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I had a plan. It was, even in my humble opinion, a good plan.

Jamie and I were overdue for a vacation, so it hadn’t taken much of anything to convince her to go away for a week. Knowing what a water lover she is, I chose a resort on a beach, off the southwest coast of Vozenilek. The idea of sun, water, and no responsibilities had gotten a “yes!” out of her almost before I could get the offer out.

I’d suggested a vacation for a very important reason: I wanted to propose, and I wanted to do it with style. Also without the possibility of interruptions, which was something of a trick. A vacation out of the country was just the thing.

The ring I’d chosen was something I thought very much in Jamie’s style. I’d noted that she didn’t prefer heavy sort of jewelry. I’d noted that. Barely wore much jewelry at all, in fact, and when she did it was simple and elegant. The band was white gold, wrought with filigree in an elegant shape, with an emerald in the center, and I knew it would suit her very much.

Four days into vacation, I would propose. I calculated it would take four days for her to completely unwind, and I wanted her in the best frame of mind possible when I did drop to a knee.

And if anything came along to interrupt us, I would react with extreme prejudice.
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Did I ever tell all of you how much I love Henri? Let me say it again anyway. I absolutely adore this man.

He was taking me to the BEACH. My inner five-year-old could not be more thrilled. Henri didn’t even particularly like the beach (he had nothing against it, just not his favorite place to go) and still, when we had a chance to take our first vacation together, where did he make reservations? A beach resort.

You bet I kissed that man when he told me.

For this vacation, we were heading for the neighboring country of Vozenilek. Travel took several hours, as we had to take a train from Kingston to Jordane, then board a ferry to cross over to Sussams. It wasn’t a hop, skip, and jump of a trip, but I didn’t mind. I sat on the upper deck of the ferry, on a lounge chair, enjoying the sea breeze that washed over me, the salty scent of the water, hearing birds calling to one another as they flew about. Utterly peaceful. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been given such freedom to sit. That was a vacation in and of itself. As a bonus, we were out of country. No matter what kind disaster might befall, we couldn’t be drawn into it. We’d even left our pads at home to ensure it. That was really the main benefit. Plus, I liked seeing other countries, and indulging in some touristy things sounded great to me.

I was in full vacation mode—a fruity drink in my hand, hair curled, and for once, wearing a dress. A light summer dress to combat the heat, the pattern a soft wash of blues, greens, and teals that made me happy just looking at it. I snuggled up against Henri’s side, head pillowed on his shoulder, and while I had a Kindle in hand, I honestly hadn’t read more than three paragraphs. I didn’t think Henri was paying much attention to his book either.

It was a rare moment for me, as I was also currently catless. The cats were all with Henri’s parents, no doubt being spoiled rotten—rather like dropping off your children at Grandma’s for the weekend. You’d get them back hyped up on sugar and bouncing off the walls.

Still, that was a later me problem. Today me wallowed in the utter lack of anything approaching responsibility.

I nuzzled against Henri’s shoulder a bit more. “I really like you.”

He chuckled. “It’s because I’m taking you to the beach, isn’t it?”

“And you’re cute. I really like that you’re cute.”

I was teasing, but not, and the pleased grin he wore said he knew it. I wasn’t the only one happy to get away for a week.

With us gone, Gibs was in charge. I’d given him firm marching orders: Unless expecting an invasion, they were not to recall me. Gibs just laughed and assured me that even if a world war broke out, he wouldn’t bother me. Man was my brother from another mother for a reason.

“We’ll arrive midafternoon,” Henri observed. “After we check in, do you want to lounge on the beach for a while before getting dinner?”

“Yes.” I didn’t even have to think about that.

Speaking of food, unlike modern travel on Earth, ship fare in my new world was awesomesauce. I’m talking full-on plates of deliciousness. We’d eaten in the dining room for lunch and I might be in a food coma right now. Replace ‘might’ with ‘definitely.’

With the rocking of the ship, and the sun shining upon me, I let myself be lulled into a light doze. At least, my eyes closed without my express permission and I didn’t even realize it until Henri tapped me on the shoulder.

“Dearest? Wake up, we’re almost there.”

I hadn’t thought myself tired, but I must have been to nap like that. I woke up and stretched my arms over my head, getting the blood flowing again. “How long did I sleep?”

“About an hour. You needed the rest.”

“Apparently.”

Henri’s warning was good timing, as we pulled in to dock five minutes later. Most of our luggage was on the baggage rack, so all I had to grab was my purse.

The dock was hectic, with people disembarking and porters getting baggage off. Some kids were waiting nearby, offering porter services, and I caught the eye of a young orc and waved him in closer. “We’re going to Seapoint Resort. Three bags.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said immediately. “Last name?”

