow. She looked as pristine as ever, brown hair up in a bun, makeup done to perfection, although at some point she’d eaten off her lipstick. She had a notepad in hand, pencil poised. Her expression had the same eagerness of a cat upon spying a freshly baked chicken coming straight out of the oven. “Do tell me everything, Agent.”

I’d love to just ignore her. I wanted to do that so badly. But I might be able to use her. Calls to the public for information sometimes worked. You never knew what someone had accidentally seen and either dismissed or hadn’t reported for whatever reason. Okay, me, suck it up. Work with the necessary evil.

“Ms. King, I honestly can’t tell you much because I don’t know much at this point. But I will tell you what I do know.” I half turned, indicating the body. “The deceased is named Robert Martin. He’s the man who murdered the retired RM Burtchell almost two years ago.”

Cameraman got to snapping the body and me at different angles, getting Henri some in the process, of course. I let him work, focusing on Ms. King. I just wanted to get this over with.

“Martin received a life sentence for what he’d done,” I continued calmly, watching King write notes at a frantic pace. “The last I’d heard of him, he was serving out that sentence. You can tell from his uniform that he was taken straight from a prison.”

“You say taken. Not escaped from?”

“Our guess right now is that he was taken. We’ll have to look further into it and figure out if that was actually the case or not. The body was found by one of my cats this morning and reported. At our best guess, the deceased was dumped here between five a.m. and six a.m. We’ve yet to find any eyewitnesses.”

“Any reason to suspect this is a personal attack on you?”

Of course she’d ask that question. “Right now, we can’t assume anything. This could be about me. Or Henri. Or any of the other residents in this building. My department will be working alongside Kingston PD on this case until we can figure out who should actually have jurisdiction.”

Deciding to go for it, I waved her in a little closer.

Eager for a scoop, she all too eagerly responded. “Yes?”

“I’ll give you a bit of information that I probably shouldn’t, but in turn, I want your promise that you put something in the article for me.” I eyed her and waited.

She took the bait promptly. “You have it. What do you need me to say?”

“I want a call out to the public. If anyone saw Martin, at any point, I want to hear about it. Say that a reward is being offered for information. They can report to palace grounds or call me, either one, and someone will take the information down. If it’s proven to be correct, they’ll collect the reward.”

King jotted all of that down and then nodded firmly. “Done. What’s the scoop?”

I lowered my tone like this was a secret. “Rigor mortis is set in. That means he was killed approximately eight hours ago. The man was a windwhisperer, so whoever killed him either got the drop on him or overpowered him somehow. Neither should have been easy to do.”

“Who could have killed him?”

“I really can’t answer that until the coroner looks at him.” I shrugged. “No obvious wounds. We’ll report more findings as we get them. That’s about all I can say at this point.”

King pouted at me. Which was a seriously wrong expression to see on her face. “Agent, really. I need more than that.”

“Cut me some slack, Ms. King, I’ve only had this case an hour. On a single cup of coffee, no less. This is literally all I know right now. Print what you can. I’ll update you as we go.”

She sighed, looking peeved, then shrugged. I had been more cooperative than usual, and she knew that, so she acquiesced. “Very well. Let’s go!”

Her cameraman gave an acknowledging wave before putting the lens cap back on his camera and hurrying after her.

Phew, the pest was gone. Alright, now what?

Gerring came jogging back with my ducklings. “No one saw anything on our end of the street, at least. I’d like to keep canvassing the area.”

I made a snap decision on the spot. “Gerring, do that, and then can you take charge of these guys? Go back to the office with them and pull the files for Burtchell. Grab Penny too. She worked that case with me and knows it as well as the rest of us do, so walk them through it.”

He nodded. “Sure. What will you be doing?”

“Trying to get answers. I want to go to the prison and figure out how Martin got out.”

Henri scooted around the dead body to join us at the base of the steps. “Martin was serving his sentence out on Prison Island, if memory serves.”

Henri’s memory always served, so I took that as gospel truth. But it also posed a problem. “Wait, isn’t Prison Island on the eastern side of the country? Off the coast, past the mountain range?”

“It is indeed.”

“Crap on a stick. That’s not an easy jaunt to make.” Ugh, I didn’t want to spend hours on a train and back. I had too much to do as it was.

“Might I suggest contacting Seaton?” Henri indicated the pad in my hand. “He can portal you there and back, and you need a magician’s eyes anyway to look the scene over.”

Oooh. Catching a lift with a friend sounded good to me. But something about the way Henri said that sparked my interest. “Why magician’s eyes?”

“Between us, I’m fairly certain that Martin was killed with a spell.”

The plot thickens. “What kind?”

“A lightning spell. It was targeted on the chest area, so my guess is it hit the heart, but of course we’ll need to cut him open to verify.” Henri shot a disturbed look toward the body. “It was a cruel death, no doubt about that.”

Ewww. I mean, Martin was a murderer, I didn’t have a lot of sympathy for him after what he’d done, but no one deserved to go out like that either. Torture was a hard no from me. “Is it possible then that he was tortured for information?”

Henri’s expression was a master-telling of uncertainty. “I can’t immediately discount the possibility.”

That was Henri speak for maybe. “Got it. Okay, can I leave the scene to you to wrap up, then?”

“You can. I want to work with the coroner on this. Weber might need my expertise here.”

“’Kay. Then let’s see if Sherard wants to go on a field trip with me.”
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Sherard was all for a field trip. So was Gibs, once he arrived, because he was still in big brother mode. Field trips were more fun with friends so away we went.

Sherard was in fine form this morning, from his eyeliner to his favorite red jacket. He’d tamed his dark hair into a rakish look over one eye, a different take than his usual hairstyle. It did look good on him, though. Once we were all gathered, he took us right to the front steps of Prison Island, outside the massive stone walls. Seriously, the place looked like one of those ancient palaces from China, the ones you always saw in historical dramas. If the walls were less than fifty feet high and ten feet thick, I’d eat both shoes.

“Was this a fortress at one time?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“Good guess,” Sherard said. “It was, during the Days of War. After that it fell out of use, so they repurposed and expanded it to make it a prison.”

Made sense if the fortress was still whole. The Days of War was maybe three hundred years ago, and it had lasted as long as the Hundred Years War on Earth.

The two prison guards standing just inside the iron gate took us in, especially me and Gibs with our queen’s own uniforms, and snapped to attention. Mostly because of Gibs. With his burly form and resting try-me face, not many chose to question why he wanted to be somewhere.

“Agents,” the older one on the right greeted. “Here to visit someone?”

“Let’s start with your warden,” Gibs drawled. The look in his dark brown eyes was not friendly. “You’ve had an escapee.”

Both of them winced.

“Got here faster than we expected,” the other guy muttered.

His colleague hissed at him to be quiet even as he went to open the gate. “Mind if I see some ID?”

We showed our badges and Sherard flashed his, which got them really gulping nervously, then we were escorted in. The process was similar to what I experienced routinely at the palace, which begged the obvious question.

I poked Sherard in the arm. “Ward on this place, I assume?”

“Very strong one. Not quite as powerful as the palace wards, but well able to do the job.” He gave me a speaking look, dark brow cocked to make his point. “Or so I would have said yesterday.”

“Yeah, escaped prisoner kinda says otherwise, doesn’t it?”

We followed our guard guide down a brick pathway, heading for the main building. Which was massive, seriously, all grey stone that looked imposing enough to belong to a villain in a child’s tale. I counted five stories and, from this angle, it seemed to go back and sideways for ages. This might sound strange, but the place smelled cold, too. I wasn’t particularly chilled and still a shiver raced over my skin.

The place was haunted, wasn’t it? I’d bet it was haunted.

We never made it all the way to the main doors. A very harried looking man came rushing out. His hair was wispy on top and standing almost on end, like he’d been tugging at it most of the morning. A brown suit hung on his body like he’d thrown on the coat in a rush. He likely had.

Hi, Prison Warden, what a rotten morning you must be having. Maybe as bad as mine.

“Agents.” His voice squeaked for a second before he cleared it and tried again. “I really do not know what to say here. Are you here about Robert Martin?”

“I am,” I answered forthrightly.

“I thought you must be, as he’s the only prisoner missing.” He wiped a hand over his face and looked like he wanted to cry. Or drink. Maybe both. “I’m Collymoore, the Warden here.”

Sherard did the honors. “Royal Mage Seaton, Agent Edwards, and Agent Gibson. If you’re wondering how we already know he’s escaped, he was found dead this morning on Agent Edwards’ doorstep.”

Warden went pale. Eligible-for-the-grave type pale. “Oh, dear mercy. I want to ask if you’re joking but I can see that you’re not.”

“Wish I was.” I sighed. “I want a dead man on my front step about as much as I want to shoot myself in the foot. Warden, what time did you discover Martin missing?”

“At breakfast roll call, some hour and a half ago. We immediately did a sweep of the grounds and notified local law enforcement, which took about an hour, but there was obviously no sign of him. I was writing up the report to notify authorities that he was missing when you arrived.”

Ahh. Well, that made sense; there was likely a due process for this. I wasn’t very familiar with it. I’d never had to work a case with an escaped convict before. “When was the last time he was seen?”

“Last night, at nine o’clock, which was when roll call confirmed he was in his cell. I have three guards who can stand as a witness for that. As for how he got out, I can’t…” He trailed off, looking both panicked and sad.

Sherard leaned in and murmured to me, “I want to take a quick walk around and check the ward.”

“Good, go.” After all, Martin had gotten past it somehow, and we needed to know how. If anyone could figure it out, surely it was Sherard.

To the warden, I said, “Sir, I’m not assigning blame here. I just need to know what happened and how he got out. Can you take me to his cell?”

He perked up a bit at the assurance. “Of course. Right this way.”

We followed. It was somehow even more depressing inside with narrow hallways, unrelieved grey, dim lighting, and that cold smell permeating the air. Never mind the prison guards who had to work day in, day out in this environment, how did the prisoners stand it? I’d go mad. It was making me a little twitchy as it was because the smell reminded me of a certain cave I’d escaped.

I didn’t want to worry Gibs so I kept that unease off my face, but I had to work at it.

We went up two flights of stairs and halfway down a cell block before the warden stopped and gestured to an open door.

As cells went, this was tiny. Maybe eight by eight feet, just enough room for a toilet, sink, bed, and enough floor space to sit with legs stretched out. The bed looked rumpled, but other than that, I didn’t see anything disheveled. Nothing looked out of place.

I pulled out my magical specs from a pocket and gave the place a better once-over. Huh. Magical residue was right there against the wall. “Gibs. You seeing what I’m seeing?”

He had magic specs on too and was frowning at the same patch of wall. “I am. Like someone portaled through solid stone. Neat trick.”

“I know, right? Martin didn’t have the right power to do that, so who broke him out?”

No one had an answer for me, of course. We all wondered the same.

“We need to process this cell,” Gibs stated while slipping the specs off. “And I think we need Eddy.”

“Oooh, now there’s a good idea.”

Collymoore looked between us uncertainly. “I’m sorry, who?”

“Eddy is our ward expert,” I explained. “If anyone can figure out how to get in and out of a ward, it’s him. Hang on.”

I pulled out my pad and called up my favorite pest. He answered promptly. “Hey, kiddo. Wanna have some fun?”

He sounded cheerful as he answered, “You bet. What is it?”

“I have an escapee from a prison’s ward and no idea how he managed it. Want to come over and figure it out for me?”

Eddy’s voice went all dreamy. “And it’s not even my birthday.”

I’d take that as a yes.
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With Jamie at the prison, I had acquired her ducklings until her return. Uwe, Noreen, Will, and Róis were all intelligent people and easy to train, so I didn’t mind this responsibility in the slightest.

I took them along with me to the queen’s own to look at files. To start with, I showed them how to organize the information we had, which was only notes and sketches at the moment. The pictures were developing, so we only had notes and sketches at the moment, and Weber’s autopsy report would take days before it got to us. They had some training in this, so only a few corrections were necessary. Once done, we then pulled the case Martin had been involved in. Penny and Gerring accompanied us too since Penny especially could help remember the details of the case that I might have forgotten. As Jamie would put it, I have slept since then. My memory was sure to be fuzzy.

We settled in the conference room, which everyone had dubbed the war room. Really, it was a standard rectangular room with a chalkboard, a long wooden table, and chairs, much like any other conference room. The sole difference between this one and the others was that a map of the city had been pasted onto one of the walls. The better to track criminal movement with.

I’d called ahead, so Marshall had the pertinent files out for us. People spread out around the table, sharing files, but Will focused on me.

“RM, I think I remember the case from the newspapers, but how accurate was the story?”

“Fairly accurate. A rare occurrence, I know. It helped that Jamie held press conferences during and after to keep the story straight.”

Noreen lifted her eyes from the folder in front of her. “Is that something we’ll have to do in the future?”

“Quite likely,” I said, settling at the head of the table.

Marshall had an unhappy set to his mouth, brown hair mussed, as if he’d run his hand through it at least once. He did not look pleased as he passed the last file in the box over to Róis. “Most of our cases will fall into one of two categories: either highly public and notable, or top secret. For those that are notable, the press will inevitably catch wind of them and we’ll have to talk to reporters. Just keep it simple when you do, divulge no details, and you should be fine.”

Mostly. Reporters sometimes did put an interesting spin on the facts.

For the sake of our trainees, I gave a recap. “Burtchell was killed by Martin in a twisted sense of revenge. Burtchell had retired in Sheffield but was still working on side projects in the Crown’s interest, and helped out locals when situations arose. They had a very nasty storm sweep through that compromised the integrity of several ships out at sea. He managed to rescue most of them but not all. Martin was a survivor on one of the ships Burtchell could not save and of course Martin blamed him for that. The case was unique in the sense that aside from overpowering a royal mage, it looked like a locked-room mystery on the surface. In fact, it turned out that Martin had managed to slip through the defenses of Burtchell’s wards with very precise timing, taking advantage of a gap, and murdered Burtchell that way.”

Will flipped a page, scanning for something. “Using a bullet and his wind magic, it says here. Hence no one heard a gun firing.”

“Correct.”

Noreen shook her head, expression one of pity. “No good deed goes unpunished, or so the saying goes. How did you figure out it was Martin?”

“In fact it was—” My pad chimed with an incoming call. I held up a finger to Noreen and pulled it out to answer. Ah, Jamie was calling. Hopefully with helpful clues. “Jamie, hello.”

“Hi, handsome. I call with news. Not sure if it’s good or not at this point.”

“Isn’t that always how the beginning of a case goes?”

“Our cases at least. Where are you?”

“In the war room with your ducklings and Marshall.”

“Oh good, then I can update everyone at once. So, here’s where we stand at the moment: Crap’s freaky over here.”

Marshall rolled his eyes. “Jamie, do remember your ducklings don’t know how to translate you yet.”

“They’ll learn. What that means, guys, is that weird crap is going on at the prison. I called in Eddy—Eddy Jameson is our ward expert, some of you haven’t met him yet—and he gave the ward a good looky-loo. He says it’s tight, there’s no sign of a weakness anywhere.”

I objected to this in dismay. “You called Jameson? To a prison?”

“I did, yes. There will be absolutely no living with him after this.”

Oh, great dark magic. Being able to play with a prison’s ward would be like a high for the young man. She was right, Jameson would be entirely too full of himself for the rest of the week. Then again, if anyone could figure out how Martin got out of the prison, it would be the reformed book thief.

“Now, Sherard agrees with this, but Eddy also found signs of portal magic just outside the perimeter. They’re not sure who did this or how, but it’s clear the person at least scouted the perimeter before breaking in. Might have found a way to smuggle Martin out through unusual means and then nabbed him from there, I don’t know.”

Uwe rumbled an objection, dark brows beetled together in a frown. “Is that possible?”

“It depends on a multitude of factors,” I explained. “Wards are like any other spell. They have to be renewed on a regular basis, otherwise their magic starts to falter. Ward design also factors in, as some wards are better designed than others. Think of it as the difference between a shack and a brick building. A well-designed ward that’s fully powered is much like a newly constructed brick building; it would take an expert to break into it. If you know where the security measures are, it doesn’t matter how well built the building is, you can still get around them. Wards are not infallible. Jamie, when was the ward around the prison last renewed?”

“Last month, according to the warden. Sherard’s of the opinion the design isn’t bad, either.”

My mind whirled with possibilities, mathematics, and spell designs. I gave a slow nod as they started to coalesce into an overall picture. “That should have been recent enough to keep anyone out. Does Seaton have any idea at all who could have done this?”

“All he’s willing to say—aside from swear, he’s doing a lot of that—is that whoever it was has to be really powerful. Not quite Belladonna level, but somewhere around there.”

I disliked hearing those words immensely. A mutual groan of dismay came from the table at large and I knew everyone else shared my opinion on this. No one needed another Belladonna in this world.

“Dearest, I am not happy to hear that.”

“Trust me, there’s no joy over here either. A few things to note. Last time anyone saw Martin alive was at roll call last night at bedtime. He was missing by breakfast, as we know. No one can verify that he was here for about nine hours, so that’s our window. Anyway, we’re still processing his cell, hoping for a clue to leap out at us. We’ll portal back shortly.”

“Understood. Bye.” I hung up and frowned at the pad. That was not the news I’d been hoping for.

Róis shifted uneasily in her chair, the wood creaking a bit. “RM, just how powerful does someone have to be to overpower a ward? Can you do it?”

“Ha, no, I wouldn’t stand a chance. But I’m not a good measurement to judge by, either. I’m not nearly as powerful as the other royal mages.”

Marshall added, “Davenforth was chosen for his intelligence more than his magical power. He’s the go-to when the problem absolutely has to be solved with finesse. If you asked RM Seaton that question, you’d likely get a different answer.”

I had no problem agreeing with this analysis. “Seaton could likely do it. He’s also one of the stronger royal mages. That said, it takes a certain amount of insanity to try it. If the ward backlashes against you, it would knock you out instantly.”

I heard a light knock at the open door and turned to see Weber just inside the doorway.

“Am I interrupting?”

I waved him in. “Not at all. Everyone, this is Dr. Weber, our coroner. Weber, our trainee agents—Uwe Katz, Noreen Madden, Will Daughtler, and Róis Sagespark.”

Weber gave a hello to everyone, receiving one back. He looked like he’d come straight from the lab, his white shirt still rolled up at the sleeves, no suit coat or tie in sight. A smudge of ink marred the dark skin of his cheek. There was a perplexed look on his face, which never boded well. He pushed thick black-rimmed glasses further up his nose as he came in.

“I’ve come to get some help from you, in fact,” Weber admitted to me frankly. “Are you sure this is a lightning spell? It doesn’t show any of the usual signs.”

Dear me, truly? I’d used a generalized diagnostic spell on scene, but I didn’t think it had been wrong. “Then let’s change locations. Do you mind if we take the trainees along?”

“Not at all.” Weber gave them a smile and a beckon of his hand. “Come, field trip time.”

Noreen was the first to pop up. “Ooh, I love field trips. Even if it’s going to be gruesome.”

It likely would at that.

With the lack of clues at the crime scene and no trail to follow for Martin’s murderer, the body was the best source of clues right now, so I was quite keen to figure out how he was killed. We immediately switched locations, going to the lower level where Weber’s lab was situated. Weber’s lab was one of the first to be fully outfitted in the entire building, which said something about how our workload was going. The gleaming stainless steel tables dominated the center of the room, with a cold storage room next door to hold the bodies until they could be claimed by kin. He’d outfitted one wall with glass cabinets filled with tools, chemicals, and a very large sink to wash off in. All in all, a very respectable setup, although it smelled strongly of disinfectant. He already had Martin’s body on one of the tables, stripped of clothes.

I paused long enough to direct the ducklings, “Line up there along the side of the table, but don’t touch, and don’t lean over the body if you can help it. We don’t want to mix anything of yourselves into the evidence. Do ask questions, though.”

They did as instructed and I returned my attention to the body. I was of course no expert upon the corporeal form—that was why we had Weber in the department to begin with—but I wasn’t here to offer opinions on that. I was here for the magical aspect of things.

“You remarked to me when you brought him in that you saw only two spell remains upon him,” Weber stated as he came to stand next to me. “Do you still stand by that?”

“I do. Why?”

“I cannot determine what killed him. Granted, I haven’t cracked him open yet, I was gathering what evidence I could from his clothing and skin, but I was hoping for another suggestion. It doesn’t look like lightning to me. He has no exterior burns. I’ve looked all over his skin and there’s nothing to indicate that.”

Uwe lifted a hand to draw attention to himself. “Is this possible? To have someone electrocuted without an exterior mark?”

“I would have said no not even two hours ago, but”—Weber indicated the body with a wave of his hand—“highly unlikely, especially when it leads to a man’s death.”

I didn’t answer him immediately, scanning the body myself. I started at Martin’s head, working my way down, looking everything over carefully. The magic entwined in the skin was prevalent, to say the least, like a miasma that lingered in the tissue. With a finger that didn’t touch, I traced the lines of it and went to the source of the spell: the heart.

I didn’t trust my naked eyes so pulled out my notebook on the case and started a diagnostic spell. The results were both quick and concise. They also made little sense. Still a lightning spell, according to the diagnostic. But Weber said it wasn’t.

Weber moved around me to put on an apron and elbow-length gloves. “And?”

“Same result as last time. But I see why you’re confused. It’s not possible to use a lightning spell without leaving an exterior mark. It looks like…” I paused, caught on studying what I saw. Not to mention smell. Ah, right, I should likely comment on that.

Looking up, I asked the ducklings, “You smell that?”

“Like blood and bacon?” Will scrunched his nose up, making a face. “Impossible to miss.”

“That smell always accompanies burning bodies, so make note of it.” I’d unfortunately smelled worse, but I wasn’t about to comment on that now. I changed spells, using something much more precise in its diagnosis, targeting the lightning spell. The results wrote themselves out on the page and I grunted in satisfaction. “Ah-ha. So I was not wrong. What I’m seeing here is something like a lightning spell, or a modified version of one. Usually such spells are used in wartime, or in offense situations. I say modified because even with a lightning spell’s use, there’s an obvious entrance point. A burn mark on the body that exposes bone, it goes so deep. It’s entirely unmistakable.”

Proving she was quick on the uptake, Róis asked, “So if they modified it, was the murderer trying to show off? Prove something by changing the spell up? Or were they trying to throw us off on the cause of death?”

“Very good questions. I currently have no answers for you. We’ll hopefully figure that out as we continue the case.” I turned back to the body, lips pursed in thought. “Anything else leap to the forefront?”

“No signs of struggle or restraints,” Weber denied with a shake of the head. “He was hit head on, I think, and at a guess? He didn’t see his attacker coming.”

“Jamie reported that he went missing last night. Or at some point during the night. He very well could have been asleep when he was killed.”

“That matches with what I see.” Weber shrugged. “It also makes sense of his clothing. There’s no sign that he walked anywhere. The slipper socks he had on showed no wear or tear, just the normal dirt of walking around on a floor. They’re made of cloth, so they should have significantly more damage if he was walking around outside. There’s no trace of seawater, so he didn’t swim to shore. There’s a considerable dirt collection along his side and back, which makes sense with how his body was positioned when found. I think he was carted and dumped, but I could find no trace of his attacker on the clothing.”

I regarded my colleague with a droll expression. “In other words, aside from a possibly unique method of death, there is no real clue to be found off this man. At least, not at this stage.”

“In a nutshell, yes.” Weber gave me a bright smile that looked like a challenge. “Want to give him a good onceover and see if there’s something I missed? I’d like you to do that before I open him up.”

“I highly doubt that will be the case but…” I sighed. “In this case, yes.”

I put on gloves and apron, prepping to handle the body, all the while battling this sense of impending doom. A powerful magician killing Martin in a unique way and leaving him on my doorstep could only spell one thing: trouble.

I felt the distinct urge to double up the protections around the apartment building after I was done here.
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I sat in Queen Regina’s study and watched my queen list sideways in the chair, a pained expression on her heart-shaped face. She cuddled Khan, her tiger-striped Felix, her blue eyes bright. I knew she had been very close to Burtchell, was more than upset when he was murdered, so this had to be bringing up bad memories. I wasn’t sure if those were angry tears or not, but my bet was they’d become angry tears before this conversation concluded.

“Bad enough the man killed my retired royal mage, but now he’s killed in turn and taken out of a max security prison?”

Sipping tea, I chose not to comment. I had my legs crossed, folder next to me with pictures if she wanted to see them. Regina normally chose to. She wasn’t a woman who shied away from the gruesome or necessary.

Hand over her eyes, she stayed in that wilted damsel position and asked (demanded?), “What pictures do you have?”

I passed them over, the whole folder. “We don’t have much to go off of at this point. The killer left us very little clues to work with. Whoever they are portaled in not far from my front door, tossed Martin onto the front steps, and then portaled out again. My colleague Róis is a tracker, and she confirmed that much.”

“This didn’t activate the wards on your apartment?”

“No. Wards don’t cover the front steps. It’d be impossible to get deliveries and mail if it did. Most wards are attached to the front door.” I didn’t expect her to know that, considering she lived on palace grounds.

“Ah. That makes sense, now that I think about it.” Regina flipped through the pictures, her frown deepening with each one. “I hated Martin for what he did, but even so, this disturbs me. He’s truly tossed aside like a plaything that’s served its purpose.”

That was exactly how it looked to me too.

Regina’s eyes flicked up to me. “The prison he was in?”

“Still working on how he was taken through the wards.”

“Please tell me you had Eddy look it over.”

“I did. He couldn’t actually find a weakness. Warden reports the ward was renewed last month, too. For that matter, Sherard looked it over for me and the only thing he could report was that someone had portaled through it. They’re still trying to find a weakness. I think the assumption right now is that our perpetrator somehow powered through them.”

She lowered her hand to look at me, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Isn’t that what they thought before they found Eddy?”

“I have very carefully not pointed that out. Sherard’s on the verge of tearing his hair out as it is.” I sipped more tea. Tasted like mint and something else, something sweet and citrusy. I quite liked it.

Regina let her head drop back into her hand. “People absolutely cannot hear that my max security prisons aren’t secure. Who all knows of this?”

“I mean, there’s already an article out that an escaped convict was found dead on my doorstep. There’s no getting around that. The prison needs to repress the news of the portaling at least.”

“Please do what you can.” Regina sat back up and reached for her tea, not that she drank from it immediately. “Is Seaton still on site?”

“No, he returned when he portaled me back.”

“I’ll send him back out there.” Her nose wrinkled in distaste. “I do not want a repeat of this. I’ll have him redo the wards around the prison, strengthen them.”

I more or less expected this so already had a request in mind. “Suggest Henri go with him.”

“Oh, smashing idea, those two love to collaborate.” She gave a firm nod. “I’ll send them both.”

You’re welcome, honey. I got you away from the insanity so you could go play with your best friend for a few hours. Henri owed me a good foot rub for this.

“What’s next?” Regina prompted

“Next, I try to figure out why Martin was targeted. Did he have enemies? Was he chosen for some other reason? I’ll have my ducklings look up the list of all known rogue magicians of the right skill strength to pull this off, too. I am dying for a suspect list right now.”

“Then go work on that,” Regina said with a shooing motion. “I’m not trying to interrupt your progress, I just needed an update.”

“Fair enough.” I stood, taking the folder with me, and gave her a bow before showing myself out. I did make a note to follow up with the palace kitchens about that tea, though. That was good stuff.

It was a pleasant stretch of the legs back to my own office building. I’d left the cats there, as they’d been doing the very serious business of lying in sunny patches and grooming their fur. Sunbathing was absolutely not to be interrupted unless by emergency. I saw them as I went in and barely got more than a flick of an ear in acknowledgement.

It is an irrefutable truth that cats will be cats.

Amused, I shook my head and headed straight into the conference room we’d taken over, aka the war room. My ducklings were situated all around the table with folders in front of them. Some of them were reviewing the old case with Burtchell, some were reviewing the crime scene photos, and all of them were looking for an answer. Uwe was apparently cross-checking witness statements from this morning. Good, good, everyone was well at work.

I cleared my throat to get their attention, stopping at the head of the table. “Hi, guys, how goes?”

“Nothing about this makes sense yet.” Róis sat back in her chair with a sigh before picking up her long braid to play idly with. “The theory of someone trying to show off to you is looking more and more plausible to me. Stealing Martin out of a high-security prison, killing him in a unique way, and dumping the body on you? I don’t know how else to interpret that.”

Privately, I agreed with her. But my job was to teach these guys how to think outside the box and question everything. “Let’s not put all our money on one horse yet.”

I got blank stares.

“Right.” I sighed. “So that idiom didn’t translate. I meant, let’s not bet on just one possibility yet.”

Noreen slowly asked, “Are you not from this country?”

“Nope. Long story there that I won’t get into at the moment.” For one thing, I wasn’t drunk enough. “Anyway, what we need to do next is find suspects and, if we’re really, really lucky, some motive. I’m still puzzled on why Martin was targeted. He’s not the most unique perp I’ve put away over the years. Arguably the most famous just because of who he murdered, but…still, there are other people I’ve worked cases against who would have been easier to access. Certainly more current. Burtchell’s murder happened almost two years ago.”

“That is a good question,” Will said. His shifting weight made the chair squeak in protest as he leaned forward over the table’s surface. “Should I look into Martin’s life? Or do you want someone else to do it?”

“Yes. Go do that. When we first handled this case, I wasn’t able to really find much family connection, but it also turned out to be rather unnecessary. Martin was acting on his own. This time, it might be pertinent. Noreen, you go with him.”

She gave a nod.

Turning to the other two, I instructed, “You two get the very fun job of pulling records. We have a list in-house of all the known rogue magicians and licensed magicians. We use it for cases like this when things look really shifty. I need you to weed through that list and mark down anyone who has the right power levels to pull off a prison heist.”

Uwe looked pained, as well he should—that was a very tedious task.

I gave him a sympathetic grimace. “Sorry. Detective work is often drudge work like this. Remind me to tell you of previous cases where I was stuck combing through records for three days. I felt moss grow on my soul. I’ll come back and help you guys, but I need to go find Ms. King first.”

No one really knew who that was and gave me blank looks.

Evans poked his head around the doorframe, grey eyes blinking at me quizzically. “Did I just hear you say you’re going looking for King? I thought you detested her.”

“You’re only saying that because if she caught on fire, we’d both throw kindling.”

Noreen snorted out a laugh. I shot her a wink. I did like people with a sense of humor. Evans just gave me an unamused look. He detested King after having to arrest and haul her out on a previous case.

Turning back to my adoptive brother, I explained, “I need to give King the official story before it’s too late. She has a habit of embellishing and focusing on all the wrong things, and I can feel her doing this already. Regina’s unhappy enough as it is.”

“Yeah…” Evans made a pained face and properly entered the room. He wore the new uniform but without the coat, his sleeves rolled up, so he’d been in the middle of something when he’d stopped to talk. “I can see why our queen’s upset.”

Since I had him here and he was apparently distractible, I would use him. “Say, while I’m tracking King down and trying to beat sense into her, can you show Uwe and Róis where the files are? The ones covering our Magical License Registry.”

“Oh, sure.” He flicked a hand as if to say no problem. “I can pitch in too if they need to look up something specific.”

“You are my favorite.” I grinned at him, a little relieved that he was willing to help like this. It meant my ducklings would have direction while I was gone and wouldn’t get sidetracked on the wrong thing.

Evans pointedly looked at the watch on his wrist. “It is almost dinnertime.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll pick up some sandwiches and coffees while I’m out. Toodles.” I waggled my fingers at them before carrying myself out the door.

I’d stop by my office first, call the newspaper King worked for, and see if they knew where she was. I had no idea where to hunt her down otherwise. If luck was really with me, she was at the newspaper office and I could make this a short and sweet trip.

Assuming she cooperated. Which was rather a large assumption with King.

[image: ]


[image: ]

After the day we’d all had, the girls were in agreement: Today called for alcohol. I made up a charcuterie board and three pizzas—Henri was a jewel and actually picked up groceries for me, taking three slices as a “delivery charge”—and everyone else brought the booze.

By the time Regina arrived, Penny was a beer in, and Colette had demolished a glass of wine and was heading for a second. Our queen greeted me at the door with a smile (and not a good one, the sarcasm was strong), three bottles cradled in her arms like precious, precious babies.

“I,” she informed me loftily, “brought the good stuff.”

“Oh, did you.” I took a closer look at the bottles as I let her in. The labels did look old, yellowed with age. “How good are we talking?”

“They’re normally only served at weddings or funerals.” Regina kicked off her shoes at the door, nose flaring like a bloodhound’s. “I smell pizza.”

A wedding or funeral, huh? Oh boy. I thought I was having a bad day. “You are correct. I have a meat lovers, veggie, and cheese pizza sitting over on the table. Here, let me have those.”

She surrendered the bottles and then beelined for pizza, a woman on a mission. She wore a loose-fitting pants suit, shedding her jacket as she moved, and I could tell right then and there—none of us were going to be coming out of this sober.

Colette was stretched out comfortably in the chair, her feet propped up on a stool, a pillow supporting her massive bun made of multiple braids. She was a woman not moving anytime soon. She greeted her ruler with an empty glass on offer. “Wine?”

“Mercy, yes. I’ve been doing math the past two weeks.”

Penny recoiled in horror, much like a debutante would when spying a bug. “Not the evil math!”

Regina loaded up with four slices, took the glass of wine offered her, and plopped down on my couch with that frown still on her face. “Budget season for the kingdom is officially upon us.”

When she said that, I realized with sudden clarity: That meant it was tax season too. I moaned, deposited the wine on the table, and immediately started opening a bottle.

Colette groaned theatrically, performing what looked to be like a child’s wiggle dance while seated. Considering she was not a small woman, the chair creaked in alarm along with her. “Nooo, I hate the tax forms.”

“We all hate the tax forms.” Penny gave Regina a speaking look. “Do something about that, will you?”

“I hate them more than you do,” Regina assured her blackly. “Unfortunately, the accountants love them. Or at least, they refuse to change them without making them more complex. Ugh, only wine can fix this. Jamie, tell me you have something planned tonight that will take my mind off of this.”

I had three options, depending on how energetic people felt. I poured myself a glass of wine as I answered. “So, I have a board game I can pull out, a selection of movies—”

“Which movies?” Penny was all ears, her blue eyes sparkling.

People liked watching movies. It was half the reason they came to my place, and I indulged them. Mostly because these days, the only time I had to watch a movie was when chilling with a friend. “Well, what are we in the mood for? I’ve got action, mystery, or romance.”

“Action!” all three said more or less in stereo.

Well, that was easy. “Action, huh.”

I moved over to my laptop. Ellie had made up a projector thing to attach to the laptop that allowed it to project onto my living room wall. That was the best way to show things when I had a group like this. I had a feeling the girls had chosen action because they wanted to watch pretty men and things go boom, which—let’s face it—was always a good option. When it came to that, I couldn’t think of a better movie than The A-Team.

I cued up the movie, grabbed food and glass, and sat next to Regina on the couch.

“Where’s Ellie?” Colette asked as she crossed her long legs in the chair.

“Coming. She said she’d be a little later. She’s seen this movie, so it’s fine, she won’t get lost if she comes in midway.”

“Okay.”

I settled in, shoving all worries and responsibilities to the side. Tonight was meant for relaxation, some girl time, and absolutely no stress. Everything worrying me wasn’t going anywhere. It would still be waiting for me tomorrow.

“Oooh, silver fox,” Colette crooned. “I like him already.”

Of course she liked Liam Neeson. Of course she did.

Well, it looked like I had definitely picked the right movie.
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I had a certain feeling while standing on the prison grounds outside the ward. A traumatic sort of feeling, like I’d lived in this particular nightmare before. I knew precisely why.

I was, once again, trying to determine how someone had gotten through high-security wards.

Eddy Jameson was focused, his narrow face filled with curiosity as he skipped back and forth through the ward. He claimed it helped him focus better when he moved back and forth like that. Truthfully, watching that lithe frame hop about, dancing along the ward’s line like it didn’t exist, gave me a headache. Especially with that impish grin that kept flitting over his face.

Seaton stood next to me, his expression a mirror of my own.

“Same water, different sea,” I told him.

He grunted in sour agreement. “That’s it exactly. I used to think, in my younger, more naïve days, that I knew how wards worked.”

I knew the feeling. Ah, my carefree days of youth when things worked as they should. “And then Jameson happened,” I said.

“And then Jameson happened,” Seaton agreed, mouth going flat. “I still truly have no idea how his ability works. I only fear that someone smarter than me will figure it out and then be able to duplicate it.”

“I try not to think of it,” I grumbled in return. “It only keeps me up at night. Ah, our ward expert returns. Well?”

Jameson always looked a bit too delighted as he worked on wards. His face was lit with satisfaction, like he knew he was doing what no one else really could. He was mostly right.

“Welp.” He put his hands on his hips, facing us with that thousand-watt smile. “Got good news and bad news. Bad news is, ward’s tight. I can’t find a hole anywhere even after going through it from top to bottom again. But you knew that.”

Seaton dipped his head, expression still sour. “I did. It’s why I called you back here for a second look because I can’t figure out how they got through. The magic signature indicates they did something over there, on the back end of the wall, but it looks like portation magic. Which makes no sense.”

“It’s why I came back too. I want to figure this out. Here’s where the good news comes in. I think I can make sense of it.” Jameson held up a finger. “First, though, a question. When you examined the wards, did you only look at how it was designed as a whole?”

When he asked questions like this, I just knew I was about to feel stupid. Like I had overlooked something quite obvious. “Yes…?”

“I thought so. Now, I’m going off gut feeling, so you gents tell me if I’m wrong, but here’s what I figured out.” Jameson half turned to gesture to the ward behind him and the prison it sat over. “First, I’ll bet you anything the ward is only designed to keep people in.”

Only designed…the way he said that sent the inner cogs spinning. “As opposed to not allowing anything to pass through either way?”

“Right. Most wards, they keep people out, but anyone inside can leave, right? This one does the opposite. Has to.” He gestured toward the ward again, nearly bouncing on his toes in his excitement. “They portal supplies in and out all day. There’s a landing area near the kitchens for it because the dock’s under repair right now.”

Seaton abruptly folded in on himself, sinking onto his haunches, hands over his head as if it pained him. “Of course. Of course. How am I so stupid?”

I felt like joining him, and would have if the ground hadn’t been so cold and rocky. “Jameson, your hypothesis makes entirely too much sense. The murderer portaled right through because the wards were designed to allow someone to do that. Great magic, what an oversight on our part. We kept thinking of this ward like it’s any other ward, but it’s designed opposite of most.”

Jameson beamed at me, high on his success. “Got a theory of how the murderer portaled the body back out too. Wanna hear it?”

“Hit me, as Jamie would say.”

“They’ve got that whole product line they make here, right? There’s a spot for it near the kitchens where it’s transported over to the mainland.” He put a finger to his nose, expression sly. “I tested it a bit. I tried to take a prisoner with me through the ward, no dice. But I picked up a box of random refuse and it let me through just fine. I think the other caveat to the ward is ‘can’t take people out without authorization but you can take things.’ Gents, I will bet you the murdered Martin no longer qualified as a person to the ward. He was a corpse by then, so it was easy to portal him straight out again.”

As expected, that feeling of stupidity had arrived. How had I not looked at the wards with that mindset? Then again, this was precisely why we had brought Jameson in. He had a very unique perspective on wards. Also more brainpower than I could currently lay claim to.

I shared a long, speaking look with Seaton. “So, technically, there is no fault in the wards. They’re operating as they’re designed to do.”

He stood with a sigh, still looking peeved. “I drew that conclusion last time, but at least now we know which weakness was exploited. I’m of two minds on redoing the wards or not. Having someone capable of sneaking in and murdering people isn’t ideal, to say the least. But altering the function might mean opening up another avenue to exploit instead. People have to get supplies in and out somehow.”

“Portaling is the safer option, which was no doubt why they chose it to begin with.” I felt the impending headache of the decision but, truly, it wasn’t mine to make. The best we could do was explain to the warden how this happened and let him make the decision. He was in charge of this place, not us. “Jameson, good work. It turns out my initial theory of how this happened was quite wrong.”

He gave an elaborate, courtly bow. “My pleasure.”

This scamp. The more he hung about Jamie, the more I could see her mannerisms rub off on him.

The pad in my pocket gave a ring, so I fished it out and answered. “Hello, Weber.”

“Hello. How goes the prison ward?”

“I believe Jameson has figured it out. In short, it functioned as it should, there was just a loophole our murderer took advantage of.”

“Oh. Not the best of news, I think.”

“I really have no idea what to do about it, but it’s also not my jurisdiction. Can I help you?”

“If you don’t mind, can you come back to my lab?”

Whenever he asked me to do that, it meant he’d hit something he’d never seen before and wanted a second opinion. “I’d be happy to. There’s not much more I can do here. What’s the problem?”

“I don’t know if I’m seeing this correctly. I want a second opinion on cause of death for Martin before I write up the report.”

“Fair enough. I’ll be there shortly.” I ended the call and looked at the other two. “Can you talk to the warden, tell him what’s happened, and take it from there?”

Seaton gave a nod. “Certainly, we don’t need you for this. I might be stuck here for a while adjusting the wards, but we’ll see about that.”

Jameson held up his hands in a cross formation. “Hard pass on dead bodies.”

That was such a Jamie mannerism. It amused me to no end. “Very well. I’ll see you anon. Seaton, if you would?”

Without any further ado, Seaton portaled me straight back to the offices. I gave him my thanks before he portaled himself back to the prison. I waved a hello to people as I passed them in the halls, heading to the lower level of the queen’s own where his lab resided. Weber called me to enter when I knocked, which I did, although I didn’t directly approach the table. Instead I paused near the door, putting on a protective apron, mask, and gloves all while greeting him.

“Weber, looks like you’ve been at this all morning.”

“Longer than that,” he countered. “I kept poking about the body, trying to puzzle this out, but…well, come see for yourself.”

I did so, taking in what remained of Martin. His chest had been cracked open for the autopsy, of course, some of the organs removed, and my word…this was worse than I’d anticipated. The interior of the man’s cavity was bulging in a deformed manner, parts of the organs and tissue black as if burned, the bones exposed in an unnatural way, as if the corresponding muscles, tendons, and tissue that should have been attached were melted away. This made entirely no sense to me, as the exterior skin hadn’t been breached or revealed signs of a burn at all. Surely with the amount of internal damage here, the outward skin should have showed some sign as well!

I looked up from the body to meet Weber’s eyes. “I know the heart was targeted. How was it?”

“His heart was practically goo. You can see what’s left of it in that pan over there.”

I glanced in that direction. Goo was indeed the proper word for it, nothing but burned tissue, sodden with ichor from the body. A truly gruesome sight.

“Ghastly, just ghastly,” Weber muttered.

“You called me just to see if I had some flash of insight and failed to update you, didn’t you?”

“Well, that, and the off chance you might have gotten more clues.”

Considering what I’d just experienced with the wards, I couldn’t blame him for this attitude. “No such luck, I’m afraid. You were correct that this was a very unorthodox method.”

“I’ll say. Instantaneous death, though. At least it would have been quick. Still, this would have taken considerable power and been quite flashy.”

“I have to agree with that assessment.” I studied the body some more, taking it in from an overall perspective. “Quite flashy indeed, and considering the power it took to portal in and out of the prison, rather more draining than necessary. Honestly, a solid dagger to his heart would have been just as effective. Why this method?”

“For the same reason they dumped Martin on your doorstep?” Weber offered. “To make a show of it?”

“The murderer seems to have quite the theatrical nature, then.”

Or they were trying to make some kind of point. If they were trying to send a message, I couldn’t imagine what it might be.

Unfortunately, I had the sense that one way or another, they’d try again until we got it.
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I think my ducklings now truly understood the drudge work that came with detectiving (I can make that a verb here ’cause no one knows to stop me. Kekekekeke). We’d been up to our eyeballs in records, combing through them for possible suspects, for a full two days now. Nothing in Martin’s cell had been useful, and we’d found no clues on the man himself except that he’d died in an interesting way, which wasn’t helpful. We’d put out a general reward notice for any information regarding Martin since we had no suspect, but nothing useful had been reported yet. Only the crazy conspirators had responded. Fun times.

A knock sounded on the war room’s door before Gerring poked his head inside. “Jamie, found you someone to interview.”

I looked up from the file in front of me with a smile. “Ooh, late birthday present. Who’d you find?”

“Martin’s brother.”

Eh, what now? “Martin had a brother? I thought he was alone.”

“Turns out he’s got a stepbrother and stepmother still living. Estranged, so I don’t know how helpful he’ll be, but the stepbrother at least works here in town.”

Well, that would explain why we didn’t see hide nor hair of them from the first investigation. “Alright, where does he work?”

“Gristwork Factory.”

I looked around the table, judging who might be the most frustrated and in need of a break. Pretty obvious from the faces, really. “Róis, Will, let’s go.”

Róis was out of her chair almost before I could finish the sentence. Will pulled himself up, moving stiffly. He’d definitely been in that chair for too long. I glanced at the clock, realized we’d been at this for four hours, and waved the others off. “Go get lunch everyone, take a good hour, walk around some before coming back to this. We’ll get lunch while we’re out.”

I got groans of thanks and assent before taking off.

Since I had no idea where the factory was, Gerring drove us. The cats were happy to be out of the room too, Clint and Tasha both trying to occupy my lap at the same time. Which was a neat trick these days. Tasha and Phil were now fully grown, so I had two full-grown cats trying to fit on my thighs. Not exactly enough room there to manage it.

The factory turned out to be something of a jaunt, barely three blocks from the coastline near the southern tip of the city, so it took us an hour in traffic to get there. I knew why they’d been exiled to the far end of the city, too. From the smell of the place, they made paper. Trust me, nothing smelled as horrific as a papermaking factory. My nose kept trying to revolt and leave the premises. The cats weren’t much better. I’d get used to it in time, but I also hoped this interview wouldn’t take that long. Our saving grace was the wind coming off the ocean. It was a touch brisk but I wasn’t complaining, no siree.

We hopped out and went for the door marked ‘Office.’ The factory was huge, a good three stories tall, and it took up a city block by itself. I hoped that whoever was in charge would fetch Martin’s brother for me. If I had to ferret him out of this place, I’d be here all day.

I strode in, then stopped rather abruptly. The office was crammed with desks and file cabinets, a very narrow walkway snaking its way through the furniture. This place had outgrown its britches. Also was rather deserted, only one person still manning a desk. I looked to her and gave a smile.

“Agent Edwards with the Queen’s Own. I need to interview one of your employees.”

The dwarf pushed her glasses up on her nose, looking suspicious. Like a washboard given a voice, she demanded, “One of them idjuts do something?”

“No, ma’am. Someone here lost a brother.”

“Oh.” Her attitude did an abrupt one-eighty and she looked sympathetic instead. “Well, that’s a shame. Who?”

“Mr. Stoll,” Gerring supplied over my shoulder.

“Oh, really? Didn’t know he had one. Hold on, then.” She popped up and went to an intercom system on the wall, pulled the speaker piece down, and then bellowed into it, “STOLL, FRONT OFFICE.”

I’m pretty sure she didn’t actually need the speakerphone. They could probably hear her from here. Had she been a drill sergeant in a previous life?

Since there was absolutely no room for us all to be in here, I said, “We’ll just wait outside.”

“Alright,” she agreed pleasantly.

I stepped back out, closing the door, and then smacked the side of my head. “Anyone else still have hearing? I feel like I lost some.”

Gerring chuckled, giving me a sympathetic look. Then again, he and I had better hearing than the average human, so he likely had suffered from that experience too. Róis was shaking her head and banging at one ear with the flat of her palm like her ears were still ringing, so it wasn’t just us.

We didn’t have to wait long before Stoll arrived. He didn’t look a thing like Martin, which didn’t really surprise me. He was balding, with a beer gut and a slouch to his shoulders. He honestly looked tired, a don’t-care attitude clinging to him like a shroud.

He looked at all of us, everyone in uniform except Gerring, who was in a smart black suit, and then blinked. Oh look, his give-a-care decided to make an appearance after all. Now he looked wary.

“Can I help you?”

I flashed the badge at him. “Mr. Stoll? I’m Agent Edwards, Queen’s Own. We’re here to ask you some questions about your stepbrother, Martin. I’m very sorry to tell you that he died this week.”

He just shook his head, not looking surprised. “Saw it in the paper.”

“Ouch. Sorry, we didn’t realize until today that he had family.”

“It’s alright, Agent. Took my mother for an unpleasant turn, but we hadn’t talked to him in…years.” Stoll scratched at a cheek, then nodded at his own conclusion. “At least seven or eight years.”

It had been a long stretch, but I pushed for answers anyway. “I understand you were estranged from him, but can you tell me why?”

“Never did get along with him from the start. He was always proud that he had a bit of magic to him and I didn’t. Our parents kept trying to haul that ego of his in, not that it ever stuck.” He shrugged, his don’t-care back in place. “By the time I hit adulthood, I got out of that house just to get away from him. I saw him occasionally during celebrations, weddings, that kind of thing. Didn’t say much to him. After that he went to sea and it was right about then that things changed. Our father became very ill, bedridden, and Martin became a different man. Not cocky anymore. Quieter, bitter, a little unhinged. When our father died, my mother tried to help Martin, but he cut off all contact completely. I haven’t spoken to him since.”

Hmm. Okay, so Stoll likely didn’t know anything helpful. “Did anyone come looking for him? Do you know if he had enemies?”

“No one that I know of.” He shrugged again.

Their relationship must have been really bad. I’d have lost my mind if told my sister had been murdered.

Gerring cleared his throat slightly. “Sir, we are done with the autopsy at this point. Would you at least like to claim the body and bury him?”

Now there was a fair question. I looked to Stoll for an answer.

He seemed to think about it for a few seconds before nodding. “For my mother and stepfather’s sakes, sure. I’ll collect the body and bury him. My stepfather was a good man, always good to me, so I’ll repay him by burying his son. I can collect him now, you said?”

He likely had to find a funeral home, buy a plot, all of that, so it would take more than a day to make arrangements. I pulled out my wallet and fished out a card to hand him. “Give the palace guards this; they’ll escort you to the morgue so you can get him when you’re ready. Also, I’ll leave word with your supervisor that you need the rest of the week off to make funeral arrangements.”

For the first time, the man gave me a smile. “You agents are good people. Thank you. I’m sorry I couldn’t help but really, I didn’t know him as an adult.”

“That’s alright. You told us what you could, and I appreciate it.”

He gave us another small, barely-there smile, and then headed back in.

I made good on my promise and told the lady at the desk that Stoll needed the rest of the week off, but she just waved at me and said that was a given. Well, at least he seemed to have good bosses.

Coming back out, I faced the other three. “Well. That was not helpful.”

Róis had her thinking face on. “By the by, nothing of Martin’s trail was on the stepbrother.”

“Good to know.”

She continued, still thinking, “I know why you asked if Martin had enemies, but the odds of his enemy dumping the body on your doorstep are really low. Also, what would be the point? The man was under a life sentence anyway. Did you ask just to cover the bases?”

“Basically,” I admitted freely. “If there’s anything I can teach you, it’s to never go with the first assumption. Sometimes it really is how it looks. Sometimes it’s not. And sometimes, you never get enough of the pieces to figure out what went down.”

Gerring nodded along with this. “Question everything. That’s Jamie’s motto. You may have to make a certain number of assumptions to move the investigation along, but if you do find something that throws a wrench in the cogs, then be willing to go back to square one and come up with a new theory.”

Couldn’t have said it better myself. “Well, regardless, there’s nothing more for us to learn here. Okay, cats, let’s…wait, where are the furballs?”

I looked all around me but I didn’t see any sign of them. Dangnabit, had they gotten distracted by some rodent again?

Róis took a look around, her eyes narrowed and fixated on the ground. “They went this way.”

Right. I had a tracker with me. Banzai! “Get ’em, Róis.”

She took off in a long, ground-eating stride. Gerring and I kept up with her easily, but Will was puffing a bit. We were halfway around the building before I saw the cats, coming round the other far end, and they were booking it. I legit had not seen either of them ever run that fast.

Okay, this wasn’t them being distracted by something fun to chase. They looked honestly perturbed. My hackles rose instinctively. This felt off. Something had spooked my cats and I wasn’t happy about that.

I crossed the remaining distance and went down on a knee, arms out, and they both flung themselves at me. I caught them with an oof but held firm, even as they burrowed their heads into my chest, vibrating in a not-good way.

“You’re shaking,” I said with surprise. I didn’t think anything could scare my cats. “What happened?”

Clint lifted his head a little, large golden eyes on mine. “Scary lady tried to get us.”

“Scary lady?” How scary? We talking like Medusa levels?

“She smelled bad,” Tasha said, still trying to burrow into my skin. Her tail was at max poof, so I knew she was truly freaked out. “Smelled like the dead man.”

A chill went over me. I never doubted the cats’ noses. Theirs were better than mine, so if they said something smelled the same, then it did. No question. “Kids, this is really important. Did you get a good look at her? Where was she?”

“Behind the building,” Tasha answered.

I turned my head a little. “Gerring, Róis, go.”

They took off in a flat run, and while I doubted the woman was still there, maybe some trace of her remained. Róis at least might be able to pick up her trail. I kept my focus on the cats. “What did she look like?”

Clint seemed to think about this for a second. “You remember scary witch lady from Dalmatians?”

“Cruella?”

“Like that, but her hair was a deep, weird red. Like it’d been dyed.”

Okay that gave me a really good visual. See, letting them watch movies with me totally paid off. “Okay. Did she do anything to you?”

“She tried to catch us.” Tasha’s claws were in danger of piercing my coat at this rate. “Then when she couldn’t, she tried to hit us with spells. We were faster.”

I heard some pride in that last statement. I thanked everything I could name that a Felix’s reflexes were indeed as good as a cat’s and they could outrun her.

Will put a hand on my shoulder, leaning down to ask, “But why would she try to get you?”

That was the question.

Unfortunately, I could only think of really bad answers.
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Oy vey, but what a day it had been. I had a lot of questions and few answers, which was a state I disliked intensely. I didn’t have a lot of clues to go off of, and no amount of research could fix that, try though we might. Henri had been out half the day, coordinating with his fellow royal mages to increase palace security. What with a rogue witch randomly attacking people and making a nuisance of herself, people were panicking a little. Security reinforcement might be overkill, but better safe than sorry, right?

Well, the cats didn’t think it was overkill. They kept emphasizing that the scary lady was really, really scary. I’d learned to listen to them when they told me things like this. I think Henri took the whole ‘increase palace security’ thing more seriously because of it. I had two very clingy cats after their run-in earlier today. Both of them barely left my side.

Róis did say the energy trail from the scary lady matched the energy trail from my apartment steps. If this was the same person who killed Martin, the cats had every right to be alarmed. I was alarmed. I’d dearly like to know who this was and what they were up to.

Sadly, we didn’t find anything in the area to give us clues. Gerring had another case he was working on, so he went back to the precinct with Penny. I came back to the office to do some paperwork but now it was nearly time to clock out, quit for the day. Honestly, I was more than ready to leave. I was thinking steak tonight with a decadent dessert. Maybe Henri had time to join me. We hadn’t had a dinner date in a while.

My pad lit up with a ring, practically vibrating on my desk, and I eyed it warily. Phone calls ten minutes before quitting time inevitably ended up being one of Those Calls that meant you stayed an extra hour to three hours with some kind of minor emergency.

“You better not be one of those,” I warned the pad even as I flipped it over and accepted the call. Huh, it was Gregson. Why was he calling? He rarely called these days.

“Edwards.” He sounded ready to punch something, syllables harsh and clipped. “Get to City Hospital, now. Gerring and McSparrin were attacked.”

For a surreal moment, the words had no meaning. They were just sounds, like random wind chimes blowing about. In a flash, they suddenly made sense, with the full impact of emotion behind it. No. No, not them.

Clint and Tasha picked up on my distress and cuddled under my chin, but I could barely register them. My only thoughts were on Penny and Gerring.

“How bad?”

Even as I snapped out the words, I was moving, shifting cats off. I had to get to Henri. Hopefully he was in his office.

“Bad. McSparrin wasn’t even conscious when they took her to the hospital. Gerring wasn’t as hurt, but he’s not going to be fit for duty for at least a month. He was able to tell us what happened, at least. Some rogue witch hit them just as they were coming out of the precinct. McSparrin took the full brunt of the attack, it looks like. Gerring managed to fend the witch off long enough to get them both under the precinct’s protective ward. I—” Here, his voice broke a little. “I need you to process the scene.”

“I’m on it.” I flung myself out of my chair and raced down the hall for Henri’s office. His light was on, he was still here. Thank everything holy. “Lock it down for me. I’ll hit the hospital first.”

“Alright. Go.”

He hung up just as I hit Henri’s door. I was all panic, no disco, and it must have been obvious. Henri took one look at me and jumped to his feet, ignoring when the file in his hands fell and hit the floor with a messy splat, pages scattering everywhere.

“Dearest, what happened?”

“Penny and Gerring were hit by a rogue witch,” I answered so fast the words tripped over each other. “Hospital, now.”

He didn’t even put his coat back on, just snatched it up and followed me at a run outside. We got outside the palace walls to the parking lot in record time, the cats easily keeping pace with the humans. I far outstripped Henri, of course, as I couldn’t moderate my pace right then. Anxiety had me going at full speed. For once, Henri didn’t argue as I took the wheel. The second he threw himself into the car, I put the pedal to the metal and took off.

Kingston traffic was at the height of craziness at this hour because so many people were getting off work just then. I used horn and lights to force my way through, my nerves stretching tauter by the second. I knew that there wasn’t much I could do even when I arrived, but still I fought to get there seconds earlier.

Henri spoke with terse sentences, voice beyond strained. “If this is the same rogue witch that killed Martin, then—”

I completed the sentence without trouble. “The witch is probably aiming for me and she’s keeping close track of my friends and acquaintances.”

“I’m afraid so. We’ll need to look into this better. For now, we’ll go to the hospital. I’ll take the car from there to the scene.”

He was calmer than I, so I gave a curt nod of agreement. I just couldn’t focus on business, not when two friends were hurt god knew how badly.

It felt like it took a decade and a half to get to City Hospital, but the building finally came in sight. I spun the car toward the emergency doors, parked, and was out in a second flat. I only paused to scoop up a cat in either arm because I couldn’t stand to let them out of my sight right then.

Henri led us directly to the main reception area of the hospital, a place we knew well after being detectives. So many victims and witness interviews happened here. I’d lost count of how many. I went straight for the nurse manning the desk and demanded, “Penny McSparrin and Arod Gerring, where are they?”

My uniform alone was identification enough for her, and she rattled off the answer after checking a clipboard. “McSparrin is in surgery right now, not expected out until perhaps midnight.”

Ouch. A seven-hour surgery? In this world of magic? I felt nauseous at the implications. She must have been at death’s door before arriving here.

“Gerring is in treatment room three. He might be able to receive visitors right now. Check with the nurses’ station.”

I gave her a tight smile and nod of thanks before pivoting on my heel and marching for the station just down the hallway

The nurses assured me Gerring could be visited in a minute but they were still putting a cast on him. I had to cool my heels in the hallway for a few minutes and that waiting did not wear well on me, let me tell you.

Henri got an arm around my waist, his other hand full of jacket and Phil, looking about as happy as I felt. “Do we know what happened?”

“I have the bare gist. Gregson said a rogue witch hit them just as they left the precinct. Penny apparently took the brunt of it, Gerring fended the witch off long enough to get them back under the ward. I don’t know details other than that.”

“Who’s in charge of the investigation?”

“We are. Gregson’s request.”

Henri gave a nod of understanding before pulling his pad out.

Technically, Gregson could put his own detectives onto investigating this, but because this was a magical crime, it could fall under my jurisdiction as well. I think Gregson gave it to me because of that and frankly? I was glad for it.

Whoever hurt my people was a dead woman walking.

“Colette,” Henri greeted, voice strained. “I need you at the Fourth Precinct.”

“Why?” Colette sounded startled. While she did still work there part-time, she’d been at the palace today.

“Penny and Gerring were just attacked by a rogue witch. We’re now in charge of the investigation.”

She sucked in a noisy, surprised breath. “No! How bad are they hurt?”

“We don’t know details right now. We’re at the hospital. Gerring seems to be better than Penny. They’ll let us see him soon, but Penny’s in surgery.”

“When I find who did this, they’re going to pay dearly. I’m on my way. You keep me updated. Wait, who has charge of the scene?”

“No one at the moment, we came directly here. Can you get Gibson updated and let him take charge right now?”

“I can. You focus there, we’ve got the scene.”

“Thank you.” He hung up and blew out a long, steady stream of air. My Henri was very stressed.

He could join my Stressed-Out Club. We had jackets.

It felt like it took for freaking ever, but finally the nurse stepped out of Gerring’s room and gave us a go-ahead nod inside.

I’d never moved faster into a room in my life.

Gerring sat up in the bed, looking like he’d gotten on the wrong side of a prize fighter. The pointed tip of one ear was clean gone, a white bandage covered his jaw, his left arm was in a sling, and the way he leaned up against the bed indicated he’d taken some damage to the ribs, too.

He lit up a little on seeing us, one side of his mouth pulled up in a pained smile. “Jamie, Henri. Are you over my case?”

“We are,” I assured him, shifting my armful of cats so I could sit at his bedside. “Gregson called us in. What happened?”

“Despite having lived through it, I almost can’t tell you, that’s how fast it happened.” He tried to sit up a little more, grimaced, and fell back.

“Pillow adjustment?” Henri asked, coming around to the other side of the bed.

“Please. Ribs are cracked, hard to breathe if I’m—” Gerring grimaced again as Henri shifted the pillow higher, then leaned back with a soft groan, the pain easing from his face. “Better. Thank you.”

I was more than worried about him, anxious for his sake and not sure how to help. Which was a very sucky feeling. “Pain meds?”

“They gave me a potion, it’s still kicking in. Doctor said the ribs will be well by end of the week, which means I’ll be able to actually breathe then. I can’t complain, Penny’s in worse shape. I just—”

When he broke off, expression collapsing into pain, I knew this time it wasn’t physical. Gerring and Penny were best buds—even off duty they spent time together—and I knew how much it had to hurt to see her go down.

I gave him a minute, let him pull himself together enough to talk.

“We were heading out, not off work yet. We wanted to interview someone for a case. Planned to catch them at a bar, as we heard the man went there after work. This time of day, it’s faster to walk, so we went out the back of the precinct and headed off on foot. I think we were barely off the grounds when she appeared out of nowhere.

“She hit Penny hard with some spell, I don’t know what kind, but it threw Penny back about ten feet and straight into the hood of one of the squad cars. She didn’t even get a chance to defend herself. I got caught on the edge of the spell myself—Penny and I were standing right next to each other, makes sense—but I managed to keep my feet. I don’t think the spell was aimed at both of us, I think it was aimed at her.”

Henri nodded like this made sense to him, so I didn’t question it. “And then?”

“She fired off a couple more spells that I had to dodge. I pulled my gun, fired at her. She spooked at that point, portaled out. I didn’t trust that she was really gone, so I got an arm up around Penny and dragged us both under the ward, screaming for help. I”—he faltered, lifting a shaking hand to his forehead—“I didn’t even sense her before she suddenly hit us. I didn’t hear her, smell her, nothing. She must have portaled in to attack, it’s the only explanation.”

Gerring’s senses were like mine, stronger than the average human’s. He would have been able to pick up that someone was nearby if they’d approached normally. I believed him. I was also grateful that he, as a Dark Elf, was physically tough. He likely was able to keep his feet because of that. Him not going down too was the only thing that had kept him and Penny alive through this attack.

“Did you see her clearly enough to describe her?” Henri was making notes, as Henri usually did.

“Average height for a woman, about chin high on me, dark red hair—it looked dyed, though. Narrow face, pointy chin, high brow. She was in all black, not a dress, but a skirt and jacket with the jacket a little too small for her.” Gerring gestured toward his plastered wrist. “Sleeves too short.”

I was distracted from this description because of the cats. They were mostly in my lap but Clint had one paw on Gerring’s thigh and Tasha’s neck was stretched out. They kept sniffing Gerring, then looking at each other as if conferring, then sniffing again. It was prime behavior for them finding a sniffy.

“Guys, what’s up?”

Clint twisted his head to look up at me, and he was not a happy kitty. “He smells like bad lady.”

“Wait, same bad lady that tried to kidnap you?” Henri demanded sharply.

“Yeah.” Clint sniffed again before sneezing.

“Faint,” Tasha tacked on. “But scent is there. Also smells like dead man.”

The magic. The magic smelled the same to them, in other words. Aw cripes. So all three incidents were linked.

Gerring might be injured but he wasn’t down by a long shot. That detective’s brain of his was in full gear. “Wait. Wait, the same woman who attacked me tried to kidnap you? You sure?”

As they started comparing notes, half my attention was on their conversation, the rest of my brain thinking. If a rogue witch had left a dead man on my doorstep, tried to kidnap my cats, and had now hurt two of my friends without warning or provocation, there was only one common link to all of this.

Me.

This was an enemy of mine, somehow. And let’s face it, in my time on this world, I’d made a number of enemies.

Could I have a different plot device, please? I don’t like where this one is going.
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I left Jamie at the hospital to await Penny, still in surgery. One of us had to get over to the scene and help process it, and I was the most logical choice. I left her with Clint and Tasha. When I left, she was speaking with Niamh, who was not happy to hear that Gerring had been hurt. I had no doubt that if—when—we caught the attacker, Niamh would be right in line with Jamie to do damage on her lover’s behalf.

It felt a little strange to be back at Fourth Precinct, especially as a lead investigator taking on a case that happened on these grounds. I’d spent a formative amount of my career here, after all, but never like this. Well, I took that back, we did have that break-in with the evidence locker. My first case with Jamie. Ah, how nostalgic.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t indulge in the feeling. Not with the scene in front of me.

Colette was hard at work when I arrived, scraping at something on the pavement. The scene was madness, as usual for any crime scene out in the open. We had looky-loos standing outside the cordon, all whispering and watching, wondering what had happened. At least one reporter was already on scene, judging by the camera going off. Gibson was keeping them at bay, bless him, although he’d need reinforcement soon. I’d deal with that shortly. I wanted to get a grasp on the situation here first.

More than a few cops were bystanders as well. I recognized some faces, but they were also doing crowd control so I let them be. I beelined for Colette first.

“Colette.”

She twisted her head about to look up at me. “Ah, there you are. Gerring, Penny?”

“Penny is still in surgery so I don’t know. Gerring at least is up and talking.” I passed a weary hand over my face. “He suffered serious injury but he’ll heal.”

“How bad?”

“Broken collarbone and left arm, three cracked ribs, and the left side of him is one long bruise. He said he took the edge of the spell.” I didn’t even want to imagine what Penny looked like after taking the brunt of it.

Colette did not look happy to hear any of that. “I knew it had to be bad just by seeing how much magic was flung about.”

I knew what she meant by that. I could see it without even trying, the residual magic lingering in this area. We stood on a sidewalk, just outside of the back parking lot of the precinct. To my eyes the area looked like a mess of energy. If a three-year-old had gotten hold of paints and splattered them about, it would match the energy patterns all around us.

Half-turning in place, I looked the area over closely, then pulled a wand out and my notebook before casting a diagnostic spell of the area.

“Henri.” Phil was in my pocket, a white-tipped paw on my ribs for balance. “Can I get down?”

“Yes, but be careful. This area is full of residual magic.”

“Bad sniffies,” he agreed, lightly hopping down.

I imagine the place reeked of magic to him. I let him be, as he likely wanted to investigate something, and focused instead on the results writing themselves out on the page. Huh. Now that was…interesting.

Colette popped up, bagging something and setting it aside before coming to look at the results as well. “What kind of…are we sure there was one attacker? Not two?”

I saw why she asked. The results were mixed, to say the least. On the one hand, I saw evidence of two portal spells, and they were perfectly normal in energy signature. On the other, the three spells used to attack my friends were very strange choices. They weren’t meant to be offensive spells.

“Who uses ignite to attack with?” Colette asked in bewilderment. “That’s meant for starting a fire in a hearth, or lighting a candle, not to set someone on fire.”

“Infercino would have been the more logical choice,” I agreed, equally puzzled. “It’s no wonder that spell didn’t land a hit on either of them. Gerring reported at least three offensive spells were used, or at least he could only recall three, but in actuality it was four. Wait, no, five. Two of them didn’t even land, hence he likely didn’t realize she’d cast them.”