“Davenforth.”

He was all business. “Yes, ma’am. Uh, let me get the bags.”

I stayed planted and watched as he went to the baggage area and waited for our luggage to be pulled. Cute kid, and he probably made a mint during the summer months doing this job. People tipped well when on vacation as they were in a generous mood. Or, well, most of the time anyway.

Our porter was quick, and he had everything loaded in his cart in a few minutes. My brain was focused on nothing more complicated than water and sun. I’m a simple creature.

No taxi service would take us since our resort was less than a mile away, past a long row of shops. In all honesty, the strip was likely put along the docks because the beach, all the hotels, and our resort were a stone’s throw from it. Henri and I weren’t in a rush, so we didn’t mind walking the short distance. The weather was gorgeous, perfect for a stroll. I matched my pace with Henri’s so I didn’t fall into speedwalking by default. The cobbled street was perfectly kept up, with decorative lampposts made of wrought iron, well-tended flower boxes around the base of the lamps, and wooden benches here and there for people to sit and rest for a moment. I saw no less than three street vendors offering everything from shaved ice to some sort of delicious smelling pastries. If I hadn’t just had lunch, I would have been very tempted.

Henri seemed to know precisely where we were going. I chose not to ask questions when I could see for myself shortly. I chatted a bit with our porter and discovered he was heading into trade school next year to learn plumbing, and he was earning tuition money now. I liked hardworking youths, so when we arrived at our hotel, I would make sure to tip him well.

From our vantage along the strip, the coast here was glorious. All clear skies, white sand, and the ocean stretching out as far as the eye could see. The architecture looked old, rather like a Victorian style but a bit more blocky. I could see how it was well-known as a resort town. Bet it was really expensive to live in, too.

Henri pointed ahead of us. “There’s the resort.”

When I heard ‘resort’ I thought of more like a multilevel building that sprawled out in every direction. This building didn’t fit that description. It reminded me a lot of those old, grand Victorian mansions built in the last century on Earth that had multiple wings and at least one massive ballroom. Interestingly, it sat on its own island, separated from the mainland, with a swinging pedestrian bridge connecting to it. The structure was large enough that it took over most of the isle, but there was a good stretch of beach wrapping around the parts I could see.

“It’s charming,” I approved. “And…rather detached from the land?”

“Always been like that, ma’am,” the porter informed me. “Long as anyone can remember. There’s two ways in: one is the swinging bridge just up ahead—easiest way to cross if you’re on foot—and then a boat that takes in the supplies and such.”

I still didn’t know if that was a proper island, but it was surrounded by water on all sides, so I guess it qualified? The island sat up a little taller than the mainland, so it meant something of an incline, but I was alright with that. All around the resort were trees, promising shade and a windbreak, almost framing the mansion. All rather tropical in nature, with flowers in most of the trees. Barely any grass to be seen except a thin strip which butted up against the sand. Truly, a pretty place. I could see why someone had built a house there despite some of the logistical inconveniences that would occur.

In any case, I was only here for a week, so best to enjoy it while I could.

I beamed at Henri. “You have good taste. That place looks amazing.”

“I came here once as a child,” Henri admitted. “I remember the desserts being delectable.”

I prophesy now that I will have to roll Henri out of here when it comes time to leave. You can put that in the Book of Jamie, Chapter One.

In any case, my vacation starts…NOW.
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I was absolutely in a mansion converted into a hotel. The foyer alone proved it. The ceiling arched overhead with a glamorous chandelier that dripped crystals, and there was a deep maroon carpet with an elaborate antique gold pattern weaved in that no chain hotel would spring for.

Look, when my man said he was going to take me on vacation, he was not chintzy about it. I must get him to take me on vacation more often.

I walked through the foyer, arm linked with Henri’s, taking it all in. This was definitely upper class; I could tell from the clientele. Lots of well-dressed people here. All the staff wore maroon-colored uniforms, too, obviously tailored.

The main desk looked like something out of a noir movie. It was a massive dark wood thing that took up a whole corner and had a large painting of a seascape behind it. Two men manned the desk, both in uniform, with a third employee hovering in the background. One of them had his back to us and was talking to his taller, lurking coworker.

“You’re green!” the clerk was complaining. His pixie-like features wrinkled up in aggravation even as he craned his neck to look up at the other. “Why are you green?”

True, the color of the uniform did the employee no favors. I imagine that without the dark red fabric, he would look more grey-green in skin tone, but right now? Man was a walking Christmas elf.

“I’m half-orc,” the employee defended himself, pouting.

“A dork?”