“And why did the witch mix a repelling spell with a shield-breaking spell?” Colette’s head was so canted to the side that it was in danger of falling off her shoulders altogether. “That makes no sense.”

“Did the witch anticipate that they’d be under a personal shield?” It was the only thing I could think of, but it still didn’t make sense. Combining those two spells was like combining water and earth. Would they mix? Well, yes, but who wanted to be holding mud to throw around?

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Colette murmured. “This smacks of someone who is self-trained. Or half-trained and then finished the other half themselves. They know just enough to be dangerous.”

“I agree with the assessment but, unfortunately, this woman is all too dangerous.”

“Gerring confirmed it was a witch, then?”

“He was confident. I even have a description of her.”

Colette accepted this with a nod, expression thoughtful. “Did he fire a gun?”

“That’s how he drove her off. Why? Did you find the casings?”

“I did.” She pointed to an area some ten feet away. “Three, in fact. I haven’t found evidence that he landed a hit.”

“He’s relatively sure he didn’t actually hit her. He believes it was the fear of being killed that drove her off.” Considering how much pain Gerring had been in and how wild the magical attacks were, I’m not surprised his aim had been off.

“Considering the ferocity of the attacks thrown at them, it’s a miracle they both lived through it.” Colette grimaced. Her eyes turned bright for a moment. She was visibly upset and barely keeping it together, which was understandable, as the two women were friends. “At least, I hope Penny lives through this.”

So did I. While I worried for her sake, there was something else that weighed upon me. Something that nagged at my senses. I had to stop and properly focus on the magic for a moment before that tantalizing sensation finally came into focus. When it did, I almost wished it hadn’t.

If I was right, this…did not bode well.

I exchanged notebook for pad and called up Seaton. He answered promptly.

“Davenforth, how are McSparrin and Gerring?”

“Heard about that already? Penny’s still in surgery, so I’m not sure. Gerring will make a full recovery.”

“At least one friend is out of danger, then. I’m glad to hear it. Are you calling me with an update?”

“I’ll be happy to update you, but I also need a second opinion. Can you come to the Fourth Precinct’s back lot?”

“On my way.”

I barely had replaced the pad in my pocket when he snapped into existence right at Colette’s side. When he arrived, the camera went off again. Belatedly, I realized my mistake. One royal mage at a crime scene was remarkable enough, and newsworthy, but two? It would make front page headlines for weeks.

Oops.

Seaton took a good look around the area, head panning to take it all in, and then grimaced. “Great dark magic, this is insanity. They lived through this?”

“They did. Fortunately.” I handed him my notebook so he could see the diagnostic results. “What do you make of this?”

He read it through, eyebrows climbing a bit more with each word on the page. “That’s…an interesting array of attack spells. And I wouldn’t have chosen to use half of them. They were attacked by a half-trained magician, it seems. Wait!”

Seaton, apparently, was faster on the uptake than I had been. His head came up and he looked the area over again, eyes narrowed with suspicion. Then he caught my eyes, expression silently saying what I had feared.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” I said quietly.

“No…” He trailed off with a grimace. “I fear you’re right.”

Colette lifted a hand and waggled her fingers. “Someone clue me in.”

“The energy signature and the way the spells were formed reminded me of something distinctly unpleasant.” I inclined my head toward Seaton. “I’m not as familiar with her work as he is, hence I asked for a second opinion. This smacks of Belladonna.”

Colette stared at us both for a long second before speaking. “If that was supposed to be a joke, it wasn’t funny.”

“I would love to be joking.” Seaton rubbed a hand over his eyes, aging a decade in seconds. “I don’t think it’s her. For one thing, we were very thorough in burning her corpse and scattering the ashes to the four winds to make sure she stayed dead. For another, while there are distinct similarities, there are also quite a few differences.”

“A student of hers?” I suggested.

“That would be my guess. Although it’s news to me that that crazy madwoman took on students.” Seaton’s face scrunched up like he had swallowed a vile-tasting, possibly poisonous pill. “I think the idea of her having students will give me nightmares for the next decade.”

“I know it will for me. Still, if she had been a student, this makes more sense. Why her spells are so slapdash or strangely constructed, why her magical signature is similar. She was half-trained by an insane witch.” I felt a twinge in my temples, a sign that a headache was incoming. I didn’t like the idea of an insane witch to begin with, but someone half-trained?

Had I done something recently to offend the gods? Or fate?

A feminine voice I unfortunately knew well called, “RM Davenforth, can we have a statement?”

Ms. King was here. Of course she was. Because I needed more aggravation right now. I really had done something to offend the gods.

Groaning, I turned and immediately spotted her. Despite the evening hour, she looked pristine in a lavender dress, hair tucked under a smart hat, as alert and poised as she would be first thing in the morning after breakfast. I did have to question what kind of stamina potions went into that.

She prompted me again, still with that bright smile. “What happened here?”

I entirely disliked responding to her. Jamie was far better at handling her than I was. I’d need to give her the bare bones, however. Otherwise she’d make up something and run with it. I needed false information published even less.

Highly reluctant, I responded, “Two of our officers were attacked as they were coming out of the precinct. We do not know who attacked them at this time. Both are being treated at the hospital.”

“How badly were they injured?”

“Unfortunately, rather badly. Both will need to take considerable time off to recover, but they are expected to recover.” Bit of a white lie there, as I wasn’t sure about Penny. I could only pray that would be the case. “Because it was a magical attack, Fourth Precinct has requested that Agent Edwards and I investigate, which we are now doing. That’s all I can tell you at this time.”

“Is this in any way linked to the dead man found on your front stoop?” Ms. King pressed.

Why would she make that leap…? It was likely correct, but I wish she hadn’t put the question out there. I kept my expression blank. “Ms. King, I really can’t tell you anything more. I’ve only been on scene twenty minutes. Now, do go.”

“I think I’ll stay.” She beamed at me, then scribbled more notes.

Of course she’d stay. Why did I expect her to obediently leave?

Shaking my head, I turned and put some distance between us, mostly so I could call Jamie and update her on our findings. I’d barely pulled my pad out when it rang, a call incoming from Jamie.

“I was just about to call you,” I said by way of greeting.

“Well, you know what they say. Great minds think alike. Penny’s still in surgery but one of the nurses popped out to tell me that she’s doing okay so far.”

“Do they still anticipate she’ll be in surgery until midnight?”

“Yeah. A lot to do, apparently, but she’s holding steady right now and I’m relieved to hear that. They’ll move her into a recovery room afterwards, so I can see her tonight before going home. I’m not budging until she’s out of surgery. They did let me go through her clothes and stuff though, and the cats had a field day sniffing it all out. I can confirm the attacker is the same numbnuts who dumped a dead man at our door. Cats are one hundred percent sure on that now. How are things on your end?”

I truly didn’t want to tell her. The words reluctantly left my mouth. “My dear, brace yourself.”

“Ugh, I feel the sudden need for chocolate.”

“I wish I could give you some. The attacks here left a distinct enough residue that it’s made two things clear. First, the witch is half-trained at best, and she’s tried to teach herself the rest. The mix and use of spells here was either a very interesting choice or something I would never use in a fight.”

“This does not fill me with joy.”

“It gets worse. The energy signature is very strongly similar to Belladonna.”

There was dead silence on the other end of the line. I held my breath, not sure how she might take this. This was very likely her worst nightmare come to life.

Jamie’s voice shook, quivering from strong emotion. “It’s not her, though.”

That wasn’t a question but I answered it like it was. I tried to sound reassuring, confident in my answer, to allay her fears. “No. It’s not her. I think it’s a student. Or someone who studied her methods, at least. In some way, this woman is connected to Belladonna. I called in Seaton for a second opinion and he agrees.”

“I…literally cannot think of a swear word strong enough for this. I kinda want to cry too.” Her voice still sounded strained, but she was no longer as shaken. More upset.

“I share the sentiment, my dear. Trust me, none of us are happy about this.” That was quite likely the understatement of the century. No one wanted a return of Belladonna. Not in any way, shape, or form. For her to have a student who was just as skilled and mad as she? I couldn’t imagine a worst thing to inflict upon this world. I truly wished for Jamie to never relive that nightmare, either. I worried for her mental health hearing this on top of Penny and Gerring being attacked like they had been. I would have to keep a very close watch on her, support her in whatever way I could.

I truly did not want to say anything more but Jamie would not thank me for keeping this from her. “I can only top bad news with more bad news. King is here.”

I heard a dramatic groan.

“Henri,” Jamie whimpered, “love of my life…”

“Bring you chocolate on the way back to the hospital?” I guessed.

“Please.”

“I should return in an hour or so. Can you update everyone else while waiting?” I looked about the scene once more, a sickening sensation twisting my gut. There was far too much of my friends’ blood on the ground. “I want to close things out properly here before returning.”

“You got it. I have nothing to do but cool my heels anyway until I can see Penny. See you soon.” She blew me a kiss and hung up.

If there really was a half-trained student of Belladonna’s running about causing havoc, then this case had taken a turn for the worse. I could not say I was pleased, not in the slightest.
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I sat in the waiting room just outside of surgery, eyes closed, head tilted back to rest against the wall. All I wanted was for the surgeon to come out, tell me Penny would be okay. I prayed for nothing else. My heart was quivering in my chest, so shaken by the possibility of losing a friend. And for what? What stupid, petty reason had the witch harbored in order to attack Penny? Revenge? Why take revenge on someone who had nothing to do with it?

Really, I didn’t care what the reason was. As soon as I laid hands on that sad excuse for a human being, I would act with extreme prejudice.

“Are you sleeping?”

Without opening my eyes, I responded to Henri, “No, I’m training to die.”

He snorted because the man knew my sense of humor well at this point.

“There was a reporter lurking near the front desk.”

I cracked open an eye as he resumed sitting next to me in the stiff, wooden chairs. “Did you inform him that the next person to ask me a question would be eviscerated?”

“I gave him a short statement and sent him on his way.”

This was why Henri was the nice one in the relationship. He could stay patient. Me? My patience had packed its bags and headed south for the equator. HR had already scheduled a meeting with the higher ups because of my mood poisoning, for that matter. And still, Henri dealt with pesky things like reporters for me. Not to mention fetching me tea and sitting next to me voluntarily.

I sipped at my tea and eyed him sideways, judging how he fared. He looked as exhausted and heartsore as I. Penny was his friend too. I knew his gentle heart didn’t like seeing a friend that injured. “How are you holding up, Henri?”

He blew out a steady stream of air. Sitting there in a rumpled uniform, lines of fatigue gathered around his eyes and mouth, the hours of the day were readily apparent.

“I hate today with passion.”

I nodded, as I could agree there.

“I believe Penny will pull through. She’s tough, and the surgeons were optimistic going in, which says a great deal.”

I clung to that more than anything else.

Henri looked me over as frankly as I had just done him. “How are you?”

I didn’t even know how to answer the question. Dozens of emotions were vying for attention, most of them negative. “Mad. Worried. Exhausted. Afraid this will get worse before it gets better. Afraid it might not get better. Confused. What even was the point of going after them?”

“Frustration of not being able to attack one of us?”

That might have been it. “A lure to draw us out?”

“It could be that, too.” He opened his mouth, paused, closed it again. Like he’d just swallowed something back.

I nudged him with my elbow. “Out with it.”

“I’m not sure it’s wise to say.” Henri blew out another breath. He was beyond stressed right now. “If this witch is Belladonna’s student, there might be a parallel here. Her student going after your former student.”

I had been trying very hard not to think along those lines. Hearing it made me flinch. It’s true, that could be a motivating factor. The student taking revenge for her master by going after my student. It was a petty reason, in my book, but entirely possible. I hated the theory with a vengeance because it meant Penny had been hurt because of her connection to me. The thought was like poisonous bile, stuck in my throat, making it impossible for me to swallow.

All I could do right now was sit here and pray Penny didn’t pay the price for a witch’s jealousy. Or whatever it was.

The surgery doors opened without warning. I quickly got to my feet, moving to meet the surgeon as he pulled his surgery mask down. Seeing him smile lifted fifty pounds of worry off my chest. She’d live. Penny would live.

“No long faces,” the surgeon ordered us cheerfully. “I have nothing but good news for you. Detective McSparrin came through like a champ. We were able to put everything back where it should be, and she handled the surgery just fine. Our mage healers applied several healing spells to aid her, and I’ve left orders to have three charms put on her bed to keep infections and inflammation down. She should recover and be back at work within six months.”

I stared at him, almost unable to believe my ears. “She’ll recover fully from this? No side effects?”

“Shouldn’t be. Like I said, she handled the surgery fine. She’s a tough woman.”

I felt my knees go weak for a moment from sheer relief. My eyes burned with unshed tears. Penny would not only live through this, but she’d be fine. She’d be able to go back to work, to the career she loved so much. I hadn’t thought that possible. To hear it felt like a dream, a fantasy. For a moment, I had to wonder if I really was dreaming.

The surgeon’s face was filled with understanding as he looked at me. “Knowing active people like her, the real struggle will be keeping her in bed long enough to properly heal. Stay with her and entertain her as much as you can.”

I gave a nod, my throat too tight to manage words just then.

“Thank you, Doctor.” Henri’s arm came around my shoulders, a comforting gesture. “Can we see her tonight?”

“In a few minutes. She’s being moved to a recovery room. Try not to stay long, she won’t be awake anytime soon.”

“Understood, thank you.”

The surgeon went back through the double doors and I turned, hugging Henri hard. My friend would be alright. Despite everything, she’d be alright. Banzai magic. Seriously. On Earth, she might have lived through it with modern medicine, but she’d forever bear the scars.

Henri hugged me in return, a hand soothing up and down my spine. “She’ll be fine, dearest. Assuming we can keep her in the hospital long enough to heal. She’s just as bad of a patient as you are, I’ve no doubt.”

I snorted. Couldn’t argue that point. “We’ll make sure people come by regularly and entertain her. That’ll help.”

“It will.”

We waited a few minutes longer there, but it really wasn’t long before a nurse found us and brought us back. The room was dim, and still, only a single bed and a night-light charm above the bed really visible. I ignored the visitor’s chair and went directly for the still figure on the bed.

Penny looked horrible. Just one big bruise, really, with bandages breaking up the blue-black skin. Her ribs, one arm, and head were all wrapped with tinges of pink showing where she’d bled. My heart ached seeing her like this. Knowing she’d recover from it was my only consolation.

The only safe place I could see to touch her was her hand. I took those slender fingers gently in mine, giving them a light squeeze. I didn’t want to wake her. Right now, the more she slept, the better.

On a whisper, I promised her, “When I find her, she’ll pay dearly. Just rest. I’ll take it from here.”
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I made waffles that morning because, frankly, there needed to be happiness. My stress levels were rising like a tide, Henri looked ready to crawl into bed and hibernate until next winter, and the cats were sticking close instead of doing their usual morning patrol. When even Clint turned cautious, you knew crap had hit the fan.

Henri sat at my table, reading the morning paper, looking more and more morose. Which wasn’t a good sign.

I didn’t want to ask but felt like I should. As I put a plate of waffles and strawberries in front of him, I gave the paper in his hands a glance. “What does it say?”

He sighed, the sound irritated, and didn’t look up. “Thank you, my dear. I need the pleasure of food after this article. Ms. King is at it again.”

Of course she was. Because that was how this week was rolling. “Do I want to ask what she said, or just burn the paper now?”

“You’ll unfortunately need to know what she said.” He folded it roughly and tossed it aside, towards the fire box. Kindling already, huh? “I’ll paraphrase and not force you to read it.”

“I do appreciate that.” I returned to the stove to fetch my own plate. Lots of syrup on mine. I needed the sugar rush.

Henri started cutting into his waffle. “In short, she has linked Martin’s murder and the attack on Penny and Gerring. She claims that the rogue witch is in fact targeting you and this is her indirect method of going about it.”

I nodded and sat at the table with my own plate of waffles. I wasn’t surprised King had landed at the same conclusion we had.

“I didn’t take issue with the first part of the article, even though some of her leaps of logic left me dizzy in their wake. What I took issue with was the tone. She’s managed to write it in such a way that it discredits you, and yet doesn’t give credit to the witch at the same time.”

That took some writing talent, right there. “How in the world did she manage that?”

“She claims that the witch is actually rather incompetent—”

“Uh, she broke into a high-security prison, killed someone, and portaled them out. That’s not something an incompetent person can do.”

Henri shrugged, agreeing with me, and kept going. “—and the reason why she hasn’t been able to confront you directly is because of the incompetence. She can’t break through the wards and protections around you.”

Well, there was probably a grain of truth to that. I was under highly powerful wards a good portion of the work day.

“But she also claims that you hide behind the palace wards and the protection of the other agents, since you never go anywhere alone.”

I stabbed a strawberry and thought murderous thoughts. “So because I’m training agents and they’re shadowing me, or because I’m working with a partner, I’m a coward? Wooooow, King, stab me a little more why don’t you.”

“She also inferred that the reason people around you are getting hurt is because you’re losing your touch.”

Excuse me very much, what?! Oh, King and I would be having words later. They wouldn’t be nice words, either.

“As I said, the tone of the article displeased me.”

Henri said the word ‘displeased’ in such a way that made me think he was contemplating curses and hexes on some level. He would not be courteous to King the next time he saw her.

I ate my waffle and tried to summon some serotonin from somewhere. It seemed to be either on backorder or slow in coming, as I wasn’t feeling the mojo this morning. “While I don’t like what she said, I unfortunately have to agree with the analysis. People around me are getting hurt. I feel like Martin’s body was nothing more than a warning. Like a heads-up, trouble is coming.”

Henri sipped his coffee before making a wry face. “I have to agree. I almost wonder if her attack on Gerring and Penny was retaliation, in a way. A gesture of frustration because she couldn’t catch Tasha and Clint.”

Eeek, now there was a pleasant thought. “No way of knowing. They could have been the next target all along.”

“Unfortunately true.” Henri cut into more waffle and glanced up at me. “My dear, I hate to say this, but we need to take precautions. I don’t think the witch is done. There’s a very high possibility that she’s targeting other people because she can’t catch you alone. While I don’t like King’s phrasing, it is true that you are either under wards or surrounded by agents on a daily basis.”

I was, yeah. I rarely went anywhere alone these days. That was kind of what happened when you were both building a new division in a government and training agents. I wasn’t a solitary creature by nature anyway.

I slurped caffeine and tried to get my brain fully online. A little difficult to do this morning. I had not slept well last night. Lots of tossing and turning. That was after getting in at one o’clock this morning.

The idea that someone else might be attacked like Penny and Gerring made my blood boil, but at the same time, an icy tendril sank its fangs into my spine. I didn’t want anyone else hurt like that. Unfortunately, there was no real clue who this rogue witch was, and until I found her, who knew what kind of havoc she’d wreak?

Making a snap decision, I called up Gibs on my pad.

He answered, sounding like he’d just woken up and wasn’t coherent yet. “What?”

“Gibs, you got your brain in gear?”

“Mostly. What?”

“Thought. The rogue witch is not someone we’re going to find anytime soon.”

“I wish I could say otherwise, but she’s been very evasive so far.”

“My pessimistic side says that crap’s going to hit the fan a few more times before we can lay cuffs on her. Now, this lady is more than unhinged. Probably no longer connected to the doorframe. Right?”

“I’m following.”

“Odds are she’s going to keep targeting my nearest and dearest in an attempt to…do whatever her end goal is. Kill me? Defeat me? Not sure, honestly. I think Penny and Gerring might be just the start. I want to call an emergency meeting this morning and get some protection on people.”

“As much as I want to say you’re acting a little paranoid…I think you’re right. Give me a short list of people when you get in. I can arrange for kingsmen to start guarding them.”

“You’re the best, Gibs. I love you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I’ve got two additional thoughts for you.”

Was I actually caffeinated enough for this conversation? It felt like I wasn’t. I took another sip of go-go juice. “Hit me.”

“If she was aiming to actually kill McSparrin and Gerring last night, then she might try again to finish the job. We don’t know what she was trying to do when she hit them.”

Erk. Not a pleasant thought. “They’re in a hospital without magical protection and no way to protect themselves. Gibbbbbbbs~”

“I’m on it, I just wanted to point it out in case you were too sleep-deprived to think of it.”

“We have police protection for them but, honestly, magical protection is what we need. Protection put on them in the hospital is a possibility, but do you think I can get them transferred to the Palace Hospital?”

“We’ve got reasonable grounds to do it. They were working on a queen’s own case when hit, after all.”

Oooh true, that would be justification all by itself.

Henri lifted a hand. “I can authorize it.”

I blew him a kiss. “You’re the best. Let’s get that request in. I don’t know if Penny is stable enough to be transferred just yet, so let’s ask that question before we get people moving. Gibs, I’ll make you up a short list on the way in, hand it to you first thing. Henri and I are finishing breakfast and then we’ll come in.”

“Meet you there.”

We both hung up and I went back to my waffle, thinking. Who should I put on my list? I had a lot of friends and adoptive family here, so there was a number of people to consider, but I also had to look at it from the attacker’s perspective. Who would be easy to target? Who was close enough to me to be in the target zone? How far did I have to reach out to people?

Ye little gremlins but this was going to give me a headache.

Henri was already on his pad, calling people, asking questions and figuring out if we could transfer Penny and Gerring. If we could get them into the Palace Hospital today, that would be best. The wards over the palace grounds were basically impenetrable; they’d have the best care and protection there. If not, I’d send Marshall and Niamh over to protect them. Well, Niamh was probably still there. She’d not been willing to leave Gerring’s side last night.

There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to how this witch was attacking people. It could be there was a reason she had gone after people in the order she had and I just didn’t get the logic. All I could do right now was get protections around my loved ones before she hit again.

That, and catch her. I really wanted to catch her. She’d just made this personal, coming after me and mine. Mercy? What was that?
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With everything that had happened yesterday, a foul mood lingered in the office. Anyone who had worked in law enforcement could tell you they didn’t take kindly to attacks on their brothers and sisters in the force. This was even more personal for me, with two friends lying in a hospital, hurting. There was little I could do to aid them, too, aside from transferring them to the Palace Hospital.

The one thing I could do was find their attacker.

Jamie and I split duties, as she was better at organizing security details than I. She, Gibson, Marshall, Bennett, and Evans were all at the kingsmen offices organizing protection for her nearest and dearest. The Felixes had chosen to go with her to help pinpoint any weaknesses. They were as bad as Jameson when it came to finding sneaky ways into places they shouldn’t be. I was in the war room with her ducklings, going through the suspect list and narrowing it down.

At least we finally had a description to go off of. That was a step in the right direction, even if it had cost us dearly.

Uwe sat over his list, crossing out names as he did so, looking like he hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. Dark circles bruised the skin under his eyes. “RM Davenforth, Detective Gerring’s description, can you repeat it for me again?”

“Human, average height, dyed dark red hair, narrow face with a pointy chin and a high brow. The clothes were ill-fitting, sleeves too short. Gerring is sitting now with a sketch artist, and hopefully we can get the picture out in the papers quickly with a wanted poster.”

“My thanks. I wish these profiles said more than just the race and gender.”

He wasn’t the only one. “Jamie tells me that in her old department, these files had pictures of the people included in them. Perhaps we should push for such a change.”

Róis lifted her head, reaching for her coffee. “I think that’s an excellent idea. Someone suggest it. Well, my list is cut in half at this point. Do we really not know anything else about her?”

I hesitated to say this, but they were directly in the line of fire, and it didn’t behoove me to withhold valuable information. The words felt bitter in my mouth, almost toxic. “I fear this woman was a student of Belladonna’s.”

The entire table fell silent for a long, uncomfortable moment.

Noreen broke it, her body tense, mouth turned down at the corners. “Why?”

“The spellwork,” I explained with a long sigh. I sat back, picking up my own coffee. Not that it helped alleviate my mood any. “The magical residue left behind at the scene told me quite a bit. Seaton worked with Belladonna’s magic after her death for years. I’d joined him after meeting Jamie so we’re familiar with it. The attack spells had her signature but with a twist, which inclines me to think this witch must have studied under Belladonna at some point.”

Will let his head plonk onto the table’s wooden surface. He gave a low, pained groan.

I utterly sympathized. “I’m not at all happy about it either. It does, unfortunately, explain several things. Her approach is not in line with a traditionally trained magician. She doesn’t use the same offensive spells, for instance. You must absolutely be on your guard when we do find her.”

Róis grimaced. “Warning taken.”

Jamie came in, hand fused to a cup, looking even more fatigued than she had over breakfast this morning. I did not doubt the conversation had taken a toll on her. Listing everyone dear to her in this world, knowing they might well be a target, could not have been pleasant. She was already under a great deal of stress creating this department and training people. I feared that this situation, on top of everything else she was battling, might well break her at some point.

We needed to find this madwoman quickly. Jamie was already quite rattled with the connection to Belladonna. If anyone else was hurt, I wasn’t sure her heart could take it.

“Kingsmen have been dispatched, everyone now has bodyguards.” She dropped into the chair next to mine. “How goes, people?”

“We’ve culled our lists to exclude all the men,” Will reported, indicating his own list with a wave of his hand. “And everyone who isn’t human. It’s cut down our suspects considerably. I think we’re down to a third of the names we had been at. At least, my list is.”

“And mine,” Róis agreed with a nod. “I understand Gerring is sitting with a sketch artist?”

“Yeah, I checked on that before coming back. They’re still tweaking the picture but I have a gist of how she looks now. Sketch artist promised a final version before the end of the day. We’ll get it in the papers for the evening edition.” Jamie slurped from her cup before taking Will’s list from him to peruse. “I wish I could knock more off this list by age but unfortunately glamour spells are a thing.”

True. I’d normally argue that anyone who had obviously dyed hair couldn’t be using glamour spells. On the other hand, nothing of her spellwork so far made sense. I couldn’t impose logic on this woman.

“Alright.” Jamie handed the list back. “Let’s make a master list, divvy it up, and start hunting these people down. If they have alibis for the times in question, then we can cross them off the list. Eventually, we’ll be able to find her.”

I truly hoped that was the case. If she’d only studied under Belladonna, however, she wouldn’t be in our records at all. I didn’t have the heart to say that aloud. I’m sure Jamie knew it as well as I. We had no other real leads, and we had to start from somewhere. This was as good a starting point as any.

We worked through our list, combining it and then divvying out the names to different pairs. Jamie was normally quite patient about this kind of detective work, but I could tell from her expression that sitting here chafed at her.

I leaned in to murmur, “Are you alright?”

“I don’t think this list will go anywhere,” she muttered back. “I want it to, mind you, but I don’t think it will. I wish she’d come after me directly instead of targeting everyone else.”

Alarm slammed through me. “My dear, please, don’t even put that thought out into the universe.”

“What? It’s not like spells can even hurt me.”

I knew that. Theoretically, she was quite correct. All the protections layered upon her made her impervious to most magic. But there was one exception, and that exception could easily kill her. I did not want to take chances. Quite frankly, the idea of her in that sort of danger made my heart shrivel up in my chest. I understood that Jamie was a protector, not one to be protected, so having her nearest and dearest under fire like this must be intolerable. Still, even understanding this, I could not risk her. I simply could not.

We went back to the lists. Unfortunately, Jamie was right—they didn’t yield any obvious suspects. I wished they had. Giving Jamie a clear target would have been very beneficial. I was quite peeved that we didn’t have anything to show for our efforts.

My eyes were itchy, shoulders sore and tense from leaning forward for hours, and that was after losing sleep. My exhaustion dragged at me. It was nearly quitting time for us. I felt rather famished, truth be told. My lunch had been unsatisfactory. It was probably best to quit now and rest while we could. There was no telling if another attack would come.

“My dear—” The pad in my pocket rang, cutting me off. I pulled it free to find my mother calling. Oh? Perhaps she was inviting us to dinner. We hadn’t seen my parents in almost three weeks because of various shenanigans going on. I answered it. “Mother—”

“Henri, come to the hospital now,” she demanded, her voice high and reedy. “Your father…your father’s been attacked.”

The words felt surreal, but only for a moment, then emotions slammed into me. Alarm, confusion, that bone-shaking terror when one dear to me was hurt. The anguish I felt was indescribable; I was nauseous under it. My father was without a doubt one of the dearest friends I had. I could not lose him, could not fathom losing him.

“I’ll be there in a moment.” I ended the call, bursting out of my chair and racing for the hallway. My mind frantically churned even as I moved. Who was strong enough to portal me? I couldn’t bear sitting in traffic just then. Who was closest?

Even as I mentally debated, my feet took me directly to Gibson’s office just further down. “GIBSON!”

He was out of his chair and halfway to the door by the time I slid to a stop, grasping the doorjamb in a grip hard enough to hurt. Alarm wrote itself all over his features.

“What, what?!”

“My father’s been attacked, he’s at the hospital, portal me,” I demanded.

Bless the man, for he asked no further questions. He only waited until Jamie came to a stop next to me, grabbed her arm as well as mine, and portaled us directly to the hospital’s foyer.

My lover was quick to react, immediately separating from us to find information on where my parents were.

Gibson gave me a strong grip on the shoulder, meant to be reassuring. “I’ll handle things back at the department. You two focus here. And don’t stress, Henri. The best of the best are in this hospital.”

“Thank you, my friend.” I appreciated both his actions and his consolation more than words could express. A simple thank you seemed inadequate.

He gave a nod and then portaled himself straight back.

Jamie returned with the news. My father was in surgery, which was not a good thing, not at all. We hurried to the OR, up a level, my stomach sinking with every step. I could only pray it was good news that awaited us. My mother paced in the front waiting room, a kingsman standing on guard near her, both of them turning towards us as we ascended the stairs.

My mother looked waxen, fear leeching all color from her skin, and she kept wringing her hands only to release them and then do it again. Her voice rasped from her throat as she called to me. “Henri.”

Seeing her so visibly distressed heightened my worry twofold. My mother was one always composed in public. Seeing her distraught emphasized the severity of my father’s condition. I went straight to her, hugging her tightly for a moment, only stepping back enough to ask, “What happened?”

“I-I don’t know exactly. He was attacked just as he was coming out of work.”

My father was retired, but he was still managing the Strawberry Emporium. He went into the office two to three times a week. That must be what she meant by work.

The kingsman standing nearby—Wilks, I believe—cleared his throat. “Sir, I have a preliminary report. It wasn’t just your father who was hit. He and the kingsman guarding him were both attacked. They’re both in surgery. I believe they were ambushed right as they were getting into the car.”

Outside of the wards around the building, in other words. Curse it. She’d struck at precisely the right moment. “How is he?”

“They said Rupert’s…” My mother choked, drew in a breath, and tried again. “They said he has several internal injuries, a head injury, and a broken arm. They’re in surgery because one of his ribs punctured a lung.”

That was not at all a good tally. Especially not for a man of my father’s age. I felt heartsick he was this hurt but also worried he wouldn’t make it through the day. The idea that I might not have a father tomorrow made me physically ill, to the point I thought I might vomit. For all my magical knowledge, I didn’t know if I could help any in this. What use was it all if I could not protect those dearest to me?

Jamie spoke behind me, tone urgent. “Vonderbank. I need you to get to City Hospital now.”

I turned, only to see that she had her pad in hand. She was calling in our royal mage doctor, and I couldn’t be more thankful for her quick wits.

“What’s happened?” Vonderbank inquired sharply.

“Henri’s father and a kingsman were both attacked. They’re in surgery now and, from what I hear, it’s not good. Please get down here.”

“On my way.”

I hadn’t thought of it, but I should have. Vonderbank could be called in for this situation because the family of a royal mage and a kingsman had been hurt. Bless Jamie for thinking of the connection. It might well turn the tide in our favor. Knowing that a man as skilled as Vonderbank was coming lifted some of the nausea, giving me much needed hope. Surely, if anyone could save my father, it was him.

Jamie came in and put an arm around both our shoulders, hugging us to her. I felt a little warmth enter my heart at her touch.

“I’m going to check on Moore, see how he is, and alert the medical professionals that Vonderbank is coming. Then I’ll go straight to the scene, figure out what happened,” she told us. I could already see her professional mask sliding into place. “Henri, I’ll take Colette with me. Keep me updated. Wilks, when Vonderbank gets here, make sure he gets into surgery.”

“Yes, Agent,” Wilks answered with a smart salute.

Mother gave Jamie a tearful smile. “Thank you.”

Jamie leaned in long enough to kiss her forehead and give me one last hug, which I desperately needed, as it felt she imparted some of her strength to me, then she turned on a heel and speed walked back down the stairs. I could entrust the investigation to her. There was just one more thing I could do while waiting.

I called Seaton on my pad.

He answered, sounding absentminded, as if he were focused on something else. “What?”

“Seaton, my father and his kingsman bodyguard were just attacked.”

He swore, viciously, enough to make a stevedore blush. “How are they?”

“Badly hurt and in surgery. Vonderbank is on his way but I’m worried. Jamie went straight to the scene—the Strawberry Emporium—to work it.”

“I’ll go guard her. And double protections on everyone else. You don’t worry about that, focus on your family.”

And this was why Seaton was one of my dearest friends. I could always count on him when things turned bleak. “Thank you.”

“Keep me posted.”

“I will.” I ended the call and just stood there for a moment, praying.

Please, please, let them both live through this.
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I was one of the last people to arrive on scene. Colette and several queen’s own had beaten me there. They were taking witness statements, processing evidence, all doing their jobs. Part of me was heartened to see it because it meant people were well-trained enough to work without me there nudging them in the right direction. The rest of me was heartsick.

Henri’s father was very much my father in this world, too. I hated that he’d been hurt so badly. I hated that Moore, who was a friend, was also hurt and in critical condition. I so owed him for this. He’d volunteered to take on protection duty for Henri’s family. Moore was one of the stronger fighters in the kingsmen, so if even he hadn’t been a match for the witch? Then we were in trouble.

The sun was setting as I walked in, barely visible on the horizon, which meant it had gotten a lot colder very quickly. I could smell gasoline—never a good thing—and the crumpled-up car was probably the source. Like a Peanuts cartoon, there was a lot of background chatter from the spectators, everyone vying to see what was going on, talking things over with anyone standing nearby.

Róis spotted me as I came to the cordon, waved, then jogged toward me. I took in the scene as she approached, a queasy knot forming in my stomach. It honestly looked like World War III had started here. The pavement was all torn up, blasted in several places with holes. Cars were tossed to and fro like a giant had thrown them around, crumpled on the sides. They’d be nothing more than scrap after this.

I removed the magic specs from my pocket, put them on, then winced at the amount of magic residue in this parking lot alone. The mix of colors and residual spells on the pavement was icky. All mixed up and potentially toxic. Yikes.

“Guys, do not move out of my pockets,” I told Clint and Tasha. “There is nowhere safe for you to step right now.”

“Okay,” both cats chorused from my jacket.

“Jamie,” Róis greeted, her face drawn tight. She was not a happy woman. “How are Kingsman Moore and Mr. Davenforth?”

“Both in surgery, both badly injured. I think the witch hit them with the same spell she used on Penny, as the tally of injuries was about the same. That said, Vonderbank portaled straight over there to help, so I think they’ll pull through.”

“I’m relieved to hear it.”

I gestured toward the area. “Do we know what happened?”

“I think so. We’ve pieced it together from different accounts.” Róis gestured for me to follow, so I fell in line with her. “Mr. Davenforth and Moore left the building at four-thirty, intending to leave a little early from work, according to the receptionist. They stopped there to sign out, so I have that time confirmed.”

Thorough of her, and I appreciated it, although I didn’t know if the exact time would do us much good in this case.

“They walked out and to the car without anything amiss. It was just as Mr. Davenforth reached the car that things went to hell.” Róis stopped to point at the car in question. “They were attacked right as they were getting in.”

One look at the car told its own story. The side of it was completely caved in, like a giant mallet had struck it. Ouch. Just looking at it gave me a sympathetic reaction.

“According to one of the employees, Moore put up a good fight.” Róis pointed to a third-story window. “The witness had a good view from up there. Mr. Davenforth went down, Moore stood over him and protected him, fought her off. Then she portaled out, disappearing completely. When Moore turned to focus on Mr. Davenforth, help him, she portaled back in and attacked from behind.”

So she’d ambushed them twice, faking an escape to get Moore to drop his guard so she could attack again. Wow, nice lady. I’d have to return the favor tenfold.

“That explains Moore’s injuries.” I had wondered how he’d gotten hurt so badly. “After she took him down, did she portal away again?”

“Without a trace.” Róis looked like she was chewing on metal nails while saying that. “Trust me, I tried to track her. Niamh is still trying to track her. My cousin’s a bit mad.”

“I know you did.” If she’d been able to track the witch from here, we’d be having a very different conversation. I didn’t have much hope Niamh would be able to find her, but if there was a glimmer of possibility, I’d let her try for as long as she liked.

Colette spied me and waved. I took that gesture and expression as a ‘come here’ so I did, Róis keeping pace with me. Colette was squatting down next to some blood splatter, black bag open nearby with samples collected. She wasn’t far from the car, or what was left of the car, only a dozen yards or so away. I could only hope that if she was calling me over, she’d found something.

“Tell me something good.”

“Well, I think it’s good.” Colette gestured to the blood staining the pavement. “Moore apparently did damage.”

“You know, that fills my heart with joy.”

“Mine too.”

“You sure it’s hers?”

“Sure.” Colette pointed to the car. “Both of them were found there, and witnesses say they didn’t move from that spot, so it wasn’t Moore or Rupert. We did have collateral damage with other people who were coming out of work also getting caught up in this, but I’ve tracked their movements, and it’s not any of them, either. Moore managed to hurt her.”

I looked at the blood on the pavement, judging the amount. “Not a lot, it seems.”

“She wasn’t bleeding a lot, no, but that could explain why she chose to retreat instead of finishing the job. She was hurt badly enough to not continue the fight.”

Good job, Moore. Seriously, despite being ambushed twice, he’d at least gotten a good hit in. I didn’t blame him for not completely protecting Rupert. Apparently, I’d not assigned enough protection in the first place. That was on me.

Seriously, just how crazy strong was this cockroach?

Sherard popped in—literally—right next to me. He looked disgruntled at best, which I empathized with, because I wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows just then either. He took one look at the scene and went from unhappy to this side of boiling rage.

“I am absolutely done,” he announced.

“Right there with you,” I assured him. “Niamh is still trying to track her, Róis gave up, so I have to ask. This is her blood. Can you do a Blood-Hunting spell?”

“I can try. If she’s kept her personal wards up, it won’t go anywhere.”

I knew most magicians didn’t keep wards up constantly. It was very draining to do so, after all, and they weren’t meant to be maintained while sleeping so you had to sacrifice sleep to do it. But this witch was paranoid enough she might keep those wards up. Also, she might have monkeyed with them to stay up while she snoozed. She’d certainly modified every other spell in her arsenal. I didn’t think this one would be any different.

Seaton pointed to the blood on the ground. “This hers?”

“Yes,” Colette confirmed.

“Then I’ll try.” He immediately knelt, pulling out his wand, and set to work.

Colette stood, brushing off her skirts. “I can also tell you that the mismatch of spells is prevalent here, too. Moore’s attacks and defense made sense. Hers don’t—not really.”

“It looked like she used the same kind of spell that she did on Penny? I only say that because of how the car looks.”

“I thought so too, at first glance, but that’s wrong.” Colette got a funny expression on her face. The kind of look that meant she couldn’t quite believe she had to say this. “She used a construction spell.”

I felt stupid asking this but had to. “Construction as in let’s-make-a-house kind of construction?”

“That’s the type. I know that sounds stupid, but…she used the kind of spell to clear debris out of an area. Road workers use this all the time to remove boulders or stone from an area before laying down pavement.”

I ran a hand over my face, muttering, “What, is she going for some kind of creativity award? She-who-uses-the-most-innovative-spells-in-a-fight wins?”

Colette wasn’t done. She pointed to the cars. “The reason Rupert was injured like that wasn’t because Moore was slacking. He got a shield up in time. But that spell is forceful, meant to remove anything in its path, so the sheer force of it threw them back into the car. I think the only reason Moore wasn’t as hurt on the first foray was that he managed to get a second spell off, one that cushioned his landing on the car.”

Only Moore could react that fast. His reflexes were something. Man might have been a cat in a previous life.

Thank god for it, too. Otherwise, I’d have two dead friends.

Colette rattled off more spells, ticking them off. “She used a wind-cutter spell, two fire spells, an earth-breaking spell—it’s also used for construction—and finally a spell I can’t even put a name to. I think she may have invented it. Whatever it was, it’s responsible for all the holes in the pavement.”

Róis chimed back in. “From what witnesses say, that’s the spell responsible for most of the injuries. Pavement went flying in all directions, hitting people, and while it was mostly superficial, we have a lot of cuts and a few broken bones as a result.”

Lovely. I panned my head once more, taking the chaos all in, and felt the distinct need for a drink. “Ladies, I think this goes without saying. Shoot on sight if you see this crazy dumbarse.”

Colette’s smile was not nice. It was about as friendly as a smiley face painted on a sword. “With pleasure.”

“Knew I could count on you.” I felt the exhaustion tugging at my bones. Tonight was going to be a long night, I could tell already. Between me wrapping up the scene up here, and waiting with Henri at the hospital for people to come out of surgery, I’d be lucky to see my bed before dawn. Still, I couldn’t even think of sleeping until I knew people were okay.

Sherard stood, shaking his head. “She’s warded. I can’t get the spell to connect.”

Sometimes I hated it when I was right. “Thanks for trying.”

“I’ll keep a sample, try again later in case she drops it.”

“Okay.” Who knew, we might get lucky.

My pad rang and I answered it promptly. “Vonderbank, what’s the word?”

“Mostly good news, if you can call it that.”

“We could use some. Moore? Rupert?”

“Both stabilized. Mr. Davenforth is still in surgery but things are looking better. I was able to assist there, apply some spells to reset bones and repair the lung, so he’ll pull through. I do have a few concerns, mostly because of his age, since he won’t heal as quickly. We agreed to put him into a medically-induced coma for a short time. His head injury is worrisome and it’s best to do that when the brain has been so rattled.”

Made sense to me but I wasn’t a medical expert either. “But he’ll recover fully?”

“He will, I think. I’m not seeing any reason to doubt that at the moment, but I’m also being cautious. I’m staying here until he’s fully out of surgery and in the recovery room. Now, Moore’s injuries were worse but conversely not as worrying because he’s so much younger and more fit. I was able to reset all the broken bones, apply spells to help with the damaged organs, and so on. He’ll make a full recovery in about two months. His shields absorbed the brunt of the impact, thankfully, so while he’s hurt, he’s not as bad off as he could be. He’s resting well at the moment in his own room. If you want to see him, you may.”

I let out a prayer of thanks. “You really did give us good news. Thank you, Vonderbank, for flying over there.”

“It was not my pleasure. I don’t like seeing one of our own like this, but I’m glad to assist. I will have them moved to the Palace Hospital as soon as they’re stable enough for it. I do not want them here.”

“I completely agree. I’ll leave you in charge of that, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I only wanted to quickly reassure you and everyone else working on scene. I’ll go back into the operating theater now.”

“Thanks, Vonderbank.” I ended the call and felt a little better. I still hated that I had two friends injured like that, but at least they weren’t in critical condition any longer. Yay magic.

Sherard blew out a breath, hand over his heart. “Vonderbank saved the day.”

“He really did,” I agreed. I owed him for literally flying to the rescue.

Colette looked a smidge happier. “At least they’ll live through this. I don’t like that she’s still free, though.”

“I don’t either. If there’s a clue here that can tell us who she is, or where she went, I want to find it.”

Colette got her battle face on. “If such a clue is here, I’ll find it.”

“I have no doubt you will.” I cracked my head from side to side, feeling the stress of the situation building in my neck. I’d need a hot bath to get these knots out. “All right, let’s get back to work. We’ve got a mad witch and some retribution to dish out.”
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A hospital never truly slept. Nurses and doctors walked the floors, helping patients. Patients who were in too much pain or discomfort to sleep would get up, sometimes slowly walking up and down the hallways before retiring to their rooms. I could hear their footsteps even from my father’s room.

I sat in vigil so my mother had the peace of mind to rest, and for my own sake. A very comfortable chair next to the bed became my roost, and I settled there, with no intention of moving until dawn’s light when my sister would come to relieve me. All three Felixes had settled on the bed, tucked against my father’s feet to help keep him warm. Purring, too. Jamie had told me that on Earth, a cat’s purrs were medicinal, they helped soothe stress. I didn’t know if a Felix’s did the same here, but hearing those purrs was a comfort to me, at least.

My father lay in the bed, as still as a corpse. I knew the coma was medically induced for his own sake, but his stillness unnerved me. I took comfort in watching him breathe, the steady rise and fall of his chest assuring me that he still lived.

In my memory, my father had always been the picture of energy and health. His cheeks turned ruddy when excited, which he often was, since he was a man who enjoyed life to the fullest. His skin tone was never light, as he was always in the sun whenever possible. Seeing him like this, his skin a mottled picture of dark blue and purple bruises, felt surreal. Almost as if I couldn’t reconcile what I could see in front of me. He wore multiple casts and bandages as well, making it hard to believe he would truly recover.

The door slid softly open. Jamie stepped through and slid it shut again with an elbow, two cups in her hands. The smell of something sweet and strong wafted from them, and my lips lifted briefly in gratitude for her thoughtfulness. Hot tea was precisely what I needed just then.

She came straight to me, handing me a cup, then made herself comfortable upon my knees without a by-your-leave. I accommodated her with an arm about her waist. In truth, feeling her close to me like this was a comfort I needed just then.

“Moore is doing good,” she reported. “His fiancée and her brother are in there with him, and they both assured me he’s doing fine. He’s apparently been given a strong painkiller that knocked him right out, so he’s in a deep sleep.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Vonderbank said he’d recover in two months or thereabouts. His youth and fitness will help his recovery along.”

“Yup. Vonderbank is staying here tonight, too. He said he’s not leaving his patients until we can get them in the Palace Hospital. I’ve got more kingsmen stationed around the building as well. We’re all safe for tonight.”

While I comforted my mother and waited for my father to leave surgery, Jamie had taken care of everything else. Truly, at moments like these, I would be utterly lost without her. Despite the stress of everything she was under, she prioritized people first. Was it any wonder I had fallen for this amazing woman?

Still, I didn’t want to take her apparent strength for granted. “How are you, my dear?”

Her expression fell and I saw her fatigue, her worry, the stress of the situation pulling at the corners of her eyes and mouth. “This really eats at me. If we’re being honest. Your dad and Moore would be fine if not for that crazy witch. If she wasn’t targeting me. I just…argh, it makes me so mad. When I find her, I am so going to use her like a punching bag. She’ll make great stress relief.”

I had no doubt she meant every word. “I hope you’re not blaming yourself for this. You did nothing to warrant it.”

A bitter laugh left her lips. “Yeah, nothing but kill the most famous witch in history. You know my reputation is what brought her attention to me.”

I sadly couldn’t refute that. It was likely true. “If my father was well enough, he’d be on the front lines with you to fight her.”

“That he would. I’ll give her an extra punch—or three—on his behalf.”

She rested her head on top of mine and sighed. I held her a little closer, and in that moment, we didn’t need to speak, didn’t need to reassure each other. We both were determined: My father and Moore would be the witch’s last victims. We would do absolutely everything in our power to catch her.

Tonight, though, we would stand vigil over those who had fallen.
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I sat at my desk, trying to make sense of these witness statements. Anyone who’d worked law enforcement could tell you people are the most unreliable witnesses ever. They notice different things, their perception colored by their own experiences and personality. Often three people can be in the same room experiencing the same thing and come away with completely different takes. I always canvassed the area to get witnesses of a crime because sometimes they saw the one thing that would turn the case head over tails.

Did I enjoy trying to make fifteen different witness statements agree with each other? No chance. My eyes felt like they were being drilled out with an eggbeater. We also had some wacky reports coming in after the witch’s picture ran in the newspaper. I didn’t even want to look at those.

You know what? I needed a break from this. I pulled out my list of enemies I’d started and gotten distracted from. I had listed the obvious ones first, criminals I had put behind bars, but most of them were still in jail. Hmm, who else?

A rapid knock sounded on my door. I knew without looking up who it was. “What, Evans?”

“That’s talent, right there,” he said. “Or could you tell by scent?”

Granted, he always used the same minty soap, so that’d be a tell, but, “Only you knock with that rhythm on my door. Whazzit.”

“You look stressed so I’m no longer sure I should tell you this. Uh…any way for me to lower your stress levels first?”

“You offering a lobotomy?”

“I was thinking, like, chocolate?”

I finally looked up. He had chocolate in his hand. If I didn’t have Henri, I would marry this man. “I love you.”

He snickered as he came all the way in and handed me the chocolate. He was a good bro that way. “Please don’t say that loudly. If Davenforth hears you, he’ll make the not-amused frowny face.”

I unwrapped the package of four chocolate-covered strawberries, amusement breaking through. “Oh, the face he makes right before he pulls off some kind of insane spell that blows things to kingdom come?”

“That’s the one.”

There was good reason to be afraid of that expression. Henri didn’t wear it often, fortunately, but he was utterly pissed when he did. Things went boom shortly after.

Evans didn’t breathe another word until I had eaten my way through two strawberries and was on my third. The man knew me well.

I swallowed my third down and said, “I am less inclined toward violence now. What?”

“Well, uh…” He still winced while saying, “King is here.”

Universe, if you could just explain to me what I did to upset you, I promise to make amends. I don’t even know what to sacrifice to make you happy again. A clue, a sign, it’s all I need.

“Jamie?” Evans eyed me like he wasn’t sure if I was going to scream or cry.

It was a valid concern. I wasn’t sure either. “Brother, bosom friend, please remind me that I like people.”

“I can remind you that black-and-white stripes would not look good on you and it’ll make Davenforth sad if you go to prison. If that helps?”

“It does, in fact.” I sighed, got up, and promised the last strawberry, “You are my reward if I get through this meeting without murder. Okay, Evans. Where is she?”

“Front conference room. I stuck her there before she could cause chaos.”

Smart of him. I got up from my desk and headed for the door. “Why is she here?”

“She wouldn’t say but was adamant that she talk to you. Said it was a life-or-death situation.”

Uh-huh. Pigs fly, too. Still, she got onto palace grounds and to my office, which was no mean feat unless she really had legitimate business here. If nothing else, I had to show up just to be able to kick her out again.

King wasn’t sitting when I entered the conference room. She was in her normal lavender day suit, skirts swishing as she paced back and forth next to the table. The lines around her mouth and eyes were more pronounced than usual. Fatigue or stress? Could be both. She’d ditched her hat and gloves on the table, along with her ever-present notebook, and oddly no cameraman in sight. I tried to think of a single instance where I had seen her alone and came up blank. Huh. Well, this might be important after all.

She whirled upon my entrance, expression lighting up with a mix of relief and anxiety. “Agent. Close the door. You must hear me out.”

Maybe I should have eaten that fourth strawberry. I waved Evans in—no way was I talking to her by my lonesome; this required moral support—and closed the door. Evans promptly sat at the head of the table and I dropped into a chair next to his while waving her into one.

“King, sit. What’s this about?”

She sat right on the edge of the chair, like she was ready to spring back into motion in a split second. Her eyes locked on my face, ignoring Evans entirely.

“That witch found me this morning.”

It took a second for those words to click, and then I started swearing. “Wait, at work, at home—?”

“Home. She found me right as I was coming out of my door, heading to work. Scared ten years off my life!” Her voice started rising as she became visibly agitated. Excited too, I think. “She demanded to know why the attack of last night wasn’t in the papers.”

I went cold. Utterly cold. I could not be hearing this. “I need you to tell me what she said. Exactly.”

“A lot of it was ranting, not everything she said made sense.” King was too jittery to keep sitting and she got up again, pacing the short width of the table back and forth, hands waving about as she talked. “She started off with the demand of why the story of RM Davenforth’s father being attacked was not in the papers. She wanted a reason for it. I told her the order had come down from higher up not to report it. She wasn’t happy to hear that and started ranting. Screaming, really, about how nothing was going right. Nothing was going according to plan. How dare they thwart her like this, how dare they try to hide her accomplishments, dismiss what she had done. That a man as important as Mr. Davenforth should have had front page coverage.”

I shared a speaking look with Evans. This made it sound like the witch had attacked Rupert for the notoriety. If that was so, then why go after my cats? Why attack Penny and Gerring? Some part of this wasn’t connecting.

King came back to sit in the chair, leaning in and capturing one of my hands. Her grip was firm, almost bruising. The light in her eyes wasn’t quite sane for a moment.

“What scared me most, though, was something else. Something she dropped in passing. She said Belladonna’s name.”

My nails bit into my palms as I went taut. No thank you. Seriously, no thank you. I did not want anything to do with Belladonna. I knew Henri and Sherard had a theory that this witch was a student of Belladonna’s because her magical signature was the same, but I didn’t actually want that to be the case. My throat felt like it was closing in, making breathing difficult.

Evans asked the question I couldn’t force out of my mouth. “What did she say about Belladonna?”

King put two fingers to her temples, as if trying to recall the exact memory. “Her words were something along the lines of ‘I’ll do better than Belladonna ever managed. That crazy fruitcake didn’t deserve the limelight.’ Or something close.”

I didn’t like those words. Not one little bit. I sat back in my chair, feeling my stress levels rise to the point of ascension. I’d really need that lobotomy after this.

King wasn’t letting go. Her eyes were locked on mine still, searching for something. An answer, perhaps. A clue. “This makes sense to you?”

I owed her something for the scare this morning, and she’d probably put it together soon anyway, so I said, “We suspect that the witch was Belladonna’s student at one point.”

King blew out a harsh breath and finally let go of my hand. “I was hoping that wasn’t it.”

“Trust me, we were all hoping that wasn’t the case. But at least we have it confirmed there is a connection. She’s using Belladonna as a role model of sorts, if nothing else. King, you’re the first one to talk to her and come away breathing. Usually she hits and runs. So I have to keep asking questions. Did she say anything else? Give any name or—”

The reporter shook her head grimly. “No name. She didn’t introduce herself. She wanted me to create a name for her, like we had for Belladonna back in her heyday. She was busy demanding answers from me, not giving me information.”

Now that figured. Of course I couldn’t be that lucky.

“What did she look like?”

“Young and trying to look older, if that makes sense. Maybe late twenties, hair dyed a vibrant red, and her clothes were this mismatch of things, like she’d been rummaging out of poor bins to put it together. Nothing fit right. She resembled the sketch in the paper very much.”

Okay, that matched up with other sightings I’d had.

King wasn’t done, though. “Her accent was strange, like a mix of different places. I don’t think she’s lived in one place her entire life. I know she called Belladonna crazy, but she wasn’t acting rational or sane either. Frankly, she looked unhinged.”

Well, that made sense. No rational person attacked people willy-nilly.

“Any mention of what her plan is?” Evan asked.

Grimly, King shook her head. “I wish. Like I said, she wasn’t interested in explaining anything to me. But from the hints she dropped, reading between the lines a little, she wants the fame. She needs it, somehow. I think she’s trying to one-up her old mentor. What surer way of doing that than to defeat the woman who killed her?”

It unfortunately made too much sense. We might not know what her plan was, but we sure had the motive pinned down at this point.

King tacked on, “She did say—or insinuate—several times that you were to blame for her plans not going right. That she kept having to create more plans because you kept thwarting her. Can I ask what she meant by that?”

Come again? “I’m thwarting her?”

“That’s what she said.”

Uh…how? No, seriously, how? I did not get this. I wanted to understand simply so I could either thwart her on purpose or stop doing it in order to lure her in.

King was rattled but she was tenacious too. She snatched up her notebook and flipped to a blank page. “Alright, Agent. I told you everything I could. Time for you to repay the favor.”

“Considering how you described me in your latest article, don’t you think you owe me one?” I arched a pointed eyebrow.

She looked abashed for a second. Only for a second, though. King had no shame. “I promise the next article will retract what I said, alright?”

Like I said, no shame. I was too tired to rip a strip off her hide and, frankly, too worried about what she’d just told me. Forget it, I’d come down on her next time she did this. I had to think for a second before I could come up with a good response.

“We know a few things. But before I answer you, I must ask, are you intending to write an article about her for the evening newspaper?”

“I don’t want her on my doorstep again tonight.”

You know, put that way… “Okay. Then that limits what I can say a bit, as I don’t have permission to share all with the press, but I can tell you some things. First, yes, she’s clearly after the fame and is trying to win over Belladonna’s title of most powerful witch. Don’t put in that she was Belladonna’s student—that’s still speculation, and I don’t want people panicking.”

She nodded, focused on scribbling madly across the page.

“Say that we don’t know what her ultimate aim is, or why she’s attacking the people she is, but if anyone is approached by her, do not engage. Get under wards if you can, if not just give her what she’s asking for. Report her location to us if spotted.”

“How dangerous is she?”

“To the extreme,” I groaned, the groan mixed with a sigh. “She’s unfortunately a mad genius. She seems to either modify her spells to suit her purpose or she uses unusual spells.”

“Can I interview Mr. Davenforth?”

I shook my head. “He’s in a coma. The kingsman who was with him is awake but not very coherent. He got hit pretty hard. When he can talk straight, I’ll bring you in for an interview. I owe you that for the information you just gave us. King, this goes without saying, but if you see her again—”

“Call you immediately. I know.”

“Good.”

I didn’t know what else to say. Aside from the wish that instead of being an agent, could I be something else? I had missed my opportunity of becoming a hobbit and living in a hobbit hole with two leisurely breakfasts every day and a nice garden. I was on a fantasy world for crying out loud—why hadn’t that option occurred to me?

Evans was a jewel and showed King out, escorting her to the front gate. I let them go and remained sitting there. I was thwarting the witch’s plans. How? Inquiring minds really needed to know.

There was a worse question to ask, unfortunately. How many people would she attack—or kill—because I was thwarting her?

I didn’t get it. But I had to figure it out because lives depended on this answer. It was hard to think logically while I was so heartsore. Having it confirmed that the witch was hurting people just to get to me made me throw up in my mouth a little. This was my worst nightmare come to life. I’d rather be back in Belladonna’s cave than face this situation. At least there, no one precious to me was getting hurt.

I wished I knew how to draw her ire directly to me. To shift her target away from everyone else.

Aside from being the bait myself, what could I do?
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I felt the ache in my bones that evening as I dragged myself up the apartment stairs to Jamie’s flat. Not just fatigue but the heartache of seeing my father bruised and still in a hospital bed. Of watching my mother try to stay strong through this, swallowing her tears. Everyone in the family was upset, but there was little we could do at this point. Except wait.

Jamie was expecting me so I didn’t knock, just came in, shedding outerwear along the way. Phil hopped lightly out of my pocket and moved to join the others on the couch. I followed him there, taking in the sight as I did so. Jamie was ensconced in a green cable-knit blanket, a large mug of something steaming in her hands, and the laptop on the coffee table. I recognized the sounds of a movie playing but didn’t recognize it offhand. Both Clint and Tasha were curled up against her, one next to her thigh, the other wrapped around her head on the back of the couch.

The love of my life gave me a tired smile as I approached. “How are you, Henri?”

I sank onto the couch next to her then leaned sideways, cushioning my head on her shoulder. “Dearest. I am exhausted.”

“You look it. We were both so busy today we didn’t even cross paths. How’s your dad?”

“Healing. Still in a coma, as the doctors thought that wise. Vonderbank is checking in on him every morning and evening, riding herd on him. Everyone was stabilized enough to be moved to the Palace Hospital today.”

“Good to hear. They’re safer there too.”

She lifted a hand to stroke my hair back, a soothing gesture. I felt some of my stress ease under the contact, and even though my neck protested this angle, I was loath to move.

“How was your day?” I asked.

“Eh. Crazy, to be honest. The witch paid King a visit.”

I almost lifted my head, quite sure I had not heard that right. “She did what?”

Jamie filled me in on the details of King’s account and then her own meeting with Seaton and Gibson, ending with, “We’re pretty sure the witch was a student of hers. If she wasn’t, she was a die-hard fan. Either way, her end goal is pretty obvious by now.”

“Indeed, that’s so.”

“I know you called Sherard out of the meeting—was that because you needed his help? Or because you were hedging your bets on something?”

I finally had to straighten, although I did so with some regret, and leaned against the back of the couch instead. My body was in such a state that the idea of holding myself upright with my own strength was repugnant in the extreme.

“I did need his help. I spent half my day looking at the shields my father’s bodyguard used. Or the design of them, I should say, as kingsmen all used the same defensive shield. They were more than adequate and should have done the job admirably in defending them both, so it bewildered me that her attacks somehow got past them. Colette had hypothesized that the bulldoze spell had gotten through it because of its purpose, and after racking my brains for the better part of an hour, I had to agree with that assessment. I called Seaton in and we went over the shield spell, refining it so that it could defend against construction-type spells as well. We spent the rest of the day finalizing the spell design. Well, that, and going about to everyone’s homes and boosting the wards to prevent anyone from getting through those. With either portal spells or attacks.”

“Ah. That would explain why you’re dragging.” She offered me her cup. “Still, I’m so thankful you did. Maybe we’ll all sleep better with those protections in place.”

“I did it for that exact reason.”

I took her cup, found thick hot chocolate awaiting me, and sipped it gratefully. I could use both the warmth and the sugar rush just then. It tasted splendid, rich and smooth against my tongue.

She’d paused the movie at some point and I stared at the frozen screen for a moment. It was an older movie, one in black and white, and I didn’t recognize the actors. A man in a suit, a woman in a pretty dress, and a dog on leash. Hmm, how interesting.

“What’s this?”

“Ah. I haven’t shown you The Thin Man movies yet, have I?”

“No, you haven’t. Wait, didn’t I read a book of the same title?”

“Same mystery series. They’re quite a good adaptation, but I mostly enjoy them for the comedy. Nick and Nora—the two people on screen—are relationship goals. They’re amazing together. It’s one of my comfort watches.”

I knew she had movies, shows, and books that comforted her. Things that were familiar, that reminded her of happy times. We all had that, in some form or fashion. It did break my heart, though, when I thought of what her life was like after being brought to this world. Of how she must have struggled without having anything familiar. Was it any wonder she and Ellie collaborated in order to craft things?

If she were cuddled up like this on the couch watching a comfort movie, I likely knew the answer to this question, but I asked it anyway. “How are you, my dear?”

“Us Earthlings have a phrase: Stressed out of my mind.” She gave an elaborate wave to the ceiling. “My mind has escaped this mortal prison of flesh. It has ascended, going beyond into the cosmos, flying free to escape the stress of this world.”

When she waxed lyrical like this, I knew for a fact she was truly strained to her limit. “That bad?”

“Honestly, I’m not doing great.” She rubbed a hand over her face before taking her mug back and knocking back a healthy swallow. “All of this talk about Belladonna has brought up a lot of bad memories. I’m not sure how well I’m going to sleep tonight.”

I feared that. Unfortunately, I had no ready solution to offer. Nothing except, “I’ll be happy to sit and keep you company until you tire enough for bed.”

“That sounds like the best offer I’ve had all week. Tell you what, let’s back the movie up. I’m only ten minutes into it. That way you’re not lost.”

I didn’t care about the movie so much but it meant a little more time with her, which I would never object to. “That’s fine.”

She leaned forward to maneuver the controls, rewinding to the beginning. Even in this state of stress and fatigue, her movements were controlled and graceful. We would, one way or another, weather this storm.

I just hope it didn’t break her first.
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I lay on Sherard’s office floor in the royal mage tower in a sprawled eagle formation. Why? Because the carpet and I were friends. His red-and-gold carpet was nice and plush, to start with. Secondly, it wasn’t demanding answers from me. Thirdly, it wasn’t trying to attack me.

My bar was low this afternoon.

Sherard sat in his wing-backed chair nearby, observing me. “How are you doing?”

“On this day,” I intoned in grand, rolling tones, “and from henceforth, this carpet and I are bosom buddies.”

“That good, huh?”

It’s sad that he could translate me so well. “Sherard. Friend. Brother from another mother. My stress levels can be seen from space.”

“I can certainly see them from here. You’re never in a good state if you’re lying on my carpet instead of up and doing something. You’re a doer, not a thinker.”

He had me pegged. It was true, I’d rather approach the problem and get it solved as opposed to letting it hang over my head like a dark cloud. If I was trying to become one with his carpet, then it was because I couldn’t immediately solve the problem and I was just screwed.

Also, I was at the point of overthinking things. I might be overthinking my overthinking. Never a good state for a detective to be in. “I just can’t help but wonder why, if she’s Belladonna’s student, has she only shown up now? Where’s she been for the past few years? Was she in hiding, afraid I’d come after her next? Like seriously, why show up now?”

“It could well be she wasn’t actually a student of hers. Either we have someone who really was Belladonna’s student at one time, or we have someone who fancies herself a student. Someone who has studied Belladonna’s methods, knows them well enough to be something of a copyist, and is trying to prove it. If she’s a copyist, her taking the time to learn Belladonna’s ways would explain the delay.”

Now there’s a thought. Maybe that was it? “I guess asking why now doesn’t really help us catch her.”

“No, it doesn’t. Either way, she wants to one-up her ‘master.’”

I sighed. From the diaphragm. “And I’m the easiest way to do that.”

“You did defeat Belladonna, after all. Of course, not many people know that you did it through brute force.”

The dead-by-broken neck hadn’t been reported through the papers. It was part of the reason people so feared me. There was all sorts of wild speculation about how I, a non-magical person, killed a witch that powerful. Most seemed to think I had grabbed a weapon somehow and stabbed her. Which, granted, I would have tried if I’d been able to reach a weapon.

Sherard still had his thinking cap on. “My real question is, how do we get past her shield? It must be formidable if a kingsman fought her and barely wounded her.”

“Tell me about it.” I stared up at his tin ceiling. It was a pretty ceiling. I could be friends with it, too. “I’d love to shoot her but I have the feeling that a regular gun wouldn’t get through her wards.”

“Not a chance,” Seaton agreed. “But I had a thought.”

I turned my eyes toward him. “I like it when you have thoughts.”

“Me too,” he deadpanned. “You’ll especially like this one, I think. Remember that gun that could shoot spectral energy? The one that got past all your protections?”

I had to cast my mind back a few years but I did remember it. “The one that took me down for a few days? Not liable to forget that, friendo.”

“I know it wasn’t the best model or prototype, but the premise of the gun was well thought out. I think if I put my head together with Ellie, we could make something similar.”

The wheels were churning, which proved the hamster wasn’t dead yet. “Wait, you’re going to make a spectral ray gun for me to play with? And it’s no longer my birthday.”

He grinned at me. “I knew you’d like the idea. She’s on her way here now. I invited Davenforth, too.”

I wasn’t the least bit surprised. Those three loved to tinker together. It was like playtime except for adults with very expensive toys. That may or may not blow something up. I normally teased all three of them about this, but right now? I wanted a ray gun very, very much.

I just had one question. Two, really. “How do you shield me from the energy?”

“We’ve got it worked out. On paper, at least. As long as you don’t aim it toward yourself, you should be fine.”

“Awesomesauce. Second question, I know the gun worked on me, but why are you so sure it’ll work on her shields?”

“Probabilities,” Ellie sang as she sailed into the room. “Think of it as opposing wavelengths. Spectral energy is disruptive to magical energy. Even against a normal shield, it would work.”

“Ah,” I intoned like I understood. I mostly did. Lifting one hand, I managed to flop my wrist, my best attempt at a wave hello. “Ellie, darling, how are you?”

She stopped at my side, peering down at me, lips pursed. She looked unfairly well-rested, wearing her usual coveralls, her fiery red hair caught up in a loose bun with a pencil sticking in it. She was definitely in work mode. Also, the sparkle in her green eyes was one of anticipation.

Yeah, it was totally playtime for her.

“You,” she informed me, “look awful.”

“I know,” I sighed.

“Will a new gun make you feel better?”

I thought about that. The opportunity to shoot the mad witch would no doubt occur, so… “Yes. It absolutely would.”

“I’ll make you one, then. I expect Henri any second. Also, while I have you, that latest idea you chucked at my head—”

The whatsit? I honestly had no idea what she was talking about. I’d slept since that conversation.

Catching my look she rephrased with exasperation, “You know, the television set.”

Ah! Yes, now I remember. Guys, I miss TV. Like, you have no idea how much I miss TV. I had my parents send me a manual of how TVs were made. Dad said the first prototype TV was actually made in 1928, so the current technology here was more or less up to spec to make this viable.

More eager, I said, “Yes? How goes that?”