“Half-orc, full dork,” the desk manager stated without even looking up from the book in front of him. “He’s not supposed to be in that, anyway, he’s kitchen help. That’s why I told you to put him in the alternate uniform—” He glanced up, spied our approach, and like a switch turned on a full customer service smile. “Hello, how may I help you?”

I felt for those who worked customer service, I did. Developing split personality disorders must take its toll. I resolved to give everyone very nice tips while I was here.

“I have a reservation under Davenforth.” Henri stepped forward, putting a hand on the desk.

“Ah, yes, one moment.”

I looked at the orc employee, who still looked distraught, and assured him, “The uniform looks very sharp on you.”

He brightened right up. “Does it?”

“Makes you look very tall and muscular.” I wasn’t lying. It did. He looked like he filled that uniform to bursting.

The clerk glanced up at me, his expression saying he knew precisely what I was doing. He said over his shoulder, “He’s kitchen staff and should be wearing the black uniform.”

Ahh. I decided to lend them a helping hand. “Oh, black would be so much better with your skin tone.”

“You think?” Orc guy looked his hands over and then nodded. “Yeah. Okay, I’ll go change. Thanks, nice lady.”

“You’re welcome.”

He lumbered off. I sensed he was not the brightest. Seemed like a good kid, though.

The clerk, who had dazzling red hair that could rival Ellie’s, returned to his seat. He gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you for that. Trying to convince him to wear the black uniform has been an uphill battle. I don’t know why he likes the red version so much.”

Henri accepted the room keys offered to him and explained as an aside, “The way orc’s eyes work, they’re attracted to bright colors. It’s why they’re generally seen in bright, metallic-type clothing.”

Leave it to Henri to know that. Was there anything he didn’t know? I mean, seriously.

The clerk blinked. “Huh. That’s good to know, sir. I’ll offer him our hotelier’s pin. It’s bright and shiny, maybe that will make him keep the black uniform on.”

“An excellent idea,” Henri said.

Was this something like baiting a raccoon…? Well, whatever worked, I guess.

“You have adjoining rooms, as you requested, with the connecting door currently locked. I’ll let you and the lady choose which room you prefer, but they’re practically identical. Dinner is served between six and eight p.m., breakfast between seven and nine a.m. People generally go into town for lunch, but you can request something from us as well. Any questions?”

“Not at all.” The dining room was within sight of the foyer, and I could smell the delectable scents wafting from that direction. I would have no problem eating here.

The porter handed our bags over to the bellboy, we paid the porter, and as the bellboy led the way upstairs, I leaned into Henri’s side so I could tease him without everyone overhearing.

“Connecting rooms?” I waggled my eyebrows. “Oo-la-la.”

He flushed a little, but I could tell from his grin he was up to something. “I’m sure we’ll have…reasons…to keep that door open.”

Look at him being all bold and sassy. “If you don’t find a reason, I’ll make a few up.”

Our bellboy, oblivious to the flirting going on behind him, stopped at a door halfway down the second floor’s hallway. “Here you are.”

I managed to pull Serious Face on long enough to grab a key, open the door, and step inside.

Wow, what a room!

Fairy-tale princesses would be jealous of this room. It was huge, for one thing, with high ceilings covered in a dark wood coffering. The bed was massive, a four poster with lace curtains, and it looked amazingly inviting. Two glass doors led out onto a balcony, streaming in light, and I could clearly see the ocean from the door.

Oh, I was going to love staying in this room.

Henri handled the logistics of sending the bellboy on his way. I, of course, had priorities. Namely, unlocking that connecting door. The second Henri was in his room, I opened it and waltzed through.

He smiled at me, but his attention was on getting his suitcase settled. “There’s a variety of shops we passed on the way in that looked quite delightful. Perhaps freshen up, then go try a few local desserts?”

“Sounds lovely. Right this second, though…” I caught him by the waist and pulled him against me. He came willingly, a happy light in his eyes. I kissed him because he was cute, and he’d made me really happy by bringing me to the beach.

He kissed back before murmuring in wicked amusement, “You’re going to take full advantage of that door, aren’t you?”

“My darling, I am going to abuse that door.”

He leaned back in for another kiss, murmuring above my mouth, “Please do.”
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I did something I have never done in my life.

I frolicked.

For hours I danced around on the beach, lounged in the sand, swam in the water—which was the perfect temperature—and generally acted like a five-year-old. It was glorious.

Even Henri got into the swing of things. I thought he’d just read while sitting under one of the umbrellas, but he borrowed a toy set from the hotel and very seriously started building something with sand. Like, using a shovel and bucket and everything to get the shape he wanted. Him sitting there in board shorts and an open shirt was quite the view. Ever since partnering up with me, he’d naturally gotten more exercise. He’d trimmed up a little, put on some muscle, and I could see the result of that now. Henri would never be a gym rat or washboard abs type of man, and honestly, that was fine by me. I found him attractive precisely as he was. Especially now, with the wind playing through his black curls and seeing him so utterly relaxed. I loved watching him like this. I don’t think I’d ever seen him this comfortable and happy.