“I have some questions, mostly about the size of things, as that manual you gave me doesn’t give an idea of how big anything is.”

Oh. That might be helpful, huh?

“But I wanted you to know, I read through it and I think it’s feasible to build. But this operates like your computer, yes? It shows you videos? Then where do the videos come from to put on the screen?”

“Broadcasting stations,” I answered with a groan. “Which we don’t have yet. Argh, do I have to make those too?”

Ellie waved this away. “I’m sure we can convince people to invest in this once they see what’s possible. I just wondered because the manual didn’t mention that either.”

I made a mental note to bring this up later to Regina. “Government agencies and news outlets will be the first to get into it, trust me. That way they can do broadcasts and such to the public.”

“Oooh, that makes sense. Alright, I’ll reach out to some people as well.”

A light rap against the door sounded before Henri popped in. He looked about as well rested as I was, which didn’t say a lot. We were unfortunately both under far too much pressure and not getting enough sleep.

“Ah, you’re here already,” he said to Ellie. “Excellent. I brought the Ghost Gun from the Night Foxes case to look over.”

He did have the evidence box in hand. We still had that thing in storage? Huh. News to me.

“I do have a question,” Henri posed as he handed it over. “Spectral energy has a very quick decay rate. How do you plan to address that?”

Oh yeah. I’d forgotten about that. That was a good point.

Sherard was already on top of it. “I believe we can use a stasis spell around each ‘bullet’ if you will, which would keep the spectral energy intact until used. We’ll have to make the firing mechanism able to deactivate the spell and release the spectral energy, of course.”

Henri pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I believe that’s feasible, but how do you suggest—”

At that point, it all became magic, math, and tech lingo that I didn’t have a prayer of keeping up with. I watched their expressions and knew that whatever Henri had posed, the other two liked. Ellie was already writing things and sketching stuff out, so the gun was apparently possible.

Ellie caught my eye and asked, “You still with us?”

Buddy, I’ve been nodding and smiling but I have not been with you for some time. As much as I wanted to continue communing with the carpet, it was better to get up and do something productive. Besides, the sooner I caught my prey, the sooner we could all rest.

“You guys lost me a good five minutes ago.”

With a groan, I pulled myself up into a sitting position. Henri offered a hand, and I took it, levering up the rest of the way.

“I’ll let you three play. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

Sherard grinned at me. “No promises.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. Smartypants.

Before I was even properly out the door, they were talking geek to each other. I gave them a fond look from the doorway, all three of them bent over the gun in the box, and paused for a moment to enjoy the view. Three of my favorite people all having fun. A rare sight right now. It lightened my heart considerably.

If they were working toward a solution, I needed to as well. I headed back downstairs, calling people on my pad as I moved.

Uwe and Will answered at more or less the same time. “Hello?”

“Hey, guys. Meet me at the palace gates. I want to follow up on something.”

“What?”

“It occurs to me that the mad witch might really have spent time in a mental ward. King told me she wasn’t acting normal, and certainly her way of attacking people trying to make me mad isn’t exactly logical either.”

“Makes sense,” Will allowed. “It’ll give us a starting point on tracking her down. Even a name would help at this point.”

“Tell me about it. There’s not many mental institutions capable of handling a rogue magician, either.”

Assuming she’d been in a formalized institution and not kept privately in a home somewhere. Or a cave like Belladonna’s.

“Meet you there,” Uwe said in his deep voice.

I hoped my hunch was correct and we got some intel on this woman. I needed any clue I could scrounge up.
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I was trapped. Trapped, unable to move, something binding my legs and wrists. The pull was hard against my skin, rough enough to cut off circulation. I could feel my hands going numb. Something was coming for me, I could hear the footsteps against pavement. They were running and getting closer by the second. I didn’t have time to keep lying here, I had to get to my feet, I had to run. Now! I had to run now!

Something solid hit my head as I rolled, trying to get some leverage. I felt smarting pain but ignored it. Not important. What was binding me? It was sheer darkness here, I couldn’t see. Not a pinpoint of light to be found. If only I could see, I could get rid of this fabric binding my legs and—a ripping sound caught my ear, like seams popping. I jerked free of the bindings with a hard tug, rolling, finding my feet against a cool wooden floor. I automatically fell into a fighting stance even as I succeeded in getting my eyes fully open and focused.

Why—? Wait. Wait. This was my bedroom.

I stood there in confusion for a long second, breathing hard, feeling like I’d run a marathon. Craaaaap, had that been a nightmare? It had been so vivid. I’d been running down a dark alley, chasing after Henri, sure the witch was right on his tail. No matter how fast I’d run, I kept falling behind them, further and further with every second. Then I’d fallen, fallen into something binding my movements, into pitch darkness.

Panic dream. Must have been. Look, subconscious, I’m already under enough stress right now. I do not need you to add to it. Also, if that was your way of telling me I’m stressed out, I already have that memo, okay? No need to resend.

The brain could be an absolute jerk at times.

I looked over the mess that had been my sheets and blanket. In my panic to get out of them, I’d ripped them right in half. Super-strength had its downsides sometimes. I’d have to pull out my other set and remake the bed. Then go shopping to replace those.

Ugh. What a way to start the morning.

At least the cats weren’t here to see this craziness. They were still dead asleep this morning. They were very nocturnal by nature. I wiped at the sweat on my forehead and drew in several deep, cleansing breaths. I felt marginally better but still too rattled to even think of going back to sleep. Trying to sleep again after a nightmare like that never worked out well for me. I’d rather just be up. Doing routine chores would settle me better in my own skin, make the nightmare fade.

I groaned, grumbled, made snarky comments, and went about my adult tasks. I stripped the bed, tossing everything but the pillows—they’d miraculously survived—and remade the bed. I knew I wouldn’t have the energy to do that later tonight. Then I took a shower, making the water hotter than Satan’s waterfall, and stood under the spray for a long moment to get some of the kinks out. This was semi-successful. With the stress I was under, my neck and shoulders were so tight I was sure even a masseuse couldn’t get them to loosen. Maybe a steamroller would do the trick.

I got out, dressed, and went to the kitchen but couldn’t stomach the idea of eating anything. It was birds o’clock out there; the sun hadn’t even properly risen. Way too early for sentient beings to want to eat anything. Also my PTSD made it hard to eat. I was the opposite of a stress eater.

I stood there in my quiet apartment for a long minute, trying to figure out what to do with myself.

You know what? Screw this. I’d go to work. The only way to get rid of stress was to get rid of the stressor. Besides, if I kept thumping around like this, I was sure to wake Henri, and that man desperately needed sleep.

The cats made it back sometime while I was in the shower, and of course they were wide awake, so they weren’t arguing when I scooped them up and headed out to work.

At this hour of the morning, the city was just waking up. Early risers, like bakers, were already in their shops, although their doors weren’t quite opened yet. I waved to a few familiar faces as I passed, got waves and smiles in return. It felt good to move, and most taxis weren’t running yet, so I jogged to work. Didn’t even break a sweat.

Was this smart, jogging alone in the city at six a.m.? Not on your life. Did I care just then? Also a no.

Truthfully, I kind of hoped it would bait the lunatic out into the open. After waking from that nightmare, after the horrendous week I’d had seeing loved ones put in hospital beds, I was raring to go. Come at me, you oxygen thief. If I could defeat Belladonna, I could absolutely take you on.

Oh, look at that, my blood pressure had spiked. Calm, calm, no sense losing your temper when the object of your ire wasn’t anywhere nearby. That I knew of. Physical exercise was supposed to help lessen anxiety and stress, right? So when was that supposed to kick in? ’Cause it sure wasn’t happening this morning.

When I reached the office, no one was in yet. Not surprising—the work day didn’t start for another hour at least. And that was for the early birds. I didn’t really expect anyone in for another two hours.

Clint and Tasha hopped free of my arms at the door and went ahead of me, Tasha’s tail swishing happily as she moved. She’d started a game a few weeks back with the kingsmen, pouncing on them when they thought they were alone. The stalking game had caught on, the kingsmen determined to return the favor and catch her unawares.

I wished them luck trying to out-stalk a cat.

My desk was as I had left it except someone had dropped off the morning post in my chair. I liked admin about as much as the next person, but right now, doing some routine paperwork like sorting through my mail might be a good idea. It would help calm my nerves. I was still a little jittery from that nightmare, not going to lie.

The cats got onto my desk in their usual spots. Any cat lover who had their furballs in their office could commiserate with me on this. I had lost half my desk space to the creatures. Literally half of my L-shaped desk was covered in cardboard boxes, soft beds, and a water bowl. Somehow, despite these accommodations, my reports were still deemed as comfortable and Clint had arranged them in a stack so he could lounge against them with his head pillowed on top of a report.

Whenever I saw them like this, it reminded me of that saying on Earth: Thousands of years ago, cats were worshipped as gods. Cats have not forgotten this.

Would I ever say that aloud? I ain’t that dumb. I was not implanting that information in Felixes, who had enough ego to fill a military tank, thank you very much.

I reached down, scooped the mail out of my chair, and plopped into it. I barely had my butt in the seat when both cats reacted, hissing.

“Uhh…guys?” I stopped dead, not sure why I was getting this reaction.

“Bad sniffy,” Clint reported, eyes zeroed in on the mail still in my hand.

“We talking like imminent explosion kinda sniffy, or…?” My nose was now going a mile a minute too. Mine wasn’t quite as sensitive as theirs, but I sure could pick things up when I paid attention.

“Witch,” they both hissed.

Seriously?

My mail suddenly got a whole lot more interesting, and not in a good way. Well, maybe a good way? The cats had said before that things smelled like the witch, but it was usually so jumbled in with other smells I hadn’t been able to hone in on it. Now, with the familiar smells of my office familiar to me, I could pick it out. It was not a pleasant scent. Sort of a hard mix of wet flannel and hair dye, with a sprinkle of ozone magic smell on top.

Yeah, okay, so…let’s see what we got.

First thing I did was put the stack back down and put on gloves. This thing had probably been through like a dozen hands, but I might be able to rule out some of these fingerprints and get down to just hers. Didn’t hurt. Also, no telling what she may have put into the envelope. I would not put poison past her.

On second thought, a few more precautions.

I shed my coat and put my pad on the desk next to the cats, screen-side up.

“If something happens, call Henri,” I instructed them.

Clint didn’t like the sound of that. His face scrunched up, revealing a hint of teeth. “Something happen?”

“I hope not, but I don’t trust the witch.”

He gave a nod.

I needed something flat and with sides…oh, another box that wasn’t recycled yet. That would work. It wasn’t very deep, maybe three inches, which was suitable for my needs. If there was any kind of poison powder or whatever, it would stay inside the box. Also, once I opened the letter, I could take it straight to Evidence without needing to handle it a lot.

The letter in question was in the middle of my stack of mail. I put the normal stuff aside, looking the envelope in question over with a careful eye. It didn’t look dangerous or even remarkable from the outside. It was cheap paper, barely weighing anything, although it felt like there was paper crammed inside. Only my name and office for an address, no return address. Figures she wouldn’t just hand me her location.

I’d dust for prints in a minute, but I wanted to know the contents first. I slid on magic specs and looked it over, but there wasn’t a trace of magic anywhere on this. Which didn’t surprise me much—it wouldn’t have made it past the front gates if it had been obviously booby-trapped. They screen for stuff like that.

I grabbed a letter opener from my desk and carefully slit the envelope open. So far, so good. There was something folded up inside, a larger piece of paper. I had a lot of questions just now, most of them starting with the letters WTH.

Gingerly, I pulled it free, but again nothing happened. I didn’t see anything inherently dangerous. Both cats were watching over the box sides like hawks, too, and they were more sensitive to magic than I was. They’d have shouted out a warning if something was about to happen.

I unfolded the paper, letting the envelope rest in the box. It was a sketch? One made of charcoal, and it wasn’t a messy kind of drawing. The witch was something of an artist.

Then I unfolded it completely and realized what I was looking at.

It was the cave.

Belladonna’s cave.

The viewpoint was from one standing in the entrance, looking in. The worktable, the chains in the wall where I and the others had been bound, all of it rendered with exact detail. It was so perfectly done that I could almost breathe that damp air, smell the scent of wet rocks and running water.

There was a single line written at the bottom in a slanted script: Remember this?

The sensation of metal, cold and hard, pressed against my wrists in a phantom impression.

I tried to shake it off, rub my wrists, prove to myself that wasn’t the case.

The more I looked at the drawing, the harder the memories came.

Clothes stinking of sweat and grime after five months.

Not real.

Noxious potions burning me from the inside out, worse than any acid reflux.

Not real, I’m not there anymore.

Every muscle burning with fire from being altered past human limits.

“Jamie?!”

I jolted to the present, looking down at Clint and Tasha’s concerned faces. They were both hovering on the edge of the desk, ready to spring up into my arms. From the way they called me, it had taken more than one repetition for me to hear them. My whole body was shaking, a fine tremor that wouldn’t let me catch my breath. Half of me was still in that cave, not sure whether to pray for death or a chance of revenge, the rest of me here. Only the grip I had on the wooden desk kept me grounded.

It had been a while since I’d had a flashback. I tried to shake it off, breath sounding harsh even to my own ears.

“Guys, don’t touch the box, okay? I need…” Away. I just had to get away for a few minutes. Pull myself back together. “I’m going to step out for a second. Get some fresh air. Don’t touch this.”

I got nods but they were still looking me over with concern. Not that I blamed them. I was obviously rattled, even I could tell that.

Putting on a coat didn’t even occur to me. I just left, going out the back door and heading out. The place was still quiet, but the palace grounds never truly slept. There were always at least guards making patrols and kitchen staff were starting up their morning routine.

Without really thinking about it, I headed for the training center. I could pound on the equipment in the gym for a while, exorcise some frustration. Yeah. That sounded good. Beating up on something sounded great, actually. I wanted to murder something right about now.

No one was training at this hour, so the place was dark and kind of cold. I turned on the gas lamp for the single light near the training dummies, not needing the rest of the space. The cold air outside had chilled me, but I didn’t even try to stretch or warm up. I just punched the padded dummy with full strength.

It had been built to withstand weres. Not to mention gargoyles and orcs, and nothing was stronger than an orc. It wobbled a little but held steady.

I punched it again, not truly seeing it. The witch was who I really wanted to punch.

You wanna piece of me, lady? Then come at me. Stop attacking people who have nothing to do with this. Attacking my nearest and dearest didn’t get you the fame you wanted. It didn’t serve any purpose. You think you’re frustrated? Try me. I can guarantee I’m more frustrated than you are.

Stop this cat-and-mouse game, and come at me—

I roundhouse kicked the dummy, my frustration and anger at a peak.

It cracked. Right through the middle—craaaaack—then listed sideways, only a sliver of wood keeping it from falling before even that broke and sent the whole thing to the ground.

Um. I had just broken the practice dummy. The thing that was supposed to be unbreakable.

I stared down at its lifeless corpse, not sure whether to laugh or cry. Poor thing was lying there with its head on sideways. It honestly looked like it was looking to the door, silently calling out for help.

A broken laugh tumbled free from my mouth, then turned into an outright sob. I felt the weight of all the pain, the suffering from the people around me, the stress of not finding the witch, all the PTSD I had from Belladonna, pressing down on my shoulders to the point that I couldn’t bear it. I felt like I couldn’t breathe under the weight.

All strength left my legs and I sank down right there, hands pressed against the cool mat, barely keeping myself upright. Tears poured down my cheeks in a hot tide and I couldn’t stop them.

I cried, mostly because I was mad but also out of guilt. She was after me, wasn’t she? If Penny, Gerring, Rupert, and Moore hadn’t been associated with me, they’d have been fine.

The door opened. I heard it but didn’t look up.

“Dearest?”

Henri. I tilted my head up just enough to see him. He approached at a run, which was impressive; hardly anything could get Henri to run. Concern tugged at his eyes and mouth as he came to me.

“What are you even doing here?” I choked out. He should still be in bed.

“Tasha called me.” He slid to a stop at my side, hands on my cheek and waist, drawing me into an embrace. “My dear, what’s happened?”

Tasha had called him. Well, I did tell her to call him if something happened. I guess this qualified? And I was so thankful to have Henri. I desperately needed him in this moment. I collapsed against him, holding on like he was a life-saving device and I was in a turbulent sea.

“I know this isn’t my fault.” I couldn’t stop the tears or control the choked quality of my voice. “I know it’s hers. She’s the madwoman throwing a tantrum and hurting people. But why do I feel guilty? Why won’t the nightmare of Belladonna go away and just leave me alone?”

“Shh, my darling, I promise it isn’t your fault. We will find a way to draw her out in the open. To end this.”

I wanted to believe him but I didn’t see how we’d manage it. We’d been trying for a week straight as it was and weren’t any closer to finding her. I still couldn’t even put a name to this woman. Right now, it seemed an impossible task.

I buried my face into his shoulder and, for a minute, let myself be weak.
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Seeing Jamie in such anguish broke my heart. I hated to see her thus. She was a woman of incredible strength and fortitude. I’d seen her handle things that would break most people, but everyone had their limits.

I’d been angry before at the witch for what she’d done to my friends and father, but this? This only added more layers onto the anger I harbored for her. If she’d been within known distance of me, I’d have ended her life with my own hands and counted it a good deed.

I stayed with Jamie in that cold gymnasium for a good half hour, holding her and talking her down, wishing I could fix this. I didn’t know what to offer her, to give her some kind of solace or assurance so she might find her equilibrium again. She admitted that she hadn’t eaten breakfast yet, and I blamed at least part of her reaction on the low blood sugar, so we went to breakfast off palace grounds.

We didn’t touch on what had happened in the gym or what had brought her to that point while eating. I didn’t say much of anything. I let her be even as I made sure she ate something.

Two chocolate muffins and a coffee later, she looked better. More inclined to tackle the world with her usual aplomb. Only then did she explain to me what had happened this morning. I was absolutely appalled, and even though she told me she could detect no magic on the letter or drawing, I wanted to take a look at it anyway. I also wanted to reduce it to cinders, but I could hardly do so as it was now evidence. Still, the desire burned within me.

After we returned to her office, I collected the letter and envelope, then retreated to the lab with it, messaging Seaton to meet me there.

Of course, I had never seen Belladonna’s cave. I could only assume from Jamie’s reaction that the depiction of it was accurate. Or accurate enough to bring every traumatic memory she had of the place to the fore.

A light rap sounded on my open door before Seaton waltzed in. He looked unfairly awake and energetic. Or perhaps I felt it unfair since I felt neither.

“Morning, friend. To what do I owe the summons?”

I didn’t say a word, just took a step to the left and pointed at the drawing, giving him room to come and stand at my side.

He did so promptly, took one look, and hissed out the most vile oath I’d ever heard him utter.

“What,” he snarled, “is this, and where did it come from?”

“The witch drew it. And mailed it to Jamie. She received it this morning.”

Seaton looked ready to cast a fire spell at the thing on the spot. Worry chased the anger across his face. “How did she take it?”

“Not well.” Even those words were an understatement. “I found her crying in a corner of the gym. I think it gave her a severe flashback.”

He backed up to slump against the bookcase behind him and closed his eyes, his cheerful energy from before utterly gone now. “That place wasn’t fit for a human to live in. I wouldn’t have even raised dogs in there, to be honest with you. It was vile, utterly repulsive. And she survived five months of being chained to a wall.”

I knew all of this. I’d heard the story in bits and pieces from Jamie over the years. I let him talk anyway. In a sense, Seaton was traumatized by that cave as well. He loved Jamie dearly, so the idea of her being in there broke his heart.

He lowered his head and glared at the drawing. “It is incredibly accurate. She must have been Belladonna’s student to be able to recall it in such detail.”

“I agree. There’s no magic on the paper that I can detect, but it didn’t need any hex or charm in order to have the right impact.”

“No, curse it, just the reminder of it was perfectly pinpointed psychological warfare.” Seaton ran a hand over his face, visibly agitated as he shifted from foot to foot. “Where is Jamie now?”

“Her office. She’s calmer now. I made sure of that before I carried this away and left the cats to watch over her. Still, Seaton, I called you here for another purpose. Is there any chance at all we can put a shield about her?”

“You know very well that we can’t. I’d have done it already if we could.”

I feared that would be the answer. Still, I wanted to ask. I never knew if he’d have some brilliant insight.

Seaton’s brows furrowed into a line as he looked at me. “We can always put a shield on her clothing, but it would be temporary since it wouldn’t have a power source. Wait, why are you asking me this? Is it just because the witch is targeting her?”

“No. You know Jamie as well as I do. When something threatens her, has she ever once taken it lying down?”

Understanding filled his face. “Oh dear. Oh no. She’s going to do something outrageous because of this.”

So he did see the problem. “She is indeed. What, I have no notion, but I have no doubt of it. We can try and talk her down, but…”

“I don’t give that good odds. Our attempts in the past have never succeeded.”

Unfortunately true. The only thing that kept Jamie down for long was magical core disruption.

He growled out a curse. “Shielding is problematic, especially as I doubt Jamie would accept it, but perhaps we can mitigate whatever madness she’ll attempt next.”

It seemed a fool’s errand to me but there was no harm in trying.

We left the lab and went directly to her office. Jamie was not seated behind her desk but was instead standing, facing the map of Kingston that covered one entire wall. I took in her expression, her stance, and knew she was plotting. Oh dear me, she was already thinking dangerous things.

“Jamie?” Seaton came in closer and put an arm around her shoulders, hugging her to him. “How are you?”

“Mad.”

That’s what I feared. When Jamie got into this mood, the world shifted.

She did lean into the embrace, her fatigue and heart-soreness from earlier resurfacing. She had no need to hold up a strong front before Seaton, after all.

“I’m also sick and tired of this cat-and-mouse game.” She blew out a noisy breath. “I haven’t been winning it so far. Seeing people getting targeted, hurt, just because she’s frustrated that she can’t reach me? It needs to end.”

Seaton eyed her sideways, alarm starting to rise. “What are you planning?”

For that matter, I too grew more alarmed. I knew this tone of Jamie’s. It always led to something heart attack inducing.

If she noted our concern, she ignored it. “I have a few ideas, nothing concrete yet. This morning, though, I want to check on people. I haven’t seen Penny in a few days.”

Seaton let go of her, seemingly relieved at this. “Yes, do so. I have a meeting to attend but let’s try and do dinner together later.”

“Sounds good. Henri, want to go with?”

I didn’t trust her out of my sight just then so… “Yes.”

We gathered up Phil, Clint, and Tasha before heading toward the Palace Hospital. From here, it was barely a five-minute walk, situated on the other side of the gardens my office faced. I was grateful for that as the wind today was quite brisk and not something I wanted to linger in.

Of course our faces were well known among the hospital staff, so it was an easy matter to sign in at the front desk before going up a flight to the second story, where Penny was staying. Gerring had already been released to recover at home since he hadn’t been nearly as injured. I was concerned with Gerring that the witch might try to finish the job—actually, that was the concern for all of the victims—so both wards and additional kingsmen security was with him.

I heard Jameson’s voice from the hallway. He had a very distinct sound; there was no mistaking him for anyone else. The cadence was unusual, however, and it took me a moment to realize he was reading aloud.

“Aww,” Jamie murmured with an approving nod. “Good for him.”

We stepped into the doorway and there I paused, taking in the room. Penny was propped upright on several pillows, looking better than I’d seen her in days, the bruises on her face still very visible. It looked like just being awake hurt, but she was at least awake. Her focus was on Jameson, who sat at her bedside, an open book in his lap.

Our erstwhile apprentice had taken it upon himself to keep Penny company, apparently. I, too, approved of this choice. For all that I wanted to strangle the boy sometimes, he did have a good heart. If he could learn better judgement, he would grow up to be a good man too.

He paused his reading at our entrance and gave Jamie and myself a smile. “Why, hello.”

“Hello yourself.” Jamie came in further, depositing Clint and Tasha on the bed, where they promptly made themselves at home. “How are you, Penny?”

“It no longer hurts to breathe, so I’m taking it as a win.”

This news cheered me. She was improving rapidly if that was the case. “What does Vonderbank say?”

“That I’ll probably be off bedrest in about four weeks.” Penny’s smile stretched across her face, touching her eyes. “You have no idea how relieved I am to hear it. Eddy’s been my best source of entertainment. He gets me newspapers and books and reads aloud to me when my eyes need a break.”

I could see signs that he had taken up a semi-residence here, as I saw his study materials nearby. He was indeed keeping a close watch on her and I heartily approved.

Jamie drew in a breath. “There was, at some point in time, strawberry ice cream in this room.”

Jameson chortled. “Your nose is really something. It’s long gone.”

“Eddy fed it to me,” Penny reported smugly. “It was delightful.”

“Some friends you two are, having ice cream and not inviting me.”

I let them banter, glad that even in these circumstances they could still joke. My mind, however, was reaching into the what-ifs of future possibilities.

Penny had been gravely injured like this for two reasons. One, she had left the safety of the ward surrounding the police precinct. Two, we hadn’t realized the danger so she’d had no magical protection on her person.

Now, technically, Jameson had protection with assigned kingsmen bodyguards, but he was like Jamie—few people could keep up with him. While he was under very strong wards here, I knew he didn’t stay on palace grounds at all times. He roamed about at will and whim.

I didn’t like the idea of him being a walking target. Not one iota. I also feared how Jamie would react if he was the next victim. She regarded Jameson like a younger brother.

Perhaps I should be more proactive in this instance. Jameson’s own nature demanded such attention from me. Now, I might be flummoxed on how to attach a personal shield to Jamie, but I had no such restrictions for Jameson. Well, I had one—whatever I used for him must be able to pass readily through any and all wards. He would balk if I gave him a shield that would hamper his ability. For that matter, it might well be detrimental in the future. Actually, on second thought, could I even make such a shield?

“Uh-oh,” Jamie sing-songed. “Henri’s got his thinking face on. Whatcha plotting over there?”

Oh, rich words coming from her. I gave her a silent look that said as much, then turned to Jameson. “I think, all things considered, it would behoove us to take precautions. I want to put a personal shield on you.”

His head canted to one side as he considered this. “But I can still go through wards?”

“That’s where we’ll need to do some experimentation. I believe I can do so. I have several ideas in mind, but we’ll need to test it.”

“Go with him,” Jamie encouraged him. “I can keep Penny company for a while.”

She too wanted him under as much protections as possible. I knew I would get no protests from that quarter.

Jameson shrugged, not objecting, and marked his place in the book with a scrap of torn paper before standing. “Alright, might as well. Will this take long?”

“Hopefully not.” I did have other things to do today, after all. This just took priority.

Jamie changed places with Jameson, taking up his seat as he vacated it. “Have fun storming the castle~”

I shook my head at the quote, at least recognizing the reference this time.

Jameson and I walked side by side companionably as we left the room. My mind was already focused on possibilities, elements, and design of the shield.

“Hey.”

I turned, saw Jameson’s pensive expression. “What?”

“Jamie didn’t look so good.”

Observant of him to notice. Then again, he was a very observant young man. “The witch taunted her this morning by reminding her of Belladonna.”

A murderous anger had him tightening both hands into fists. “That horse-faced goon did that? No wonder she’s looking so wan. We really need to find that witch and put an end to her.”

Jameson was still oscillating between teenager and adult, mostly because of his narrow face and lanky limbs. In that moment, he seemed more teenager, his anger more obvious and pure on his face than an adult would be comfortable expressing. He reflected what I myself felt.

“I can’t agree more,” I said. “I don’t want you to track her down yourself, however. Even armed kingsmen have had difficulty facing her.”

“I won’t stand a chance,” Jameson agreed with a surprising amount of good sense. “I know. Still, I want to help find her.”

If anyone stood a good chance of doing so, it was he. He didn’t face the same restrictions as the rest of us when looking for something. “We will all pull together to find her. Sooner over later would be my preference. In the meantime, let’s focus on making sure those of us still standing are well protected. I don’t think Jamie’s heart can take it if another of you end up in a hospital bed.” Or worse, a grave.

“Yeah.” He was silent for a moment. “Do you think she’s staying in the city?”

“I don’t know. I doubt it, since her picture is in the newspapers. Surely someone would have spotted her and reported it by now. She might be under glamour to hide herself most of the time, though.”

“I thought glamours were hard to hold for long periods of time?”

“Yes, they are, but she’s more powerful than most.”

“Like…we talking royal mage level of magic?”

“If she can best a kingsman without trouble, then that’s likely the case.” Unfortunately.

“Oh. Uh, we might be in trouble if she’s that crazy powerful.”

I really wished I could refute that assessment.
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I looked at my friend, who still looked like she’d gone a few rounds with King Kong, and felt my heart ache. It hurt worse when, despite the fact half her face was one big bruise, she smiled up at me.

Penny’s voice dragged, like it took effort just to breathe and talk. It likely did. “How you holding up?”

“Isn’t that my line?” I countered. “Although at least you’re in a nice room.”

I wasn’t kidding, it was basically a VIP room. Something I only saw in Korean dramas. It had a full ensuite bathroom attached with a large soaking tub, a window overlooking the hospital courtyard–more like a garden–and she was propped up on so many pillows that I almost suspected someone had robbed a store.

“Almost feels like vacation,” Penny informed me cheerfully. “Except the part where I can’t get out of bed without help. There’s a very handsome male nurse in charge of me, though.”

“You have a lovely male at your beck and call, in other words.”

“I maaaaay be abusing the privilege a little.” She tried for another smile, this one edged with naughtiness.

She was trying to put a good face on things, and I did appreciate it, but I knew she had to be in considerable pain. Plus, Penny wasn’t the type to handle sitting still for long. She had become a detective for good reason. She had that kind of gung-ho energy to burn. At least Eddy had taken it upon himself to visit and help entertain her. Bless the kid for doing that.

She grimaced a little and I could tell her position had turned uncomfortable. “Want me to rearrange you?”

“Just take one of these pillows out. Sitting this upright isn’t comfortable for long.”

“Got it.” I reached over, supporting her neck as I pulled a pillow free, then let her down easy so she was more in a reclining position.

Penny let out a low sigh. “Better, thanks.” Her eyes turned sympathetic. “I think this is honestly harder on you than it is on me. You look done in, Jamie.”

I let my forehead thunk against the edge of the mattress for a moment. It was too hard to look at her just then. “I broke down this morning in the gym. Henri had to come console me and he’s just as exhausted as I am.”

“Ouch. I’m not surprised you hit a breaking point, though. Eddy said you think the witch is Belladonna’s student? That alone has to be bringing up bad memories.”

So Eddy had been keeping her updated too, huh? Not surprised. “She was kind enough to send me a picture of the cave this morning too.”

For a moment, Penny looked murderous. “Remind me to add that to the favor she already owes me.”

“Oh trust me, I will.” I blew out a breath and slumped in the chair, too tired to hold a proper posture anymore. “I feel so powerless right now. I see the problem clearly but I don’t know the solution.”

“I understand the feeling all too well.” Penny gestured toward herself with her good hand, a grimace tugging at her mouth. “Even if we had a solution, I couldn’t do anything about it right now. But I’ve felt that way before, too. Before you took me on and taught me, where I was stuck at a desk and not able to help the people who needed it. Not properly. I know how it grates.”

She did get it. I knew she would. “I’m just glad no one else saw me like that this morning.”

“Jamie, surely everyone would understand if they saw you—”

I cut her off with a shake of my head. “No. No, I can’t afford to show that kind of weakness.”

Penny made a noise of inarticulate protest.

“Think about this.” I waved a hand toward the window and the outside world in general. “Think about how they react if I don’t solve a case quickly enough for them. The general public would lose their marbles if I even hinted at a weakness. I’m the Shinigami Detective, I’m supposed to be this all-powerful killing machine that solves magical crimes for their benefit.”

“I wouldn’t have thought you’d care.”

“I normally wouldn’t. You know me, I could give a rat’s fart about people’s opinions.” I slumped further into the chair. “Unfortunately, this is tied in to something I do care about. You know how Regina is advocating more women being hired into positions of power. How do you think people will react when they see me, head of a brand-new department, having a crying fit in a corner?”

“Oh.” Penny’s face fell. “That’s craptastic.”

She’d been hanging around me too long. That was one of my words. “I really want Regina’s idea to succeed. I can’t afford to undermine her. Right now the whole thing is entirely too fragile.”

“I hadn’t thought of it in those terms.” She pressed fingers to her temple as if fighting off a headache. “This situation just goes from bad to worse.”

“Tell me about it. I can’t give the naysayers any openings or anything to work with. At the same time, I have to hold it together in public while chasing a madwoman intent on destroying me all for the sake of fame.” There’s probably no alcohol in a hospital, huh? Well, not the type you’re supposed to drink. Rats. “If this is a nightmare, I would like to wake up now please.”

Penny took my hand in hers and gave it a warm squeeze. “We do have one advantage here.”

She wasn’t pulling my leg, was she? Because I couldn’t think of a single advantage to this situation. “And what’s that?”

“Unlike every other case we’ve worked, the bad guy isn’t trying to hide or run away from us. She’s actively pursuing you. So one way or another, you’re guaranteed to meet her.”

“Huh. You know, that’s a really good point.” It also took some stress off of me. Why hadn’t I thought of it in those terms before? 

“That said,”—she gave me this firm look, the kind that a parent would to a toddler on the verge of mischief—“try to behave. You tend to get frisky when you’re this frustrated.”

“How dare you suck all the joy out of my life.”

“I’m not kidding, Jamie.”

“You know, I don’t actually like being attacked. I’m just throwing that out there now.”

It’s like she didn’t believe me. “Think of Henri and the heart failure he would have.”

“Do I look desperate enough to try something stupid?”

“Frankly, yes.”

Ah. Well that explained her insistence. “Well, I promise not to issue a challenge and have her meet me at dawn with pistols at the ready. Okay?”

Penny relaxed a hair and let go of my hand. “Good. Stick with that. Don’t worry, one way or another, we’ll find her.”

We’d do that, alright. Penny was right, even if I couldn’t immediately lay hands on this madwoman, it was true that she would find me.
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The morning air was very still, unnaturally quiet for being in a large city like this. I liked jogging at this hour of the morning, pre-dawn, the sun just teasing the edges of the horizon, leaving the sky a lighter shade of darkness. It let me clear my head, get some stress and tension out as I jogged the quiet streets.

I felt better after having cried it all out in Henri’s arms. I guess I hadn’t realized how bad my stress levels had gotten until I’d broken down. It had taken time, chocolate, and a lot of deep breathing to get my feet back under me. Now, I was just mad.

Was it entirely wise, being out here on my own? No. I also didn’t care. I was in that kind of mindset. The witch had been entirely silent for four days now, and sitting there on tenterhooks had driven me crazy. I had to move. I couldn’t live in fear. Besides, I had the prototype gun with me. If she did come at me, I was ready for her.

How dare this sagging lump of monkey testicles hurt my people? Some people are the human version of period cramps, and she qualified. I felt the distinct need to beat on her until I felt better. Maybe once she was six feet under the ground, my homicidal urges would fade.

It was very much a maybe.

I was also testing a theory out here. I knew everyone was against me being bait, but could I actually bait her out into the open? If I was alone like this, would it be enough to draw her out? I couldn’t really plan anything unless I had the answer. Jogging alone in the wee hours of the morning seemed as good a way to test it as any.

I varied up my route, tired of running the same streets over and over. I switched streets and went closer to the park. Oh, hey, they were doing some construction over here. Looked like they had taken down the old, abandoned warehouse. It was just a lot now, with a sign up saying they’d be building new apartments soon. I wasn’t surprised. Kingston grew every time I blinked. People were always clamoring for more housing. Considering the area, I bet the apartments would be more on the ritzy side.

A high-pitched whistling sound came hurtling toward the back of my head. Pure instinct sent me down, tucking and rolling. I came back up to my feet as the spell hit the ground hard, carving into the pavement like a hot knife through butter. Holy sheezballs, that would have been bad if it’d hit me. Well, maybe, considering it was a spell, it might not have done damage with my immunity.

I looked frantically around for the source of the spell. Streets looked as quiet as usual, but it had to come from somewhere higher up, considering the angle—

Between one blink and the next, a figure portaled right in front of me. I barely got the silhouette before another spell fired off at point-blank range. I didn’t even have time to swear, just dropped like an abandoned toy. Still, I felt the heat of it, heard the crackle of lightning as it sailed right over my nose.

Adrenaline shot through my system. Felt a little like excitement, not going to lie, because finally I had her within my line of sight. I whipped the gun out from the holster at my back and lifted it, firing upward. The light-green flare of spectral energy was supposed to shoot out, like an old-fashioned Star Trek ray gun. My reward for this awesome maneuver? A sad whirring sound, like a dying aircraft. Excuse me, this was not the best time for an anti-climatic moment. Also, I couldn’t just sit here fiddling with the gun.

I caught my balance, resting on the balls of my feet, then kicked out, trying to sweep her legs out from under her.

My leg smacked right up against something hard, without touching her, which made no sense— Oh crap, personal shield. She had a shield around her.

I couldn’t reach her through it, but she felt the impact strongly enough that it sent her staggering to the side.

Muscle memory had me coming back up, following through that kick with a punch. I felt the impact of her magic shield against my knuckles, but my own immunity was flaring to life with a vengeance now, and it was power pushing against power. She was knocked off her feet again, stumbling back. I got a better look at her face even as she lifted her wand.

My cats were dead-on calling her Cruella de Vil. She looked just like her, except for the color of the hair. Very narrow face, pointy chin, red hair like a mad scientist halo bush around her head. Her mouth curved up in a snarl of frustration.

Blink, and she was gone again. Where, where, where? I snapped my head around frantically, trying to get a bead on her. Did she give up? Surely not that quickly. It must be obvious that I couldn’t lay a hand on her easily, so—

I heard the crack again, the crunch of her boots landing on packed earth. I twisted sharply, saw that she’d landed in the middle of the vacant lot. There!

I slapped the side of the gun hard, hoping it had just jammed somehow and a hard knock would somehow magically fix it. Yeah, I know, tough odds, but I had nothing else to try. Then I lifted it again, trying to fire it. Nada.

The trio were really going to have to fix this thing. It was not operating as programmed. Also, this was so not the moment for technically difficulties. Houston, we have so many problems. I slammed it back into the holster, already switching to Plan B. Bare hands would do. I wanted to strangle this jackhole anyway.

I took off running in a mad sprint to close the distance, knowing I had no prayer of doing anything until I was in close combat range. She snarled, firing off a spell, another one right on its heels.

I dodged, zigzagging, not wanting those spells to hit. I didn’t think they’d do damage but you know what they said about assumptions. Dangerous to do so with her, when she had already proven she liked to modify spells. If she had hold of Belladonna’s notes, then no telling what she knew about me, what had been done to me, and any weaknesses. Couldn’t risk it.

Still, I had to get close. This was my prime chance of catching her. Of putting an end to all this madness. I had to seize it. No risk it, no biscuit.

I could hear the blood pounding in my ears, smell the dirt we were stirring up as I sprinted toward her. The distance was short but felt like a football field’s length, as I couldn’t seem to catch up to her. Every time I ran three steps forward, I had to fall two steps back and take a side step besides, dodging her spells.

“STAY STILL!” she screamed, voice shrill. It grated on my ears like an untuned violin.

Ha, fat chance, lady. “How about you stand still? I wanna punch you.”

She screamed again, so garbled I couldn’t make out the words, and honestly I didn’t care to try. She was so mad she was literally spitting. If only I could get past that shield of hers, I could snap her neck like I had Belladonna’s. Or at least knock her out. Something.

Her spells came faster and wilder, some not even close to hitting me. I upped my speed, thankful I had this large lot to maneuver in. Doing this on a city street would have been impossible. I kept circling her, trying to find an opening, dodging spells as she threw them. I could feel the sweat rising on my skin, pooling at the base of my spine, and tried to ignore the unpleasant feeling. Focus, focus, I had to focus.

I twisted, missing a white-hot spell aimed at me—lightning again from the strong smell of ozone—and rolled, shoulder jarring against the earth. I hadn’t done that very smoothly, but then it was hard to roll perfectly when trying to evade a madwoman. As I got my feet back under me, I spied a rusty rebar lying nearby, about five feet in length. Better than nothing, I’d take it.

Putting on a burst of speed, I snatched it up from the ground and kept running. I didn’t think this would get me past her shield, but it might be the leverage I needed to end this weird stalemate we were in.

Even as I ran, keeping an eye on her, dodging and evading her attacks, my brain spun wildly. What did I know? From my understanding of her magic, it worked rather like Belladonna’s. Belladonna had some weird quirks; I’d heard Henri and Sherard talk about them often enough over the years. Belladonna liked for things to be immune but she always left the opening of ‘natural’ elements.

If this was truly Belladonna’s student, would her shields be based on the same principle?

Only one way to test this.

I snatched up a chipped rock, paused, then tossed it in the air like a baseball. I used the rebar like a bat and hit that sucker as hard as I could.

On Earth, I’d always been a pretty good player. I’d liked tennis and softball especially. I had good aim and my enhanced reflexes and muscles here only helped with that. I scored a direct hit. Ha! Take that lobotomite.

She actually hissed as the rock hit her square in the chest. Like a lizard that had been hit by a little kid’s pebble. Then she snapped. Conniption incoming, three, two, one—

I snatched up another stone, ready to launch. She was seriously out for my blood now. She’d been trying to murder me before, but now? The bloodlust was coming off her in almost visible waves. She might destroy half the city in her bid to get at me.

Craaaap, I had to get at her somehow and she wasn’t giving me openings now. The spells were coming at me so quickly I couldn’t even distinguish colors anymore.

But she had to breathe, right? Any living being had to breathe at some point. I just had to wait until she paused for breath and then aim for her head. Maybe her groin, that would double her over for a second at least, and a second was all I needed.

Come on, come on—there! She finally paused, panting. I jerked back, avoiding the last spell she’d just fired, and planted my feet long enough to fire another rock in her direction. She evaded—not cleanly—and it hit her right on the hip, jerking her off balance. She hissed again in pain, face contorting. Considering the speed at which I could hit things, I bet that had hurt.

I threw myself forward once more. That rock, there—I could deviate a few inches, snatch it up, and hit her at even closer range. If I could knock her out, the shield would fail, and then I could really lay hands on her.

Maybe it was desperation, maybe it was instinct, probably some combination of the two, but Miss McCrazy got her act together faster than I thought possible. She didn’t fire off a spell, though, she copied me.

She summoned a rock off the ground and fired it at me.

I barely saw it coming, didn’t have a chance to do more than flinch away from it, when it hit me square on the side of the head. Stars burst behind my eyes as my head shouted PAIN at full volume. Owww.

Okay, so, I didn’t want to play with her anymore. She hurts.

I hit the rock in my hands toward her, but my aim was off now, something hot and liquid heading for my right eye. Crap on a stick, this lummox of deformity had gotten the perfect hit in. If I was half blind trying to fight this battle, it meant she had a far better chance of scoring a hit. Worse, she’d just figured out one of my weaknesses, and there were far too many loose rocks on this lot that she could summon right into her hand.

So. Playtime was over. Time to call in the calvary.

I snatched at the phyllite necklace I wore and broke it, having no compunction about calling in reinforcements at this stage.

She stared at me in growing horror. “What did you just do?!”

Oh, she could see the magic? Then again, it was a powerful spell.

In a hot second, Sherard portaled straight to my side. In red pajamas, hair in a silk cap, wand in hand. He didn’t look fully awake, but also alert at the same time, if that made sense.

“Jamie, what—” He cut himself off at the sight of the witch, and his expression went from alarmed to enraged. “YOU!”

Miss Masochist might be crazy, but she was not stupid. She noped right out of there. Even with my senses, I barely caught her afterimage as she portaled out.

I didn’t assume she had left completely and looked around warily. I trusted nothing at this point. Huh, no, she must have really vamoosed. Well, darn, I was looking forward to Sherard pummeling her into the ground for me.

“Jamie.” Carefully, Sherard took my chin in hand and looked me over. “You’re bleeding. Are you hurt anywhere else?”

“Just the head.” Which ached like a mother, thanks for asking. Tylenol, anyone? Please.

“Come back to my house,” he said, already getting an arm around my shoulders. “I’ll treat you and you can tell me what happened.”

“Sure.”

I knew one thing. When Henri heard about this, he’d hit the roof. My lover was going to be a very crabby person the rest of the day.

Oh joy.

But hey, theory proven? I’d take the win.
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Henri had not been pleased with me. His version of not being pleased with me was to glare, find a corner, and sit there reading until he calmed down enough to talk to me about it. I did feel a smidge guilty for going jogging alone and putting a target on my back. Mostly because it’d nearly given him a heart attack.

I was honestly more miffed about the gun not working. Ellie was too. She retrieved it from me, chewing it out for jamming at an opportune moment like that. I let her take it but, honestly, I wasn’t sure we needed it anymore. Not now that I knew the witch’s weakness. I didn’t need that gun to get through her wards, to hurt her. It was a different kind of weapon I needed.

Maybe a club made of sung wood? I had a lot of elven friends who could either acquire that for me or make me one. I was perfectly okay taking a club to this woman and beating her until I felt better. I also had no doubt she would come after me again. She and I were not done. I felt it in my bones.

It turned into a long day of people scolding me. Even Penny, in her hospital bed, scolded me. I did make a few calls asking for a club, and received some possibly positive responses, so there was that.

Somewhere around midnight I called it quits and went to bed. I could feel that idea I’d had earlier percolating in the back of my head. I was quite willing to give my subconscious a crack at things. From the ethers of desperation, I call thee, inspiration! Cometh hitherith.

My spell must have worked, as I woke up the next morning with a phrase lingering in my mind.

The best defense was a good offense.

The witch had proven that she really was after me. That given an opening, she’d come at me directly. I just had to give her more of an opening, like I had done yesterday morning. I sat up in bed, mulled that over for a few seconds, and decided that my subconscious had a good point there. In fact, I had thought of a way to safely turn myself into bait. If it still sounded like a good idea after a shower and coffee, when I was actually awake, then we were so doing this.

One shower, coffee, and some hashbrowns later, and you know what? The idea still sounded good. Shokidoke artichoke, let’s do this.

First time I had felt gung-ho about anything in a good week, so I might have been grinning like a mad scientist when I sent a message to everybody that morning telling them to meet me in the war room.

I was smart enough to stop by and get donuts on the way in, though, ’cause I knew better than to scare people without having bribes on hand. Very important, the bribes. Help-the-medicine-go-down kind of thing. Eddy, Foster, Henri, and Niamh went with me. Henri because he currently wasn’t letting me out of his sight, Niamh because she was my protection, and Foster because he was Eddy’s. Poor guy, I had to wonder how he’d drawn the short end of the stick to guard Eddy. If anything, Foster and Niamh should both have Eddy. At least Niamh had a prayer of finding the kid when he went AWOL.

By the time I arrived, almost everyone was there. They also looked cautious, like they didn’t know what I’d say. Well, there was precedent for that, so I couldn’t argue.

“She brought donuts,” Gibs said with despair, slouching back in his chair. The circles under his eyes had circles of their own. Was he sleeping at all? “It’s never good when she brings in food.”

“I bring in food just to treat you guys sometimes,” I refuted mildly. I put the donuts and napkins down in the center of the table. Eddy leapt in to grab one before anyone else, then retreated to the far end, inhaling his sugar.

“Not after you call a meeting this early in the morning,” Evans countered. (Note that he still took a donut.)

Since I couldn’t refute that, I shrugged.

“Alright, good, we’re all here.” I looked from Henri—my lover was currently eyeing me with extreme suspicion—to Sherard, Marshall, Evans, Bennett, Gibs, Róis, Eddy, Niamh, Foster, Noreen, Will, and Uwe. Hail, hail the gang’s all here. “So. I have a plan on how to find the witch.”

Henri (because he didn’t trust me, with good reason) drawled, “And what would that be?”

“It’s time we take the offense. Defense isn’t working for us. In plain and simple terms, I’m going to be bait and draw her out.”

At least four people shouted all at once, in protest. I winced—super hearing, owwww—and waved them down.

“Hang on, chill, chill, I promise I’ve got an actual plan for this.”

“Even if you do, I don’t like it when you’re out in the open unprotected! You’ve already done that not once, but twice, wasn’t that enough of a risk?” Henri’s eyes and mouth were taut, a flush of anger high in his cheeks.

I jerked a thumb over my shoulder to the city map plastered to the wall. “It’s because of those two times that I think this will work. Also, I’m not saying I’m going out completely alone and without protection this time. It just needs to appear that way. She’s been lurking, trying to get me alone, attacking people to draw me out. I say, give her what she wants. I know the Ghost Gun didn’t work—”

“We’re working out the kinks,” Sherard promised. “I’m not sure if you’ll need it, per se, after what you discovered while fighting her. But I do want it as a backup.”

“Fair. Anyway, I do know that natural elements can hurt her.”

“I also have a better assessment of her power levels.” Sherard gave everyone at the table a speaking look. “Having now seen her myself. She’s not on the level of Belladonna, but she’s easily as powerful as a royal mage. We will need to overwhelm her with firepower in order to take her down swiftly.”

I voted for swiftly taking her out, yeah. No casualties, less property damage if we did it that way. Also, it looked like Sherard was on my side for this. He wasn’t exactly happy about it, judging from that frown, but he was willing to do it. One for me.

I kept a weather eye on the rest of them as I talked. “What we’ll do is create a route for me each day. I’ll walk along it, acting like I’m going about my own business. We’ll have people in disguise stationed at different checkpoints, ready to intervene if she attacks. That way I’m not on my own trying to fight her. We’ll have an alarm system in place so that when I do engage, all of you will know the precise location and can join in.”

Henri was still mucho unhappy about this. No one was exactly thrilled.

Uwe muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like, “I need to stare at the face of my god for four hours every day. Now seems a good time.”

I resolutely ignored him.

Róis was the first to speak. Her blonde brows were slightly furrowed in a thoughtful expression. “Why not have a protective detail follow you?”

“I’m afraid it would be too obvious,” I explained. “She’s proven to be very cautious so far. She’s never attacked more than two people at a time. For all that she’s hungry for fame, she’s also paranoid.”

“Good point. Do we have enough people to handle the checkpoints, though?”

I honestly didn’t know. It depended on the length of the route we took. “I think some people can change outfits and locations, play double parts during the day, but we’ll have to plan this carefully.”

“Is there no talking you out of this?” Sherard shared an unhappy glance with Henri. “I know you’re itching to find her, but is this really the best method?”

“We can keep investigating but…” I shrugged, hands splayed palms up. “That’ll take months, maybe. We don’t even have a name for her. We’ve been looking but rogue witches are off-grid, and Belladonna was more cagey than most. If she was Belladonna’s student, I doubt there’s any real record of her. It’s going to be hard to figure out who she is, and in the meantime, we have to keep the defenses up around everyone else. I don’t want to risk other people in a waiting game, do you?”

Sherard’s face screwed up in a grimace. Didn’t like the sound of that, but also didn’t have any better idea to offer.

No one else seemed to, either. I think they wanted to, but if there was a brilliant solution to this, someone would have thought of it by now.

Henri looked about as happy as a cat in a bathtub as he grumbled, “If we must use this method, let’s be smart about it. Your safety is to be the highest priority at all times.”

Such a good boy. I’d reward him for that later. “I absolutely promise.”

“Well,” Noreen sighed, “this sets the tone for the knife.”

Marshall gave her an odd look. It matched my odd look. “I’m sorry?”

Noreen lifted a hand to cover her eyes. “That so did not come out right. I meant, this sets the tone for the day. Boss, you sure about this?”

“Absolutely sure.” I’d rather walk around with a target on my back than risk someone else. The next time the witch struck, the person might not live through it, and I refused to lose anyone.

Sherard lifted a finger. He had his thinking face on. “Under two conditions.”

Oooh, I liked the sound of that. It meant he was game to go. “Name them.”

“First, I want to craft you a new necklace and modify the design.”

Having just used my necklace, I didn’t have it on me anymore, and the absence of it felt strange. I was all for having it back. “Modify how?” I kinda liked it the way it was.

“We can increase the function so that it pulls in more than just me,” Sherard explained. Henri nodded in agreement.

In other words, the two geniuses would put their heads together and cram as much function into this poor piece of jewelry as they could manage. Got it. I had no problem with that. The more the merrier, right?

“I’m good with that. Second condition?”

“We bring in a few more people. I think we should at least bring in Jules Felix.”

“Uhh…come again?” I couldn’t quite believe my ears. Sherard and Jules did NOT get along.

“This witch is more powerful than our average kingsman.” Sherard looked like he was swallowing a live toad saying this, the words unpleasant on his tongue. “It’s going to take at least one royal mage to defeat her, and I honestly would prefer to hedge our bets. Let’s not take any risks. Felix is a decent duelist, he should be able to contribute.”

Well, he had a good point there.

“I’ll have Davenforth work with him,” Sherard tacked on prudently.

Yeah, that was probably the better tactic. “Sounds good to me. Any other thoughts on this before we start planning things?”

Uwe threw up a hand. “Quick question: When are you wanting to carry this out?”

I gave a thoughtful hum, logistics bouncing around in my head. “Tomorrow is way too soon, I know, but part of me is antsy and wanting this done. How about we try for two days from now? I don’t want to give her any more time to attack people.”

A few people winced at the tight deadline but also nodded. No one liked this situation, we were just doing the best we could with it.

“I definitely think we don’t have enough people for this.” Gibs was already standing from his chair. “No offense to your ducklings, but they don’t have the necessary firepower to weigh in on this battle.”

“No offense taken, I agree.” I could already see where he was going with this.

“Then we need to invite people in who do. Let’s have a quick pause in this meeting, reconvene in thirty minutes. Jamie, invite RM Felix, I’ll grab a few other people. It’s better to get them all in on this from the get-go.”

“Fair enough. Everyone, be back here in thirty.”

People got up, scattering in different directions. I snagged the pad from my pocket and sent an invite to Jules to come here for a meeting. He sent back a simple okay. He probably thought this had something to do with the Felixes. He was wrong, but I’d correct it when he got here. I had no doubt that he would help once he understood the plan.

I mean, he’d complain, but he’d still help.

Sherard scooted in close to me and murmured, “Let’s duck into your office and stabilize your core.”

Ah. Before shenanigans commenced? Probably a good idea. Just in case the witch got the drop on me. I was not, after all, infallible. A certain rock came to mind. My head wound throbbed on cue, reminding me of its presence. Thanks for that. At least it wasn’t bleeding anymore, instead at that pesky oww stage.

We hopped into my office down the hall for a minute. After doing this once a month, Sherard could say these spells easily at three times the speed. He rattled them off without taking a single breath and I felt the impact, the core inside my chest feeling more balanced and calmer, not as agitated. Which was a good thing; my body was under enough stress as it was.

He finished, then stood there giving me an uncharacteristically somber look.

“You’re really not happy about this.” It wasn’t a question, I could tell from his face. He had Unhappy About This written all over it.

He wrapped both arms around me, hugging me tight. “I hate the whole idea. This reminds me terribly of how things were when I first met you.”

When he’d spent days, weeks, months making sure I was stable enough to be out of his sight for more than five minutes. Yeah. I remembered those days vividly. I could see how this situation was dredging up bad memories for him as well as for me. I hugged him back just as firmly, not sure what to say. Honestly, there wasn’t any good way to reassure him.

He blew out a noisy breath and leaned back, his dark eyes locking on mine with a mix of frustration and determination. “If I could think of a better way to do this, I’d have said so.”

“Trust me, if I had a better idea, I’d have done it. But drawing this out any longer is a losing game and risks people. I’d rather we control things going forward, at least to some degree. Don’t you?”

He growled out a sigh. “I can’t disagree there. Some kind of control in this matter would be preferable. Alright, let’s go back out. I need a coffee before we continue this.”

Sounded good to me. We’d be in high-think mode the rest of the day on this. I also anticipated more arguments once other people arrived.

We got coffee, I snagged a cream-filled donut because sugar, yes, and then settled into the chair.

Sure enough, Jules Felix arrived in a tizzy, in his favorite navy blue three-piece suit, his blond hair trying to escape the low ponytail at the nape of his neck. It looked like he’d sprinted over here, having somehow gotten wind of the gameplan between his office and mine. (I blamed Gibs. He was a tattletale.)

“Jamie!” Jules plonked himself in the chair nearest mine, visibly fretting and right on the verge of wringing his hands together like a distressed Victorian lady. Kid you not. “Surely you won’t—”

“Totally doing it,” I interrupted calmly.

“But the risk!”

“Worth it.”

“What if you’re hurt!”

“I’ll do my best not to, but if it happens, not the first time.”

“There must be a better way!”

“If there is, you get to think of it, because we’re all fried and out of options.”

Gibs walked in trying to look innocent. He was quite bad at it.

“You told him, didn’t you?” I accused.

“He was going to find out anyway.” Gibs shrugged with no regret.

I knew he hadn’t phrased it in a good way, though, based on how Jules was reacting. “Plonker.”

“Berk,” he rebutted.

“Numpty.”

“Pillock.”

“Dipstick.”

“Wazzock.”

Henri cleared his throat, giving us a judgey mcjudgey face as he came back in. “Children. Please. Jamie, I think we’re all back at this point.”

It did look that way. All of my colleagues were here, and a few kingsmen Gibs had gone to fetch. Henri was one of the last to arrive, all three cats with him. They of course hopped up on the table and made themselves promptly at home. Why? Because the table was the highest point in the room and thereby superior.

I looked around the room at faces that were unhappy but determined, and judged that to be good enough.

“Alrighty then. Let Operation Stalk Jamie commence!”
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Seaton and I retreated to his office in order to adapt the necklace. He had the necessary tools to forge a new one, after all, and there was less chance of interruption at his office compared to mine.

I sat in my usual chair opposite of him at the desk. He’d pulled out a jeweler’s mat, a box of tools, and another box of elements. All were arrayed in front of him, a magnifying glass hovering off to the side for future use. The spellwork necessary to craft into the metal was fine indeed with such a small surface to work upon.

He sat staring at the blank mat for a long moment before admitting, “I don’t know how far we can push this. When I crafted the first necklace, I was barely able to fit the spell onto the phyllite as it was, and it just called for me.”

“I do understand the problem. Perhaps we should consider crafting something larger?”

“That would solve the problem of surface, certainly, but how much larger do we need it to be?”

It was an excellent question. I might have a ready answer for it, as I had spent the walk up here thinking of that very thing. “I would like for it to be able to call five individuals directly to her. Myself, you, Gibson, Evans, and Jules Felix.”

Seaton considered that for a moment before giving an approving nod. “That’s a very good group.”

Here was the tricky part. “But it also needs to function as an emergency beacon to everyone else. Something like a homing beacon to bring people to her location.”

“While I don’t disagree it should have that function, that’s a lot to include on slender metal, sir. And writing on gemstones won’t work for this since she needs to break it.”

“I have something of a solution.”

There was always loose paper on Seaton’s desk, which I grabbed without compunction, using the pencil I had tucked behind my ear to start sketching out the design. “I saw this in one of those movies Jamie showed me. She said they were called ‘dog tags.’”

“You’re going to put something a dog would wear on her?” Seaton’s tone rose into horrified realms.

“No, no, it was people wearing them,” I corrected, not looking up from my sketch. I wasn’t so good of an artist to be able to risk looking away.

There was a digestive pause. “If they’re worn by people, why are they called dog tags?”

“I haven’t the faintest. Jamie didn’t either.”

“Earthians are so strange.”

“I quite agree. Anyway, it looked like this.”

Seaton regarded the rectangular shape with its rounded edges for a moment before a smile spread over his face. “That would definitely give us enough room to work on. I assume you want to use platinum for this, so that it has the right magical resonance. Wait, but that’s durable metal, isn’t it? I don’t want her just bending the metal or having to drop something in order to break it, so how do you suggest we design this?”

“What if we design it to be a breakaway? One good, hard tug would separate bottom from top.” I pointed to the top part with the edge of the pencil. “She’ll likely be moving about as she fights with the witch anyway. This top part can be the homing beacon, that way her location is accurate at all times.”

“I like it, but…” His lips curled down now instead of up.

I didn’t see a flaw in the design but maybe I’d overlooked something? “Is there a problem?”

“It’s just…” He frowned at it some more. “It’s practical, I can’t say it’s not, but it’s not very pretty, is it?”

This man. Was he serious? “Aesthetics, Seaton, really?”

“I don’t like making ugly things!”

I lifted my eyes to the ceiling, praying for patience from anyone listening.

Seeing my reaction, he protested even more. “I have standards, Davenforth!”

Oh for mercy’s sake. “Did you forget that it is for this situation? She’ll go back to wearing her usual necklace afterward. This is a temporary fix.”

“Still.” He dug his figurative heels in for a long moment before deflating, shoulders dropping. “Oh, fine, it’s true that we need something with a large surface in order to cram all of this in. You said breakaway, so how would that work?”

At least he was being sensible about this. I modified my sketch without further comment, as I didn’t want to become embroiled in an argument. “Like so, with interlocking pieces. It’ll be easy to pull away but sturdy enough to stay in place through normal wear.”

“Hmm, yes, I can see how that would work. Alright, which would you rather do? Craft this or modify the spell?”

I didn’t need to think about it. “I’ll craft the dog tag. You know the spell better than I do.”

“True enough. Let’s set to it, then.”

We fell into companionable silence as we individually worked on our parts. Seaton didn’t have flat platinum sheets of the right size just conveniently lying about, so I had to take the metal casings he did have, refinish them with a spell, then modify them again to create the right shape. I crafted them in two separate pieces then tested them to make sure they did align correctly. I tested it further with a light tug, which didn’t separate them, but a harder tug did the trick.

Perfect.

Seaton had been muttering to himself as he jotted the new spell down, crossing words out and revising. I read it from my seat, upside down, curious how he fared.

“You forgot to close the parentheses,” I pointed out helpfully.

“The devil I—” he started hotly, then cut off his own sentence, staring hard at the paper. “Where?”

I pointed.

He swore softly, corrected the mistake, and went back to muttering.

Apparently, he wasn’t quite done. I might as well put the chain on while he finished up. The chain would need to be threaded and closed anyway before the spell could be applied. That way it would register as ‘the right position.’

“Alright, I think this is correct.” He passed it over.

It never hurt to have a second pair of eyes look something over, and we were accustomed to checking each other’s work. I reviewed the spell slowly and carefully. In matters like this, it paid to be meticulous. I saw no other error or anything to change. I did, however, have a suggestion.

“As a backup, let us also include a clause that if the chain breaks, it activates the spell.”

“Ah. Not a bad idea considering she’ll be in a combat situation soon.” Seaton waved to me to do the honors.

I applied pencil to paper, making the necessary revision, then gave a nod of satisfaction. “Alright, I think that will do nicely.”

Seaton pulled the magnifying glass toward himself, then arranged spell and necklace in front of it, getting comfortable, before starting in. Inscribing the spell onto the necklace took a very fine hand. Frankly, I was glad he was doing it and not myself. My hand would surely cramp after such delicate work.

I did watch closely to make sure no mistake happened in the work, but he transcribed the spell just fine, and after a half hour of delicate writing, was finished. Seaton sat back with a sigh of satisfaction, flicking his hand out to ease the cramp no doubt in those muscles.

“Well. That was fine work on both our parts.” Seaton held up the necklace, the metal gleaming dully in the light. “It still offends my aesthetics but, as you said, this is only a temporary fix.”

“Precisely so. It’s not like she’ll need to call all five of us in a future emergency.”

“Bite your tongue. With Jamie, you never know what sort of trouble she’ll find.”

Unfortunately true. Much as I wished to deny that claim, she did find interesting trouble.

“It does worry me how she’s reacting to this situation.” Seaton’s expression pulled into one of worry, brows furrowing. “Her jogging alone tells me a great deal about her mental state. You know she did that on purpose to draw the witch out.”

“She didn’t even try to pretend otherwise. Quite honestly, I think she’s at her emotional limit.” I sat back, my heart heavy and sore in my chest. “She’s protective by nature, and seeing those close to her hurt like this impacts her very deeply. I think it’s half the reason she came up with this plan. To avoid anyone else being hurt. The other half being sheer frustration. I cannot blame her. I too wish an end to this.”

“I think we all do. She looks like she hasn’t slept properly in days.”

“You noticed that too, eh? It’s true, she hasn’t. If she could use things like sleeping potions, I would suggest one to her.”

Seaton grimaced, lip pulling up into a curl of disdain. “Belladonna, that numpty berk, did her no favors by nixing all healing magic as well. There’s precious little we can offer her in terms of aid. If it was possible to resurrect the dead, I’d do so just for the pleasure of killing Belladonna all over again.”

“I think there’s a very long queue in that request,” I deadpanned. Starting with myself.

From the door came an idle knock before Jamie sailed through. “How goes it, guys?”

I held up the new necklace for her to see.

She took one look and laughed outright, golden-brown eyes sparkling in true mirth. It had been a while since I had seen an expression so lighthearted on her face, and it did my own heart good.

“You did not make me dog tags.” Chortling, she almost bounced to the desk and took them out of my hand. “Oh my god, this is adorable. Wait, why does it have this hinge-like thing?”

“It’s a breakaway,” I explained. “So you can just yank off the bottom to call us.”

“Oooh, me likey. So this is my new version, huh?”

Seaton quickly corrected this. “Temporary version. You won’t need it for more than this operation. It will now call myself, Davenforth, Gibson, Evans, and Jules.”

“Wow, that’s a lot of firepower.” She looked it over more carefully, her eyes tracing the script engraved in the metal. “Granted, Ms. Trouble warrants that much.”

I rose from my chair to assist in putting it on. Jamie drew her hair aside to aid me in the endeavor.

“Thanks, Henri. So I came over to not only check on progress but also because we made a few decisions while you guys were slaving over jewelry. One, we figured it would be better to do a mock battle tomorrow to prep for the witch hunting. Most of the people I’m drafting for this aren’t accustomed to fighting in a team setting.”

Myself, for one. “I think that’s wise, dearest. Where?”

“We can use the kingsmen training grounds for this. Actually, it would be the best place to use because the grounds have all the right protections on it.”

“Good point,” Seaton acknowledged. “I’ll arrange my schedule accordingly and be there.”

“Thanks. There is one sticking point to this, though.” She took a step forward with the necklace in place, turning so she could speak to both of us. “I don’t know who to use to play the witch.”

“Ah.” I hadn’t thought of it but that was a problem. “Anyone you’ve already requested needs to be part of the team to train with, so it can’t be them.”

“Right?” She gave me a nod, expression still pensive as she contemplated the problem. “And whoever it is has to be powerful enough to take us on, and there’s not many people that I can think of that will do it. Vonderbank, maybe?”

“No, he’s not really a fighter,” I countered. “He was appointed because of his medical skills, not his combat readiness.”

“Rats. So no go on him.”

I was equally flummoxed. I couldn’t think of anyone offhand who could fill the shoes. Especially not on such short notice.

Seaton started smiling. It was not a nice expression. In fact, I’d seen a similar face on Clint right before doing something he knew he shouldn’t but would enjoy doing anyway.

Jamie eyed him sideways and leaned away from him, as if she didn’t trust him. “Uh, Sherard? Dare I ask?”

“I think I have just the person.”

“See, the way you say that while grinning makes me want to ask questions. On the other hand, I really don’t want to know.”

Seaton’s smile only grew. With his mustache, it made him look like a swarthy pirate with shenanigans in store. This did not add reassurance. Rather the opposite effect, in fact. “She’ll come in an instant and be delighted. I’ll call her and invite her in. Don’t even worry about it, Jamie, I assure you I have this covered.”

“See, you say don’t worry, and yet I have all the worry. I do not trust that smile, man.”

His mischief was in full force because Seaton had no intention of explaining. “What time tomorrow?”

Oh, he was in a fine mood, this one.

“Uh, nine or so?” Jamie eyed him warily before shrugging, apparently giving in to the inevitable. “I’ll meet you on the field with whatever hotshot you’re bringing. Alright, gotta bounce, have other things to do. Thanks for the necklace.”

She gave Seaton a hug, me a kiss, and off she went.

I, however, had not given up so easily. “Seaton, just who are you calling in?”

“Now why would I spoil the surprise and ruin the fun?”

I should have reckoned that would be the answer.
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I had absolutely no clue who Sherard would bring in, and the rat fink wouldn’t tell me. I came up with a few strategies, mostly on how to group people and flank a target, but no one here was really trained to fight in groups like this so I didn’t expect the first few forays to go well. I showed up a half hour early to the training grounds just to help prep things, although there wasn’t much prep to do. Henri and the cats were with me, of course, and Gibs had beaten us all there. With score cards. Like this was a football match or something.

Pointing to the score cards set up on the table, I remarked, “Really?”

“Training is tough, you know this. Treat it like a game and their competitive spirit kicks in.”

Man had me there.

Gibs was not in uniform this morning but in loose-fitting black pants and a dark green shirt. Something he could tumble around in and not worry about. I knew workout clothes when I saw them. A few other familiar people approached, wearing similar clothes. Well, at least we were all prepared to roll around on the ground today.

Leaning toward me, Gibs asked in a low tone, “Who is RM Seaton bringing as our opponent?”

“He won’t tell me. Says it’ll ruin the surprise.”

“Sounds like him. Well, whoever it is I’m sure will fit the bill. He’s good at picking the right people for the job.”

That he was.

Speak of the devil and there he was. Sherard strolled onto the grounds with a devil-may-care grin, a bounce in his stride, looking for all the world like he anticipated the best time ever. Kids rolling into a theme park looked like this. Seriously, who had he brought?

From somewhere behind me, I heard a female voice call out in excitement, “Sherry!”

I’m sorry, who?

I turned to see who was hailing Sherard in such a way and spotted a matronly figure of average height, swathed in brightly colored clothes. I was talking neon green shawl tucked into a purple cardigan, billowing blue pants tucked into alligator knee-high boots. Okay? This woman could walk right into a circus ring and fit in.

Sherard walked past me, all smiles. “Hi, Mom!”

Wait. Hold up. That was his mom?

Now that I was really paying attention, I could see the resemblance. She had the same thick dark hair, same skin tone, same nose—the feminine version of her son in many ways. Holy…you know, I’d always wanted to meet the legend that had raised Sherard. Today was apparently the day.

“She did not just call him Sherry,” Henri spluttered.

“She did.” Gibs grinned. “He’ll never live this down.”

From the way Sherard reacted, the nickname didn’t bother him, but it was true he’d never hear the end of it now.

He escorted her to us like she was a grand lady and this was a ballroom. I could see her taking us all in, eyes lighting up with recognition as she started putting names to faces.

“Mom,” Sherard started in on the introductions, and oh, he was so enjoying this, “this is Jamie, Davenforth, and Gibson. You know them from all the stories I’ve told you.”

“That I do.”

“Everyone, this is my mother, Chantal Seaton.”

“Just call me Chanty, everyone does.” She shook hands with us in turn, beaming. “I’m so happy to be invited today. I promise to be a very bad witch.”

Well, you had to give her points for the enthusiasm. I knew she lived in a completely different town on the opposite side of the country, so she must have used portation spells to get here this quickly. Truly, she had pulled out all the stops, and I owed her and Sherard both for it.

“We’re very glad to have you. Honestly, we didn’t know who to call for this. It’s so last minute.”

“Oh, Sherry called me yesterday and told me and I just flew right in. Such fun to be had! And I can help, too, I’m always happy to help.” She leaned in and said in a more confidential tone, “And he adores you, thinks of you like a sister, so it’s finally time we met, don’t you think?”

“I can’t agree more. After training today, how about we all have dinner together?”

“Sounds splendid! Now, what can you tell me? How does she fight?”

“Unconventionally,” Henri answered promptly.

I let him handle that conversation because he was the better one to answer. I focused on the rest of my arrivals, explaining who Chantal was and her role. Between me and Gibs, we organized people in a loose formation. I wanted to practice in a narrow environment, nothing so wide as this field, because we’d likely be in a street somewhere when crap went down. Evans and Jules erected some magical barriers to give us a close-quarters feel.

Okay, we might be ready? I couldn’t think of what else to do.

I’d split people up into two groups, in a rough formation so they could flank Chantal. They were ordered to use non-lethal spells, and the personal shields we had on people made sure no one was going to be walking away with broken bones. Bruises at most. Kinda like paintball, that was my understanding. You got hit with a mark, you were considered wounded. Two marks, you were out of combat.

For this first round, we were going easy. Spells only, just to get our teamwork down. The plan was to add in the natural elements later, after we had more of a cohesive fighting force. We had fourteen people against one, so I expected something of a victory. Maybe not a clean one because no one was used to fighting with each other like this, but still. Fourteen people against one. Kinda obvious what the outcome would be.

The urge to lift my hand and yell out ‘Hajime!’ was strong, but I managed to resist. I just said, “Go!”

Spells immediately started shooting in every direction. I couldn’t even keep up, to be honest, as streaks of light seemed to be going every which way. I didn’t even get a chance to do anything but move about five steps forward before two splotches of red hit me dead in the chest.

Yeah, so, looks like I died? RIP me.

Crap on a stick, Chantal was a force to be reckoned with.

I pulled back, disengaging and walking off to the sideline, taking stock of things as I moved. Uh. Lots of people with red splotches on them. Chantal was whirling like a dancer, spinning in motion so that her coat tails flared, a wide grin on her face. Holy crap, she was something else.

From my sideline view, I watched incredulously as this sixty-something-year-old woman felled three royal mages, six queen’s own, five kingsmen, and a partridge in a pear tree.

Since Sherard stood right next to me, I turned and demanded, “Why is your mother not a royal mage?”

“She detests formality, and palace etiquette makes her skin crawl.”

“Yeah, okay, fair. Still. With that kind of power and ability…” I trailed off, still dumbfounded.

This probably wasn’t nice of me, but I started plotting right then and there. Could I keep her? I was sure she’d make an amazing agent. She wouldn’t have to deal with palace politics and formalities all that much working as an agent, and if she were anything like Sherard, she’d likely get a kick out of it.

“You’re scheming to keep my mother, aren’t you?”

He asked that like it was a statement and not a question. Oops. Face, come on, get it together. Don’t tell all my secrets like that. No one liked a tattletale.

Chantal wasn’t even winded. She beamed at everyone and called, “Alright, children, we can do better than this. Round two!”

I would kill for her energy. Not kidding.

We wiped the slate clean and tried again. Didn’t do better than the first time. Stopped, revamped how people approached, tried again. Did somewhat better—at least Sherard and Evans managed to tag her.

It took, I kid you not, nearly six tries before someone managed to defeat her. I think Sherard only managed it because he knew more of her tricks than we did. After that, though, we did improve as a group. The turning point was Eddy, actually, who could get through her personal shield. He didn’t do anything, but it startled her so badly that she lost focus for a second and Sherard finally got the drop on her.

I didn’t like that we had lost half of our fighting force to win. Still and all, we were improving. We broke for lunch at that point, as everyone needed to refuel and recharge before afternoon training started.

Chantal was still all smiles as she stepped off the training field. We were using the palace cafeteria for lunch, as it was much easier to just eat here than to all troop off palace grounds and find a restaurant that could feed fifteen people on short notice.

I maneuvered around until I was in step with Chantal. It would be a loss to my department if I didn’t ask. “Chanty, any interest in being an agent?”

She tilted her head so she could look up at me, eyes wide as if I’d asked this question out of the blue and she hadn’t at all expected it. “Me, dear?”

“You’re formidable,” I explained, glad that she was at least flattered by this. “And finding capable women who could do the job of agent is something I’m really gunning for. I think you’d be amazing at it. Any interest?”

“Well, I’m not really a kingsman.…”

“No, I’m offering a position as queen’s own. We’re more the investigative part of the force. We don’t deal in politics as much, more the criminal activity. That said, I would love to have you on board to train people in combat.”

“Oh.” She absorbed that for a moment, lips tugging up slowly. “Well. That’s a very interesting and flattering offer, Jamie. I must say I’m intrigued by it. How about later, we’ll talk details on that. I want to mull this over for a bit. Say, after we catch this terrible witch, we should sit down and properly talk about it.”

I was absolutely a-okay with this. “Sounds perfect. In the meantime, are you interested in seeing this case through? You’re such an incredible fighter, I’d like to add your firepower to ours.”

“Oh dear, I was hoping you’d ask. After hearing how terrible this witch is, I’d rather stand with you all and help protect everyone. I’d be happy to assist.”

I wanted to hug her. And adopt her. “Thank you so much.”

“Don’t mention it. I’ll just stay with Sherry while this is going on. It’s been ages since we saw each other face-to-face anyway.” She leaned in, speaking in a whisper with her eyes glinting mischievously. “Sherry said that if I ask very nicely, I might convince RM Felix to let me have a Felix too. I quite like yours, they’re adorable.”

Ladies, gents, and gentlefolk, we had a cat lover in our midst. I liked her better every second. “I’m sure we can talk him into it. Like a payment for services rendered.”

“That’s the spirit! Let’s talk it over with him as we eat lunch.”

No moss growing on this rolling stone, no siree.

Jules turned out to be an easy sell. All she had to do was ask and he was all for it. As the mother of a royal mage, everyone knew she was trustworthy by that fact alone. He promised her a kitten before she left for home again.

We ate lunch, relaxed a good half hour, then I herded people back to the training field. While we’d eaten, everyone had put their heads together and come up with a new tactic. More of a flanking maneuver this time, with a third group (led by Eddy) acting as bait to draw Chantal’s attention.

I went with Eddy to draw her line of fire, moving fast enough that even Speedy Gonzalez Eddy was hard pressed to keep up with me. The kid was one of the few humans I knew fast enough to almost match my speed. He could have been an Olympic sprinter back on Earth. Chantal took the bait, trying her best to hit me and keep the attacks off her at the same time.

This time, the numbers went in our favor. Chantal lasted four minutes before she went down. A cheer went up even as she lay flat on her back in the grass, laughing.

Then she popped right back up and challenged, “You got me once, but I bet you can’t do it again!”

I snorted. Them there were fighting words. People immediately picked up the challenge.

Looked like we were doing round…whatever round this was. Nine? Ten? I’d honestly lost count at this point.

We went several more rounds but Chantal didn’t win again. People had figured out how to fight against her so the takedown was faster and smoother with every try. Finally I called it quits because it felt like we were ganging up on her, that’s how smoothly we began fighting together. I waved people down, told everyone to meet me at the sandwich shop down the block—always a favorite destination, I got cheers for that—and then snagged Chantal.

“You,” I told her, looping my arm in with hers, “are a jewel. Thank you so much for today. Come have some dinner with us.”

“I don’t know what we’re having, but sure?” From her smile, this didn’t bother her one whit.

Sherard took up her other arm in his, escorting her as well. “It’s food. You’ll love it.”

Food lover, huh.

She was tired but still smiling as we led the way. “But Jamie, you never did say when you wanted to start this whole operation. Is it soon?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Oh. Oh mercy, that’s quick. Well, it’s fine, I’ll join in with you and protect everyone.”

Sherard did a double take. “Mom! You’re going to fight with us?”

“Jamie asked me to. She’s trying to recruit me, too.” She beamed as if this was the best offer she’d had all century.

He blustered, “Jamie, you can’t keep my mother!”

I met him look for look. “Watch me.”
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I sighed in a mixture of pain and pleasure as Jamie applied more pressure to the ball of my foot. I was not, needless to say, used to running around most of the day. Or at all, really. Training for a full day like this had made my feet and calves very sore. Jamie had offered to give me a massage before we went to bed in order to rest better. I’d promptly taken her up on it.

Now I lay sprawled across her couch, my pants legs rolled up to my knees, while her magical fingers did their work. Truly, she could make a career out of this if she ever chose to live a slower life.

“Don’t fall asleep on me,” she warned.

Was she psychic? How did she know?

“You’re way too relaxed right now. If you fall asleep in that position, you’ll only end up with a crick in your neck.”

“Urgh, unfortunately true. How are you, dearest? Are you sore?”

“Not a bit.”

Due to her modifications, likely. Training today had been very strenuous exercise for me but was likely little more than a walk in the park for her. I envied it. At this age, I could wake up sore from just sleeping wrong.

“Are you going to be okay, though?” She frowned in concern at my legs. “There’s going to be a lot of walking in your foreseeable future. It might take a few days at least before the witch dares to strike at me.”

“I’m aware.” Also resigned. Plus a few other emotions. “I’ve taken a few precautionary measures for it. Air charm in my shoes, to start with, to give me more cushion against the pavement.”

“Good. Hard to fight on sore feet.”

“Truly.”

I let silence lapse, just basking in the moment. I couldn’t help but worry, however.

She looked up at me, with those warm, golden-brown eyes filled with so much affection. “Yes, Henri, I’m sure.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“It’s written all over your face. But I’m sure. I’d rather bring the fight to me.”

She always made that choice. It was that fighting spirit that had let her live so successfully on this world to begin with. I could not fault her for it, nor change her, as it would change the core essence of the person I loved the most. I did not wish for it.

Still… “Be careful, dearest.”

“Always.”

I couldn’t ask for anything more than that.
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In order for things to be as realistic as possible, to seem ‘normal’ and encourage the witch to attack, Jamie resumed her usual schedule. Part of that was getting up at an unholy hour to go jogging.

We had people stationed in various places, of course, all of us connected via the pads in a conference call. My observation point was at my apartment’s window, drinking coffee and watching Jamie as she jogged up the street. I would have felt better if she’d gone armed with the Ghost Gun, but it was unfortunately still in Ellie’s workshop. The tendency to jam happened almost haphazardly, and she was in a tizzy trying to figure out why. At the rate we were going, it might not play a part in this operation at all.

Jamie apparently was in a fine mood this morning. I could hear her singing.

“Making my way downtown, walking fast, faces pass and I’m homebound~”

I couldn’t let this pass and drawled, “I don’t recognize this so it can’t be a Disney song.”

“No, it’s Vanessa Carlton,” she responded airily. Like jogging didn’t wind her whatsoever.

Honestly, just watching her exhausted me. More coffee was clearly the answer.

I kept watch until she was back inside the building, then went about the rest of my morning routine in order to get ready.

We had no way of knowing just how closely the witch was monitoring Jamie. Was she checking in randomly throughout the day? Did she watch from morning until night from a distance? Something in between? We had to err on the side of caution and assume she was watching from morning until night.

Which meant Jamie had to put on something of a show.

We left for the office that morning together, along with Eddy. There, we met the ducklings, also as per usual. Jamie made a show of meeting them at the front gates of the palace and dividing up duties. From the outside, it looked as if we were all splitting up to do interviews on our own.

From there, however, we would really be changing to our designated stations in order to keep watch, ready to leap to assistance.

I caught Jamie just before she left, leaning in to murmur, “I don’t need to tell you to be careful, do I?”

She kissed me, lips lingering for a moment in a very pleasant way. “I’d like to say don’t worry, but I know you’d do it anyway. But trust me when I say, I don’t have any desire to fight alone.”

That did reassure me. I didn’t want her to play a martyr. “Good. Then I’ll meet you for lunch.”

“Yuppers.” With a wink, she turned and headed off.

That was one of my stations for today, to meet her for lunch. I would “coincidentally” meet her later on this afternoon, as well, our paths supposedly crossing unexpectedly. This had all been meticulously planned so that Jamie was within line of sight of someone throughout the day. The kingsmen we had recruited, as well as the other lesser-known agents in our queen’s own, would be acting the part of street vendors, customers, and regular citizens.

I sent up another prayer that this would work and went along my designated route.

Phil rode in my coat pocket and reached up to give my chest a pat. “Don’t worry, don’t worry.”

I turned my head down to give him a smile. “I’ll do my best. Let’s keep a sharp eye out for her.”

“Will,” he assured.

Jamie and I had debated on what to do with the Felixes. We didn’t want them in harm’s way. I’d suggested leaving them safely in the office but was vetoed—by all three Felixes. They were adamant about staying with us during all of this. Jamie hadn’t been able to convince them otherwise. In the end, we capitulated, since it might look suspicious if the Felixes weren’t in sight. After all, they went everywhere with us.

They swore faithfully to get out of range of the fight if one went down. In the end, we took them along with us. I also had faith that they would be able to detect what I might overlook, though. A glamour spell could change appearance but not scent. If the witch tried to camouflage herself in order to sneak up on us, the Felixes would be able to detect her quickly.

I did in fact have some work to do this morning. It was worked into the schedule. Jamie’s path would take her near Ellie’s guild and lab space, so I stopped in there to strengthen the wards before continuing on my way. I was in and out within an hour, keeping my pad on me and open to the conference call the entire time. I heard the chatter as Jamie talked with people, a soothing sort of background noise, but nothing seemed to be happening.

With that job done, I changed directions and headed for the spot where I would have lunch with Jamie. A tad early, but I walked toward it instead of hailing a cab. Something of a precaution on my part since I could be called to her at any moment.

Perhaps two blocks away from my destination, I spied a duo that should absolutely not be together. I could see the outcome of the pairing already and it would either lead to a prison sentence or the destruction of civilization as we knew it.

Jameson and Seaton’s mother were walking together, arm in arm, grinning like coconspirators.

I lifted the pad closer to my face and hissed into it, “Seaton!”

“What?”

“Why are your mother and Jameson together?”

“What?!” Intonation was a powerful thing. His first response was only curious, his second crammed alarm into every syllable.

Jamie inserted herself into the conversation smoothly. “Oh, Chanty asked last night if she and Eddy could pair up for the operation. I said it was fine. She doesn’t really know the city all that well, right? So Eddy can be her guide.”

This was only further proof that the love of my life had lost her sanity and judgment under the strain of the situation. Otherwise, how could she think that this was a good idea? All I could see was the fraught potential of trouble at every turn.

By that point, they’d caught up with me, and Chantal greeted me in a cheerful way. She wore a more demure black day suit this time, the only color in her purple shirt and hat. Not wearing heels, though, but sensible shoes. She’d dressed in such a way that she could readily engage in combat. Good.

“Why hello, Henri. On your way to lunch?”

“I am, yes.” I managed a strained smile in return. Somehow. “Might I ask why you wished to keep Jameson with you?”

“Oh, I just adore him.” She turned to grin up at him (The almost-adult was a good six inches taller than she. Seaton clearly got his height from his father, as it was not from his mother). “I’m keeping him.”

Jameson grinned back, pleased by this statement.

Seaton, however, was not. “Mother, I don’t want him as a little brother!”

“Who says I need your permission?” she shot back, still smiling. “He’s mine now.”

We were doomed. Doomed, I tell you.

Jameson looked absurdly pleased by this adoption but then again, I could understand why. His own biological family didn’t seem to know what to do with him or how to react to him most of the time. It’s why he now lived in the same building as Jamie and myself. Jamie he had accepted as a teacher and big sister. Still, there was a void in him, a need for a mother’s care and attention. Apparently, Chantal was intent on filling that void.

On behalf of Jameson, I was happy for him. On behalf of the world, I was alarmed.

Jamie, of course, took this all with equanimity. “So if Chanty is Eddy’s adopted mother, does that mean you’re my adopted mother too?”

Chantal seemed lost for a moment, although not upset.

Jameson explained quickly, “Because Jamie is my big sister.”

“Ohhh!” she said with understanding, the light dawning over her face. “Well, I know Sherry thinks of her as a sister, too. I suppose this all makes sense.”

I beg your pardon. No, it did not.

“In that case, Jamie, then yes. I’m now your mother. Did you brush your teeth this morning?”

Jamie snickered as if this was a fine joke she enjoyed very much. “I did, Mommy, promise.”

“Good girl.”

I didn’t know what contagious thing they’d spread amongst themselves. Perhaps it was in the water? But I didn’t like that all three of them were clearly enjoying this moment very much. Even if they were just joking. Seaton was still making groaning sounds like a dismayed ghost.

In any case, I did not intend on lingering and being sucked even further into their pace. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Chantal was still quite pleased with herself as she passed me. “We’ll continue on, then. Eddy, where should we get lunch?”

“There’s an amazing café further along this street—”

I let them go, just shaking my head as I did so. There were some things that I had no desire to get into the middle of. My sanity insisted upon it.

Nothing else unusual happened as I walked the five blocks to the restaurant. More a street stall, truly, but it had amazing noodle dishes. The air felt brisk against my face, brisk enough I began to wish I’d worn gloves, as my digits complained of the cold. Jamie was already there upon my arrival, but only just. We settled in the booth and ordered our preferred favorites.

With us sitting side by side, the Felixes taking up space on the opposite bench, I was able to take her hand in mine. I studied her face, looking for any signs of fatigue or strain. “How are you, my dear?”

“Antsy,” she admitted. “And kinda twitchy. I feel like there are eyes on me—not you guys—but no action. I don’t know how undercover agents do this. I’m about to come out of my skin.”

“Understandable.”

“I wish we had a better way of drawing her out or finding her. All we really know about her is that she’s cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs—”

The Earthian saying made absolutely no sense to me but I let that pass without comment.

“—and magically powerful. Which isn’t helpful.”

“No, it is not.” Hence we were in this absurd situation to begin with.

“I see a light at the end of the tunnel,” she muttered while spinning her fork in the noodles. “I just hope it isn’t an oncoming train.”

“I second that.”

There wasn’t much left we could say, so we finished lunch and then split again. Jamie went back onto her route, I took care of another errand that would keep me close by but also out of the way, each of us moving while feeling like we were on pins and needles.

Not a comfortable way to pass the time, to say the least.

Minutes felt like hours as they ticked by. I kept one ear trained on the pad at all times, my other senses on everything around me. There was no guarantee that the witch would target Jamie, after all; she could see one of us alone and choose to go after someone else instead. Much as she had done in the past. Still, the odds were stacked in favor of her targeting Jamie, especially after her behavior a few days previously. I had to trust that she would lock in on Jamie and ignore the rest of us.

From the other end of the pad came a muted thud. It sounded heavy, much like a sack of grain being dropped against pavement. Mingled with the sound was a muffled grunt of pain.

“Who’s hurt?” Jamie asked with alarm.

I shared this feeling. Had the witch ambushed someone? Who? Where?

“Not under attack,” Jameson responded after a long, eternal moment. He sounded somewhat pained.

“I thought I heard something drop?” What in the world was happening on his end?

“I dropped my shirt.”

I beg pardon? First of all, shirts didn’t make that sound. Secondly, why would he be stripping in the middle of a city street? None of that made sense.

Jamie’s nonsense meter must have also risen, as she challenged, “Your shirt fell and made that noise?”

“I was kinda in it at the time.”

More than a few people snickered. I rolled my eyes heavenward, praying for patience.

“It’s hard to argue with that assessment,” Gibson muttered. “But Eddy, seriously, are you alright?”

“My pride’s bruised but other than that, I’m okay.”

Chantal chimed in, “A taxi unexpectedly reversed and in the process of avoiding it, he tripped over the curb. He’s fine, though, just bruises. I’ve got him well in hand.”

For the boy who could climb walls, trees, and evade trained guards to be so simply hurt, it was rather humorous. Then again, none of us could be graceful all the time. Not even the Felixes, who had superior reflexes over most living creatures.

After my heart tried to climb into my throat, this moment was anticlimactic, but I preferred it over someone being truly hurt. We all shrugged and let it go, continuing on with the plan.

Afternoon dragged into evening. The closer night approached, the more frayed my nerves became. The witch liked to attack in the failing light of day, after all. At this time especially, Jamie made sure to be ‘alone’ as she walked. She chatted with someone while buying dinner from a street vendor, then walked casually back to her apartment. I was stationed at the apartment steps, ostensibly fixing the front light for our landlady, in truth stationed there to keep an eye on her.

Jamie did not move with her usual speed, but at a leisurely stroll. She had the paper bag of food in one hand, Clint and Tasha in her front coat pockets, acting for all the world like there was nothing unusual or remarkable about today. She was a fine actress indeed.

When she reached our front step safely, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Safe. She was safe again inside the ward.

She only gave me a smile before stepping inside. I followed, closing the door behind us, assured now that we would have no unwanted listening ears.

Lifting the pad to her face, Jamie spoke calmly. “Well, today was a bust, but hopefully we’ll catch our fish tomorrow. Good work, everyone. Relax, chill, I’ll see you bright and early in the morning.”

A chorus of good nights came back to her before everyone ended the call.

Raising the bag in illustration she said, “Smoked barbeque sandwiches with chips and dip, movie, cuddles?”

“That,” I said with heartfelt words, “is the best offer I’ve heard all day.”

“I figured you’d be game. Let’s go up. I, for one, am done with today.”

My aching feet could only agree.
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Look, I wasn’t saying this was the optimum idea for an earworm or anything, but I had a soundtrack running through my head as I walked the sidewalks. If this was a movie, I had the OST. Right now, it was Blondie’s One Way or Another. I may have hummed the lyrics to myself—trying to be quiet, after all the pad was on a conference call where literally anyone could hear me—but the words in my head were a bit loud.

One way or another, I’m gonna find ya~

I’m gonna get ya, get ya, get ya, get ya

One way or another I’m gonna win ya

I’m gonna get ya, get ya, get ya, get ya

One way or another, I’m gonna see ya

I’m gonna get ya, get ya, get ya, get ya

One day, maybe real soon, I’m gonna meet ya

I’m gonna meet ya, I’ll meet ya~

Was it a stalker song? Oh, totally. Was it appropriate? Eh, mostly. I wasn’t stalking her, I was being stalked, but the sentiment was true. I was doing everything in my power to lure Miss McCrazy out.

My nerves jangled as I walked. I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of this woman since she’d ambushed me. The anticipation of her doing it again nearly sent me out of my own skin at moments. I desperately wanted this to work, if for no other reason than to not be constantly looking over my shoulder.

The street had a lively atmosphere, and the day was stunningly beautiful day, barely a cloud in the sky. The inhabitants of the city were taking advantage of it, people out running errands or shopping. I passed at least three stores holding sales of some sort—ooh, that dress was pretty, I needed to come back for that. Ahem. Squirrel.

I was focused, I promise, it was just a bit hard to keep my guard up after doing so for three and a half days. I think we were all wearing a bit thin. It took a lot of money and manpower to make this operation happen. Honestly, I gave it at most seven days. If the witch didn’t strike in that window, then we’d have to disband and come up with a Plan B. I didn’t have a Plan B, so…yeah. There was that.

I had the pad’s volume set real low (a tweak Henri had made for me this morning), something the average human would have strained to hear. Of course, myself and any weres would have no issue with it, superior hearing for the win. Which meant I heard quite clearly when Eddy and Chantal joined the chat.

Sherard sounded put upon and on his last nerve as he said, “I really wish you wouldn’t participate in this but if you must—”

“Oh, we must,” his mother assured him brightly.

“Then Jameson, take this scroll. You can use it to summon me if things go wrong.”

Chantal chimed in, “What happens if we try to smoke it?”

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. I adored Chantal. May I keep her? Please?

“Here’s a second scroll.”

Wow, Sherard hadn’t even missed a beat. He really did know his mother well.

I assumed that meant people were more or less in place—Sherard would be three streets down in about thirty minutes, supposedly to meet me for lunch—which was nice to know. It meant we were still operating fine despite people getting footsore.

Now if this blight to humanity would just show up, we could call it a day. Oooh, maybe after we called it a day, I could soak in a hot bubble bath and eat ice cream. I saw absolutely no flaw with this plan.

I turned a corner and came to an abrupt stop. Oh. Well that wasn’t good. Up ahead there had been something of a traffic accident. The first responders and road cleanup crew on site were working steadily, but things were still something of a mess. Two cars—one of them a delivery truck—were tangled up with each other. I ask you, at what angle had they hit each other that one of the wheels had been sheered right off? Like, seriously.

The accident not only blocked the street but the sidewalks as well. There was no easy way to scoot past that. I looked around, saw a wide alley that seemed to connect to the next street over, and headed for it.

“Guys, changing direction and heading into an alley,” I reported quietly. Just loudly enough for the mic on the pad to pick up. “Traffic accident blocked my route. I should be back on a main street in five minutes, back on route in about fifteen or less.”

“Understood,” Henri replied calmly. “Evans, move to meet her on the other side of the alley, just in case.”

That was probably smart. I had no idea if the accident was just coincidence or not, and being caught in an alley seemed like a terrible choice. It was a total kill box, after all. I’d be quick getting through here.

They alley was one of those shop-access alleys. You know, the ones meant solely for deliveries and garbage hauling. Barely wide enough to fit a delivery truck but not filthy or decrepit.

Tasha was with Eddy to help safeguard him, but I had Clint riding on my shoulder like a parrot. Most of the time he rode easy but right now he kept fidgeting, shifting his weight in an annoying way.

“Will you settle?” I asked in exasperation. Why was I carrying him, anyway? He had four paws. All four worked quite well.

“Something smells funny,” he reported, still twitching around like a cat would pre-pounce. “Bad sniffy.”

I went from being irritated to alert in a second flat. Now I was paying attention to our surroundings with all senses fully strained to the max. If Clint smelled something off, then something was off, I didn’t doubt that for a second.

Clint quivered, even more tense now, looking upwards. “Smells like witch—”

Witch? Wait, our witch?

Between one heartbeat and the next, the alley went from empty to occupied. In a split second, I recognized the mad witch I’d been hunting, the one who thought she was hunting me. Round two, begin!

Even as elation filled me—finally, she was here!—I swore too, ducking and rolling. She’d come in hot, wand raised and a spell poised. Wasn’t in the mood to trade niceties, this one.

Clint leapt free and booked it for the mouth of the alley. He’d been designated to do that, to immediately run for the nearest person if I was ambushed. They were three blocks away and I knew he’d get someone quickly. That cat was lightning fast when he put his mind to it.

Right now, though, I had to bring help in because I didn’t stand much of a chance against her by my lonesome. I was immune to attack spells. Assuming she wasn’t flinging natural elements at me, like more rocks.

My right hand pulled out my gun, my left went to the dog tag around my neck. I gave the bottom half a sharp yank, activating the spell. Toward the pad in my pocket, I yelled, “Guys, to my location, now! She’s here!”

Then I raised my firearm and fired.

She spun, faster than a ballerina, wards or something spinning around her. She either dodged or deflected the bullet, no harm touching her.

I moved, not presenting her with a sitting target, dodging for the other side of the alley where a fire escape almost touched the ground. Not the best cover, but the only one present for me to take advantage of. Really wished I’d either gotten that Ghost Gun or my sung wood club before this point. Bullets were useless on her.

In an almost collective summoning, all of my self-appointed protectors portaled in. Henri first—he’d likely been closest—then Sherard, Gibs, Evans, and Jules. They only took a second to orient themselves, figure out where the enemy was, and then start blasting.

Did someone order violence? Because your delivery is here!

The witch screamed—sounded mostly frustrated to me—and shot off a barrage of spells. I couldn’t begin to tally all of them or even understand what I was seeing, but some of it tore up the pavement in front of us, like a bulldozer had taken up whole chunks. The guys were either firing back or throwing up defensive shields, just like we had trained to do.

Henri turned his head just enough to address me. “I’ve got a shield up in front of us. Try to stay behind me or Seaton if you can.”

“Got it. Can I fire through the shield?” Some shields I couldn’t; bullets would ricochet off, which would be problematic. To say the least.

“Yes.”

“Awesomesauce.” I stayed behind him, one step away from his side so I wasn’t firing right next to his ear, and started laying down fire. Really, really wish the Ghost Gun had gotten back to working order. I had only regular bullets to work with so I used ’em.

For all the good that did.

You’d think, with three royal mages, two kingsmen, and my lovely self, someone would be able to hit her. Nope. Miss Crazypants was like an Olympic dodger or something. She twisted, spun, rolled, and evaded everything that her shields didn’t handle. I watched her maneuver like an acrobat in frustration, trying to hit her, but even with my enhanced reflexes, I didn’t even graze her.

I’d run out of ammo before I’d get a hit in.

People were firing spells at her as fast as they could. I saw lighting being chucked—in both directions; she was using it too—fireballs, more bulldozer movements from her, the ground under our feet now choppy and messing with our footing. Gibs spread out from us a little, trying to flank, only to be forced back when she threw some kind of wind-cutter spell that carved a chunk out of the building’s brick. Had that been a windwhisperer’s spell? I recognized the scent of it. Man, she really was throwing out spells at random.

People were taking advantage of all the brick and cement she’d broken up, scooping it up with spells and launching it at her. They weren’t quite natural elements, but close enough they could theoretically do damage. Only they weren’t. She’d apparently modified her shields after our last run-in, as things were bouncing right off her.

Jinkies. This was a hot mess express.

My concern was on the civilians, as I could hear people screaming behind me. The spells were ricocheting and apparently doing damage. Which…wasn’t good.

Pounding feet caught my attention. I dared a glance over my shoulder, realized the rest of the agents were on scene. Wow, they’d made good time.

Surely with this amount of firepower, someone could manage to get a hit in. Surely.

I yelled to Marshall, “Get a protective shield up on either end of the alley!”

He waved a hand of acknowledgement.

Good, maybe that would help mitigate the damage some.

People arranged themselves in a sloppy version of the formation we’d practiced. We couldn’t do it right here, the alley was just too narrow, and I saw no way of forcing her out of it. She’d likely chosen this location on purpose, waited this entire time for me to get into close quarters so people couldn’t flank her. Crazy she might be, but she was street smart too.

The ozone of magic became this thick haze in the air as spells fired off one after the next. I kept down a cover fire, still trying to find a weakness I could exploit, or waiting for a moment when she slipped up. I could feel the trickle of sweat gather at the small of my back, generated from the heat of all the spells flying on around me. A lot of fireballs and fire-based spells were being used right now. They were the best offensive spells, after all.

Really glad we were in a paved alley with stone buildings. Otherwise we’d have a different sort of trouble on our hands.

The witch screamed something but honestly, over the sound of people firing off spells and the report of my own gun echoing in the alley, I couldn’t make out what she said. Sounded like a lot of profanities, though, so no real loss.

Gibs stepped back for a moment, shoulder brushing mine, sweat dewing his temple, ash-blond hair sticking to his skin. He looked fed up. Ready to drive a stake through her heart kind of fed up. I totally, totally agreed and if I’d had a wooden stake handy, I would have tried it.

“She’s got a portable ward up around her,” Gibs explained in a loud voice. He had to speak that loudly just to hear himself. “Nobody can seem to get through it.”

“Fun,” I snarled sarcastically. She was right there, we almost had her, and yet she might as well be on the moon for all that we could touch her. “Got any ideas?”

“I was hoping you had some.”

“Bro, if I had an idea, I’d have tried it already.”

His lip lifted in a disgusted snarl. “It was a futile hope. You think Eddy can get through her ward?”

I started shaking my head before he could trot the full sentence out. “I don’t know. I would have said yes before, but she’s clearly modified her shields. With the way she’s been watching us, she might have figured Eddy out too.”

He nodded, not happy, because that was another hope dashed. I felt him on this. I wanted a good option too, some tactic to spring to mind. But we had some of the best fighters in the country on this right now and not one could figure out how to get to her.

She was indeed Belladonna’s student. The world had battled that woman and never got through her wards. Not until she’d gotten careless in front of me had someone been able to take her out. I didn’t think her student would be willing to drop her wards and chat. She was aiming to kill me to boost her reputation, after all.

What I did worry about was that she would get unnerved enough, scared enough, to make a run for it. To not try and fight her way through us. She could portal out of here and I’d have no chance of chasing after her.

I’d swear, but I couldn’t think of a word adequate enough to describe just how frustrated and anxious this situation made me feel.

I heard a scream of pain from one of my agents fighting her on the opposite side of the alleyway, and I instinctively flinched. Oh no. Oh no, who had gotten hurt?

She cackled—actually cackled—in deranged delight.

My blood boiled as I watched her. That was likely a friend she’d just injured. Hadn’t she already hurt enough of my people?

You know what, screw this, I was going to charge at her and use brute force to ram through that ward of hers. I’d probably be fine.

From somewhere up above, I heard a yell.

“Aah-eeh-ah-eeh-aaaaaah-eeh-ah-eeh-aaaaah!”

Tarzan? That you?

Wait, crap on a stick, that was Eddy!

Before my incredulous eyes, Eddy swooped down from the rooftop, flying off it in a trajectory that I wouldn’t have thought possible with manpower alone. For a split second, he looked like an anime poster for some kind of sports show. His hair was straight up, shirt ruffling up around his chest, showing a stretch of abdomen. Right in front of his face, he held a club with both hands, much like a Kendo swordsman would while facing an opponent. My jaw dropped as I watched him, heart in my throat, not sure whether to be surprised or terrified as my adopted younger brother dropped down right on top of the witch.

I half winced, drawing back, expecting the ward to throw him right off like a bug on a windshield—but it didn’t. He passed through it like it was thin air and hit her smack on the back of the head, I could hear the meaty thunk from here.

The witch dropped like a corpse.

Dead silence reigned for a second. All fighting stopped cold and I lowered my gun slowly to my side, looking at Eddy in sheer disbelief. Did my eyes deceive me? Had my adopted little brother just gotten the drop on one of the more powerful witches in this world? While yelling like Tarzan?

Uhh…

Wow. Just wow. I couldn’t believe he’d just managed what everyone else had failed to do. This kid never failed to surprise me. I was so mad at him for taking the risk and so proud of him in the same breath. I’d hug the stuffing out of him for this.

I shook off the disbelief and moved forward. Sherard and Jules did the same, moving with me, going to secure her before she woke up. (I personally hoped she was dead just because I didn’t want to deal with any more insanity from her, but she was breathing, so that hope was pretty quickly dashed.)

My first concern was everyone else, now that she was subdued. “Eddy? You okay?”

He was breathing hard but he had an exhilarated grin stretching from ear to ear. “I’m great! I got her!”

“I saw that.” I grinned back and once within range, hauled him in for a tight hug. He’d scared five years off my life but I couldn’t be prouder, either. “Eddy, you did great, but how…?”

Eddy pointed to the rooftop. I craned my neck around to see Chantal peering over the edge. She gave us a wave, grinning like a maniac.

“She threw me off and gave me a cushioning spell,” he explained happily.

She…threw Eddy off. A building. Should I be mad about this or…you know what, I was going with happy. To be perfectly fair, I’d been known to leap off of buildings myself, so I couldn’t throw rocks at this particular glass house. All’s well that ends well, right?

I hugged him again, relieved their crazy plan had worked, then let go. “You’re both insane but I love you for it. We’d have incurred a lot more casualties if not for you guys.”

“So I get pizza later?”

I snorted a laugh, unable to help myself. This kid, seriously. “Sure, Eddy. I’ll make you some pizza.”
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The fight in the alley was neither clean nor contained, sadly. With all the spells zinging about in every direction, bouncing off wards and shields and such, the ricochet out into the street was severe in places. Buildings had sustained fire and slashing damage, some civilians were hurt in the crossfire, and so forth. Marshall had mitigated the worst of it, I think, but a lot of damage had happened before he’d arrived. I dove into cleanup without question.

I wasn’t much of one for healing spells, so we called Vonderbank in for that. Instead, I dealt with the fire outbreaks before they could spread, applying repair spells to the worst of the damage. There would no doubt be a scathing article in the newspaper about us holding such a fight in a populated area of the city, but we hadn’t chosen the location. I’d have preferred a wide-open field out in the boonies, myself.

Seaton, Chantal, and Jamie were the ones who hauled the unconscious witch into a high-security jail. I trusted them to sit on her. Jamie muttered about wishing she was dead but I, for one, had questions I wanted to ask. The first question was whether Belladonna had any other students. I did not want a repeat of this fiasco.

The scent of smoke and scorched metal was heavy in the air as I moved carefully along the sidewalk. People were crying in pain, there was a great deal of yelling as people either called out instructions or demanded help.

“Excuse me, RM Davenforth!”

I turned at the hail, not recognizing the voice whatsoever. But with all the publicity I received in the papers, it was common nowadays for people to recognize me.

A mother with her arms full of a child barreled my direction, a determined look on her face. The child was half-Fae, unless I missed my guess, possibly around ten years old. The mother was human, or at least she looked to be, and upper middle class by her manner of dress.

I could see in an instant why she was coming toward me. Her son was crying, hiccupping sobs, the right side of his body visibly hurt. Something scorching hot had hit him, as he had a severe burn along his face and upper arm, and unless I missed my guess, that shoulder was dislocated.

Oh dear. I was not, as I said before, much of a healer. I had the basic medical spells in my repertoire, and I’d packed along several potions on my person the past few days just in case. I was not about to tell this mother I couldn’t heal her child. Heads would roll. Likely mine.

Having a nephew of my own, I sympathized with her need to heal him, as I would feel the same in her shoes. I urged her to come in closer and set him on a crate nearby. “Here. Put him here.”

She promptly did so, kneeling and keeping him leaning up against her own chest. The boy watched me, tears streaming down his cheeks, too in pain to really think or talk.

I fetched out a potion first, offered that to him with a wink. “Tastes like apples and cinnamon. It should help with the pain.”

His mother helped him take the glass vial to his lips and down it. He did steady a little after that, the potion working quickly.

I cast a diagnostic spell first, to see what was wrong with him. Ah, as expected, the arm was dislocated. Fixing it would not be pleasant but it needed to be done. With the potion in his system, it shouldn’t hurt unduly, but I wasn’t about to just leap in without a word of warning.

“What’s your name, child?”

“Henry.”

“Oh! What a coincidence, that’s my name.” I gave him my best smile. “Well, fellow Henry, seems you got on the wrong end of a bad witch’s spell.”

The potion was definitely having an effect. His tears were drying up slowly, and he was no longer white with pain. “I did?”

“That’s who we were fighting in that alley. Rest assured, she’s safely captured now, so let’s get you patched up. I’m sorry to say your arm is dislocated, but I have a spell for that. Then I’ll give you a salve for that burn. You’ll need to go to the hospital after this so they can properly fix you up, but I can at least sort you out some so you’re not in pain on the way there. How’s that sound?”

“Will it hurt?”

“With my pain-relieving potion in your system, it shouldn’t hurt much. Just be brave for a few seconds and the worst will be over, I promise.”

His mother gave me a go-ahead nod, so I did so. The spell was quick and efficient, pulling the arm back into position. Henry winced but didn’t scream, and indeed he looked relieved once it was done. Then again, the joint had been jammed into the socket, so having his pinched nerves free again likely did feel better.

I dug out another bottle, this time the salve, and applied it liberally to his burned skin. It healed quickly, his youth and elasticity working in his favor. By this time tomorrow, you’d barely be able to tell he had been injured at all.

I handed his mother the rest of the bottle with the instructions, “Apply it whenever his skin feels itchy. By tomorrow, he’ll be barely pink, and the day after, he should be hale and hearty again. Please do take him to hospital, though; healing is not my expertise. He’ll need a good checkup.”

She gave me a nod, not nearly as upset as before, even managing a smile. “Thank you, sir.”

“My pleasure, and sorry you were hurt, Henry.”

Henry dragged his mouth up in a smile. “Thanks for your help, Mr. Henri.”

“You’re very welcome.”

With another thank you, the woman scooped him up and they went off, hopefully to the hospital as I’d instructed. I looked about me, assessing the situation. What to do next? This area was as repaired as I could make it, although the loss of products wasn’t something that I could replace. Nor bear responsibility for.

I saw Vonderbank moving, heading from one patient to another. He spared me a wave from across the street and I waved back, glad he was on scene. Any other patients, I’d send to him. He’d made good time over here.

Gibson hailed me from nearby. I twisted and headed quickly in his direction. What was the issue? Oh. Hm, oh dear, that was problematic.

A street vendor’s cart had been hurled against another vehicle, smashing into multiple pieces at the impact, and now completely blocked the road. No police or firemen could get through, which wasn’t at all helpful in this situation. Manpower could clear it, but that would take time, and time was of the essence just then.

I readied my wand even as I loped closer. I could clear everything to the side, but honestly, it would take the same amount of power and time to repair the cart. That way the owner didn’t lose his livelihood and it could be easily moved to a better location. The cart seemed to have been hit by some type of fire spell, perhaps fireball, as it was scorched heavily. A restoration spell might be the best choice.

Slowing to a walk, I cast the spell. “Bring what is lost back to being. Restore from the ashes and form once more.”

The cart’s pieces glowed white as they lifted in the air, doing a slow dance, whirling and slotting together. The wooden pieces shed their blackened, sooty layers and reformed back into their original shape, then clicked together like a puzzle. It took a few minutes for it all to happen, then the cart sat whole once more on four wheels, perhaps looking even better than it had an hour previously.

Gibson let out a huff. “Thanks, that makes it easier to move. I just received word the queen is coming down personally to see what happened. She’s bringing people with her to help sort this mess.”

“Well, that’s good news. This is a bit much for us all to handle.”

“Truly. Let me help the owner push that cart out of the way somewhere.”

I might have helped as well if not for the sight of a white car with the queen’s crest on the hood coming our direction. It was a very unique vehicle and I knew immediately that our queen had arrived.

Other cars were in front of and behind her like a caravan. They parked wherever they could—the street was crowded with debris and vehicles, truly madness—and then I saw agents pouring out of the vehicles, going to whatever area they saw first. I let them go about their own business, heading for the car. Felix was with the queen, as protocol demanded one of the royal mages be on guard for her, and I’m sure he told her what happened. I was equally sure Queen Regina would want my account too and I might as well be the one to report to her.

I reached the car just as she stepped out of it, offering her a bow. “Your Majesty.”

“Henri! Great magic, but this is truly awful.” She was in a dark blue day suit with a pin stripe, which likely meant she’d been in a meeting of some sort when this had happened. She looked about, eyes narrowing, mouth pulling into a frown. “I only heard that there was a battle of magic here. Against who?”

“Belladonna’s student,” I answered with equal distaste. A sense of victory, too, however. We had caught her and ended her reign of terror after all. “Operation Stalk Jamie worked. We lured her out into the open.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that, at least. And you were successful in capturing her?”

“We were. She’s in custody now. Seaton and Jamie are standing guard over her.”

Regina put a hand over her heart, clearly relieved. “At least there’s that. Walk with me, tell me how the fight went. What’s the damage to my citizens?”

I fell into step with her, escorting her along with two other kingsmen agents. Felix handed guard duty off to me, silently gesturing he would go help with cleanup and I nodded, encouraging him to go on. “Fortunately, no deaths have been reported. We’ve had perhaps two dozen injured, mostly with burns and blunt trauma, but Vonderbank is already on scene and helping with that.”

“Good of him to portal in. Property damage?”

“As you can see, the buildings got the worst of it. Still, I anticipate with the right spells, we can get the street back up and repaired within a week’s time. The fight was intense and furious in the alleyway. I’m actually quite glad in a sense that it happened there and not in the open street. At least some of the ricochet spells were contained to some degree.”

“Which alley?”

She clearly wanted a blow-by-blow account. I obliged, taking her into the alley in question, describing all that had happened. My queen looked both pleased and irritated and it didn’t take a genius to understand why both emotions battled across her face.

“And it was Eddy Jameson who did the final blow?”

“It was.” I still couldn’t believe he’d willingly thrown himself off a three-story building, but then again, I couldn’t fathom most of the decisions that child made.

A sharklike grin stretched across her face. “I knew I liked him for a reason. He has guts. Well, I wish my citizens hadn’t been impacted by this witch, but I’m glad she’s finally been caught and is in custody. Has she awoken yet?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“I want to be there when she’s interrogated. I have questions for her.” Queen Regina gave a nod and turned, heading back out of the alley. “I’m sure you do as well, Henri.”

“You’re very right on that point, Your Majesty. May I escort you back?”

She waved this offer off. “I’m not leaving yet. I want to go about and talk to people, assure them that the damages here will be compensated. It was, after all, something of our fault. I won’t make them pay for it. Go back to what you were doing.”

I was glad to hear that, and I was sure that whoever she spoke to would be doubly grateful and relieved. Since she had no need of me, I shrugged in assent. “I’ll do that. Call if you need me.”

“I always do, Henri.”
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By the time the witch woke back up, Henri was done with cleanup and back at the ranch. Regina was at the holding cells too, chomping at the bit for answers. (I think she coaxed Sherard into hitting the witch with a revival spell of some sort, but neither would confess to that.)

Henri surprised me, though, by insisting on Sherard sitting in the interrogation room with me. He said that if she did try something, Sherard was better equipped to handle it just then. I thought of all the magic he’d used that day, realized he was probably low on power, and didn’t argue. Henri and Regina could watch on the other side of the mirror, , along with the cats.

The prideful, powerful witch I’d battled for almost two weeks didn’t look so hot now. She sat at the table across from me, iron chains on her to suppress her magic. Dyed auburn hair laying in strings around her face gave her a bedraggled look. She kinda smelled, not going to lie. It reminded me sharply of Belladonna. She had the same kind of madness in her eyes, poor hygiene, and mismatched clothes, like she had literally pulled on anything that came to hand. Just looking at her threatened flashbacks.

Under the table, Sherard grabbed my hand and held firmly. I appreciated it so much, that touch helping ground me.

I took a breath and kept my voice level through effort. “Let’s start with your name.”

“Danica,” she spat.

Wow, look at her basically vibrating in her chair. Like she wanted a piece of me. Screw you too.

Sherard took the next question. “What was the point of all this? Fame?”

Her head whipped to him, like a caged animal eyeing another predator. She really did not like having Sherard in the room.

“You say that like it’s a dirty word, something I shouldn’t want. But I! I was her apprentice! I should have been recognized after she died! Not this hypocritical imbecile!”

What in the Final Destination was she saying? Lady, you think I killed Belladonna for fame? After being chained to a wall for five months? I was so speechless for a second I forgot what else I was going to ask her. If my sympathy could be found in the dictionary, it could only be found between screw you and syphilis.

I had to check my mental notes to continue the interrogation. Hadn’t King said Danica’s accent was strange, like a mix of places? My translation spell wasn’t picking up on that at all. Guess it didn’t matter. “Why Martin? Why kill him?”

“To get your attention.” She scoffed like I should have figured this out by now. “Obviously. He wasn’t worth anything else. It worked, too. You were in a tizzy to figure out what happened.”

You narcistic little walnut, how was killing him supposed to accomplish anything? I’m not saying he was an innocent man, but he was definitely unrelated to all of this. Talking with her made my head throb. Logic, where art thou?

Sherard sounded strained as he asked, “And how did you get through the prison wards?”

She shrugged, giving him a pitying glance. “Please. The wards are designed to keep people in, not out. And corpses are portaled out all the time to the mainland for burial. It only took three days of watching the place to figure that out. Your prison isn’t really all that secure.”

Ouch. Right in the feels. Sherard looked murderous but didn’t say another word.

She was on a roll now, gleeful even. “I watched you turn and turn, like a flopping fish in a barrel, not sure what was happening. But you were too slow, too stupid to realize who I was. I tried snatching those animals of yours but they evaded me. They seemed to realize what I was.”

Thank you, Jules, for giving the cats the ability to scent magic. I was never more thankful for that ability than right now.

“Your pet students were easy prey, though. They were felled quickly. I expected more of the woman, since she was trained by you, but she went down in seconds. Without even landing a single blow on me. Truly pathetic.”

Oooh, if Penny heard this, she’d come right out of that hospital bed swinging. I was mad on her behalf. “You did not attack her just because she was a woman and my former student.”

“Of course I did!” Danica lifted her nose in the air like this was something to be proud of. “Not that it was anything of a challenge. I waited a full day to see what you would do, but you didn’t cut her or the elf off like the useless baggage they are. You instead focused on helping them. What were you thinking?”

So her human participation reward has now been revoked. Then again, she was Belladonna’s student, so it stood to reason she didn’t know anything about sympathy or basic human decency.

I clenched my free hand into a fist, hard enough for the nails to bite into skin, trying to keep my temper. It was so tempting to deck her right in that overactive jaw of hers. “And Henri’s father?”

“I had to draw you out of hiding somehow. You seemed fond of that old man for some reason.” Danica shrugged like this was no big. “Why do you constantly go about with groups of people? Isn’t that tiring?”

Didn’t surprise me she was anti-people. Belladonna had been the same.

“So your end goal was to lure me out, alone, so you could get to me.” I left my intonation open ended, encouraging her to keep going. I wanted out of this interview sooner rather than later.

Danica was back to being cocky. “It worked, too. You were so desperate to catch me that you spread out with everyone around the city. You were finally alone so I could get to you one-on-one.”

Is that what she thought I was doing? Well, I wasn’t about to correct her.

Her eyes cut to Sherard and narrowed in a hot glare. “He was too quick to put another portal spell around your neck. People came running to your defense far too quickly. It should have been me and you, alone, to battle this out. Why won’t you fight me one-on-one? Too scared?”

This wasn’t some kind of samurai duel, lady. “Do you think I killed Belladonna for the fame and glory?”

“Of course! That’s what everyone wanted to do. She lived in terror of that. She even threw me out because of it, said I’d kill her too once I was fully trained. You have no idea how much I struggled to live after I left her. No one would train me,” she snarled.

I felt a sudden pang of pity. Of course any master worth their salt would take one look at her and realize she was mentally unstable. That teaching her magic was a terrible decision because she wouldn’t use it wisely. If someone had taken pity on her, taken her in and gotten her the help she needed, how different things could have been. It was hard to gauge her age, but my guess was early twenties. It was a shame she’d already destroyed her life when she was so young.

I was looking at a murderer with no morals, true, but I was also looking at a broken child.

“Danica.” My smile was sad, pitying. “I didn’t kill your master for the fame.”

She looked at me like I’d taken leave of my senses. “Of course you did.”

“No. I didn’t. I’d come in from another world entirely, remember?”

Her face froze, the scorn there stuck in place. “But you were there for months before she died.”

“Yeah, in a cave, with no connection to the outside. I had no idea she was famous. I killed her to escape. That’s all. I knew I had to kill her if I had any chance of escaping.”

Danica stared at me for a long moment, like my words just couldn’t compute in her head. “But…but you are famous.”

“That was a side effect of my actions, not the main motivation.”

She stared another moment more, nonplussed, before shrugging. Logic, what’s that? “Killing you still would have boosted me to fame. It doesn’t matter why you did it.”

That much was true. I couldn’t argue her point. I just had two more questions for her, mostly for my own peace of mind. “You have any partners or anything?”

Danica recoiled like I’d accused her of some heinous crime. “What? No! Relying on people is stupid.”

Uh, lady? The reason why you’re sitting here with cuffs on is because I had allies to help take you down. You forget that already?

No, don’t argue with the crazy. They’d just take you down to their level and then beat you with experience. I mentally shook this off.

“Did Belladonna have any other students?”

“No. She was too paranoid. She didn’t even want to take me, to be honest, but I wouldn’t leave her alone. And she liked sending me into town for supplies because no one knew my face.”

Ah. Made sense. Also explained the state of her cave by the time I arrived because she’d really been living off the land. And done a poor job doing it.

Sherard sounded tense as he asked, “Where is your workroom?”

Looking away, Danica seemed reluctant to answer. After three long seconds, her shoulders slumped in resignation and she answered, “In the forest above Vandenberg, right on the coast.”

Wait, in the neighboring country of Vozenilek? Yikes. Well this had just become a political hotbed of migraines. Also a kingsmen problem, thankfully, not something I had to deal with. Queen’s own caught the criminals. Kingsmen took care of political shenanigans. It would also probably be a Sherard problem judging by the grim look on his face. I felt bad for him already. Her work room was likely to be just as booby-trapped and problematic as Belladonna’s cave had been, and that had taken him a straight year to clear out.

“So walk me through this. Timeline doesn’t make sense to me. Why not react right after I killed Belladonna?”

She was still staring elsewhere like she couldn’t be bothered to look at me. “Belladonna didn’t let me go, you know. She tried to kill me. I escaped from her. It took a while to heal, and then longer still to build up a base. A place of my own.”

Ahhh. That made sense. I’m sure Belladonna hadn’t pulled any punches. She might have just barely escaped with her life. “And after you had your own place…?”

“I tried to make my fame like she had done. So no one would look down on me. But it didn’t seem to matter what I did, people still treated me like a petty criminal. Like someone who should be locked up.”

Uh. Yeah? Duh? That was the whole point of the criminal code. I didn’t say that though. Her anger was building, and she was ramping up to rant mode. Any second now.

“I tried so hard to build my reputation but all I saw in the newspapers was you. You doing things. You taking credit for things. It made me angry! I knew the only way to achieve the fame I wanted was to kill you. So I made my plans. My first plan failed. I couldn’t seem to catch you alone, so I thought to lure you out. And it worked.” She bared her teeth at me. “I realize now you were only pretending to walk alone, to bait me out.”

“Yeah, funny about those tables and how they can be turned.” I bared my teeth back at her in a not-smile.

She snorted, still mad and trying to dismiss me. “I suppose now I’ll just be another headline for you.”

She would be, at that. Well, I had my answers. Frankly, sitting there talking to her left a bad taste in my mouth.

I looked to Sherard, seeing if he had any further questions for her, but he gave a minimalist shrug. Nothing else, huh? Okay. I was done too.

Letting go of his hand, I stood.

Danica tensed up, objecting, “Where are you going? I’m not done talking!”

“I’m sure you’re not. But I am.” I didn’t say another word, just turned and walked out of the room. Sherard stayed, but only because he would escort her to a very secure holding cell after this.

I reconvened with Henri and Regina in the connected room. Clint was in my arms in a flat second, purring and burrowing against my neck. I needed a good purr just then so I held him close and stroked his purple fur.

Henri’s expression was a cross between anger and concern. He came in closer too, putting a hand at the small of my back, the gesture one of affection and support. He was always a good support, my Henri.

“Alright, dearest?” he murmured.

“I am now with her in cuffs.” I’d climb into a hot bath with ice cream later to destress, but for now, I was okay.

“I cannot believe her,” Regina fumed. “She did all this for fame? Petty fame?”

“I’m with you on this. I knew she was doing it for the kicks, she told me as much, but…ugh. Still irritates me. So much pain all because what she wanted took priority.”

Regina, if she had an ounce of magic in her, would have cast fireball in that moment. “I’ll make sure her magic is blocked before the day is out. I wish I could overrule the courts and sentence her myself, but unfortunately she must stand trial.”

The courts would probably find her criminally insane or something and lock her up in a padded cell for the rest of her life.

I heard Danica screaming profanities from the hallway as she was dragged away. Her cell wasn’t soundproofed, so I felt bad for whoever was on duty today and tonight. In that mood she’d scream for hours. I’ll send in snacks for them later.

“Well. I can’t say all’s well that ends well, but at least it’s ended.” Regina gathered up Khan in her arms and gave us a last smile. “Good work, everyone. Go and rest.”

She didn’t have to tell me twice. I followed her out of the room, Henri, Phil, and Tasha trailing along behind me. I got as far as the main hallway leading to the outside courtyard when Sherard caught up with us. Seeing him reminded me of one more question I didn’t have a ready answer for.

“Uh, guys? There’s something that bothers me about the fight that just went down.”

Both Henri and Sherard turned, giving me their attention.

“About Eddy’s dive-bomb strike. How did he get through Danica’s ward? I mean, he obviously intended to hit her and do damage, so shouldn’t the ward have repelled him?”

They looked at each other, a speaking look that only spoke of frustration and cluelessness, then both sighed. A deep sigh, one from the soul.

“No clue?” I hazarded.

“Honestly?” Sherard poked his tongue into his cheek and inhaled a long breath. “I’m done. I don’t want to think about it anymore. Trying to figure that boy out has broken my brain and about a dozen magical laws.”

Henri grunted in agreement, expression just as sour. “He exists to misalign magical knowledge as we know it. I refuse to beat my head against this wall any further.”

Oh boy. Yeah, okay, considering how many times they’d had to come back to Eddy’s talent to figure it out, I could see why they were stick-a-fork-in-me-done with the whole issue.

I threw them a bone. “Eddy is Eddy, thereby he can get through wards. That is the answer.”

“I’ll take it.” Henri offered me an arm, like a man escorting a lady into a ball. “Dinner?”

“You. I like you. Dessert too.”

“Christopher’s?”

Oooooh steak. I could do steak. They served a delicious chocolate cake too. Sweets were the best thing when tired. “Sold. Let’s do it. Sherard?”

“I’m definitely coming too.”

After the past two weeks, we definitely deserved a relaxing evening and a nice reward.
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The party was in full swing at my parents’ house. My father had come out of the hospital earlier this week and, while he wasn’t completely healed, he was healed enough to sit in a chair, eat delicious food, and chat with people. It did my heart good to see it. There was a time I feared I’d never see him like this again.

Jamie had come in early this morning for party prep, making several Earthian dishes that were favorites with this crowd. I managed to snag a strawberry cake slice and two slices of pizza before they completely disappeared from the buffet, but it was a near thing.

My sister left the chair near my father. Seeing an opportunity, I promptly took the vacated spot. I hadn’t had much of a chance to visit with him since he’d woken six days ago.

He smiled up at me as I approached. “Well, I wasn’t sure I’d get a proper word in with you, what with all that happened this past week. How are you, son?”

“We have been a tad busy,” I admitted ruefully. Ah, the bliss of sitting with one’s feet up and delicious food in hand. Nothing could compare. At least, not after this month’s events. “I’m well, Father. How are you?”

“Eh, stiff, sore, healing. Glad to be healing. That colleague of yours, RM Vonderbank, he’s a miracle worker. Also a nice chap. We sat and played cards the other day and chatted. I invited him out to our summer house once the weather turns fair.”

It did not surprise me in the least he’d made friends with Vonderbank. My father and Jamie were alike in this regard: Everyone was a potential friend.

“I’m glad to hear it. I like Vonderbank. He’s not only highly competent, but a good man.”

“Couldn’t agree more.” Father shifted a little, changing the position of a pillow to better support his head, before relaxing back into it. “Hm, that’s better. But update me, Henri, I’m sadly out of the loop right now. Jamie said something about the queen’s own officially opening next week? I thought you were already opened?”

“Circumstances forced us into working,” I corrected him. “Our grand, official opening is next week. There’s still a few positions left to fill, but we’ve mostly settled on our personnel now, so we can take on cases as we’re supposed to.”

“Ahhh. That’s what she meant.” His face creased up in a frown. “You’ve been working all of these cases while shorthanded? No wonder you’re both so strung out and tired.”

I felt those words in my bones. “Truly.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that you’re now properly staffed. And the witch you caught?”

“Is on trial. I feared she’d be able to plead insanity and be shuffled off to a mental hospital the rest of her days, but it turns out she’s not insane. She’s been evaluated by Vonderbank himself and he said she’s perfectly aware of what she was doing and the moral consequences of it. She’s just too selfish and egotistical to care about the fallout.”

He shook his head, expression mixed with anger and resignation. “Too many people are like that.”

“Agreed.” Her selfishness had caused a great deal of pain and damage, and for what, in the end? Five minutes of fame and glory? This time next year, no one would even remember her name. The thought brought me a petty sort of pleasure. “Her case is anticipated to wrap up by week’s end, as it’s rather cut and dried, and I’ll be highly surprised if she’s not executed.”

His head reared back in surprise. “Really! It’s not often people are executed.”

“No one’s willing to keep her alive, that’s my take on it. Plus, she’s very powerful, almost on the level of Belladonna. She’s proven that she can get through prison wards. It’s too much of a risk. Queen Regina is leaning on the courts for an execution and I don’t think they’re inclined to argue with her.”

“Ahh. Well, I’m not inclined to argue, either. Not after what she did to all of us.”

Considering he was one of the worst victims of Danica, I felt like he had the right to say what happened to her. My father’s witness statement had been recorded and read aloud in the court because he physically couldn’t make it there. But I’d been there when it had been read and the jury had not been happy about it. Danica’s potential sentence had noticeably worsened after that statement had concluded.

Father took a glance about the room, and upon seeing no one was really nearby in that moment, leaned in and lowered his voice. “Jamie? How is she? This couldn’t have been easy for her.”

“No, indeed it wasn’t. She’s had a few bad nights, but after Danica was captured her nightmares once again receded. She told me she slept well last night.” I believed her, as she looked quite chipper today. “I think with half the stress off her shoulders, she’s much more relaxed.”

“Good. I worried for her. Sometimes, she takes too much on.”

I snorted in agreement there. The amount of work Jamie volunteered herself for was insane no matter how you looked at it. I could never convince her to drop something, either. My lover was the epitome of an overachiever.

“I think what also helped was her talk with her family yesterday,” I tacked on. “She exchanged diary and books, as usual, then talked for an hour and a half before we had to stop. It always puts her in better spirits.”

“Understandably. Speaking of parents…I just met Seaton’s mother.”

I had a feeling I knew what he was angling at. Everyone who met Miss Chantal had this expression of, Oh, so that’s where he gets it from. “Quite the character, isn’t she?”

He chuckled a little. “She swooped by, introduced herself, told me my son was absolutely lovely, gave me a bag of candy, and bounced away again before I could even get a proper sentence out.”

“Sounds like her. You’ll probably see her more often.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, Jamie’s recruited her.”

My father gave me the most flabbergasted stare. “But she’s surely near my age.”

“That didn’t stop either of them. In truth, she’s formidable in magic. Her son quite takes after her in more ways than one. She was our opponent while training, and we didn’t win the first five rounds of sparring.”

He let out a low whistle, impressed.

“Yes, quite. After seeing that, Jamie was bent on recruiting her. From my understanding, Miss Chantal will now be in charge of training. In more ways than one. Not just combat but scenario training. She and Jamie have put their heads together, creating various crime scene scenarios, chase scenes, et cetera. Those training modules take a great deal of energy and magic to create, so it’s quite the perfect job for Miss Chantal.”

“You say this but there’s a little frown of worry on your face.”

I wrinkled my nose. He had me there. “There’s been a worrisome amount of cackling whenever they’re planning.”

“Ah.” Father pondered that for a second before offering, “Good luck?”

“I’ll need it.” Every ounce of it. I did not trust those two together. “Also worrisome is that Miss Chantal just adores Jameson and has adopted him as a son.”

“Oh. Oh my, will Kingston survive?”

“If we’re lucky.”

“And RM Seaton? How is he taking this?”

“With resignation. Sprinkled with alcohol.”

Father laughed, amused by this. Which was fine for him, he didn’t have to be around those two and their mischief on a regular basis. My one true fear was that they’d pull the Felixes into their machinations. There would be no hope for the world then.

I heard a sparkling laugh, one I knew well. It brought my head up and around and I looked, seeing Jamie near the window, Tasha in one arm with her tail flicking happily, a glass of something in the other. She spoke animatedly with Ellie, which could only mean they were discussing another invention. Those two were ever creating something. In that moment, she was alight with happiness, her smile bright and without shadows, and it did my heart good to see her like this. Jamie was best suited to smiles.

Right now, in that moment, all was well in my world. If Fate had any sense of decency, it would leave us be for a time and let us rest before throwing the next case in our direction.

For now, all I wanted to do was take joy.
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Everyone sing it with me! TV~ TV~ TV~ TV~

Granted, I now have to figure out how to explain and sell people on broadcasting stations, but that was tomorrow me’s problem.

Sherard came to me with serious questions about the book on his Kindle. What book, you may ask? Cat in the Hat. I had to sit down with a grown man and explain Dr. Seuss. Thanks for that, Dad, I know that was you.

Chantal has now become the crazy aunt/adoptive mother to Eddy, and I honestly don’t know who’s corrupting who. As long as they’re having a good time? And don’t burn the city down.

Inventions in the works:

Helicopter (I know this seems backward to have a helicopter before a plane, but Ellie saw a drawing of one and got Really Excited so…yeah.)

Copier (Guys I would kill to not have so much manpower wasted on rewriting everything)

Synthetic rubber

Microwave (this one is so close to being done, I can almost taste it. Pun intended.)

Progress on cell phone! This might not be a pipe dream much longer!

Next time I call home, I’m going to have a word with my sister. She only sent me the first season of Alchemy of Souls and that was Very Mean Of Her. How dare she send me something that cliffhangs.

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, werewolves, werebeavers, wereelephants, werebear, werelizard, weredragon(?)


Thanks for reading All in a Name! Poor Henri still hasn’t been able to propose, but maybe he’ll be able to next time! Hopefully. Probably? Find out in A Matter of Secrets and Spies!

I’ve also started a new penname, Allie Brahms! I’ll be writing urban fantasy/paranormal, so if that’s your jam make sure to check it out. My debut book is Tie Me Knot

Looking for a mystery steampunk featuring a kickass female in a reverse Tomb Raider/Indiana Jones novel? Where she deals in putting the troublesome magical artifacts back where they came from? Try Rise of the Catalyst HERE.

In the mood for a complete series? Have you read any of The Human Familiar series? It hits all the spots: unique magic, end-of-the-world baddies, and banter galore. Out of all my series, this is the most similar to Case Files! Check out The Human Familiar HERE.

Who do you call when there’s a curse? A sorcerer? A mage? A witch? What if all of those people have failed to remove it?

Well, call for an artifactor, of course.

Check out The Child Prince HERE

And if you love signed copies and goodies, check out my Patreon!
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