We were on day two of our vacation and I was kind of sad about that because time was ticking away steadily. I strove to ignore the time and bask in the moment. Easy to do when water and beach were right at hand. I resolved to take more vacations, though. If not for my sake, then for Henri’s. We both deserved more rest.

Let’s face it, our lives were madness. My parting line to my department was “Don’t have fun, just normal lives, please?” And that should summarize my daily madness in a nutshell.

Thirst eventually drove me out of the water and I came to sit next to Henry, sipping a quite excellent fruity drink that might get me buzzed. The sun felt glorious on my wet skin. I basked in the feeling even as I focused on Henri’s build in progress.

Honestly, I’d no idea what he’d chosen to build, and now that I was looking at it, I still didn’t really have much of a clue. It was a simple two-story structure—maybe a house? The front had something of a yard to it, and then the back stretched out farther with more yard, something that may have been a pool, and a separate building that was much smaller. All around it was a fence that he was working on now, patiently compacting the sand to sit upright.

“What are you building?” curiosity compelled me to ask.

“My ideal future home.” He paused to give me that smile I loved, the one that looked pleased and perhaps a bit bashful.

I looked it over with more interest. Oh really, now? “So your ideal home is a two-story house, with a yard, a pool, and…is that a workshop for you or a shed?”

“Workshop for me.”

“I kinda figured. The pool’s for me.” This was a foregone conclusion, as I was absolutely a water baby.

“The Felixes, too.”

Unlike Earthian cats, the Felixes loved being in the water. If I ever went swimming, they were right there with me. Which honestly made it more fun.

“I have no issue with any of this. I think it looks great.”

Henri lifted his head to beam at me. “You like it?”

“I do. I think it’s going to be hard to find a workspace in the backyard like you’re wanting, though.”

“Hmm, yes, I think we’ll need to find a house with the right size of property to it, and then I can build something to my specifications.”

“Makes more sense, yeah.”

“A better kitchen for us both, too.” A wistful look crossed Henri’s face. “Something we can both move in, so we can cook together.”

“Now you’re speaking my language.”

I listened to him talk, describing not just the house, but the life he wanted for us. This man really did love me to my core and wanted a life with me. I’d known that for a while, but hearing it played out like this made me melt all over again. I’d be a puddle of goo if he kept it up.

There had been many a night when I’d cried myself to sleep after being pulled here from Earth. I’d railed against the unfairness of it all. Being cut off from my family was only part of the reason I’d felt so lost. I’d come to grips with all of that over the years, and having regular contact with my family had helped a great deal. Moments like this, though, made me wonder if life was somehow meant to pan out this way. I’d never have met Henri if not for being pulled here. And as traumatic as my experience with Belladonna had been, I couldn’t unwish meeting and falling in love with Henri.

I had no idea when we’d be able to house hunt with our crazy schedules, but the more he talked, the more I vowed to myself that we’d find the time. We’d been taking things at our own pace, and I wasn’t upset about that at all. Life had been crazy, and we’d barely had any time with each other since I’d started the Queen’s Own. I couldn’t wait for all of our plans to materialize, though. Maybe this vacation was a good opportunity for me to bump us up to the next level.

I must scheme more to make it happen. Cue #relationshipgoals.

We had the hotel bring us down a light lunch, so we picnicked on the beach. I walked around the area, picking up shells, and even took a short nap under the umbrella. Having nothing on schedule was blissful.

By late afternoon, our snack had worn off and we made our way back into the hotel. I took a quick shower to rinse all the sand off me, threw my hair up into a loose bun, then climbed into dry clothes. I had a feeling I’d sleep soundly tonight with all the playing I’d done today.

I rendezvoused with Henri in the dining room. After swimming and playing on the beach all afternoon, my stomach felt like a pit of despair. Coming to the table and finding not only a drink but an appetizer of shrimp waiting on me was like bonus XP. I do believe I heard a heavenly choir break out in song.

I’m not saying I fell upon the shrimp like a ravenous beast, but I will say it was likely a credible comparison. And the shrimp sauce was sooo good, there were no words to explain just how perfect it was.

“I knew you’d be half starved,” Henri said with a knowing look. “I almost ordered for you, but there’s a few favorites of yours on the menu, and I wasn’t sure which you’d choose. I thought an appetizer would be best.”

Swallowing the shrimp in my mouth, I informed him, “It’s really very sexy how well you know me.”

“Thank you, dearest, I do try. Menu?”

I took the offered book and flicked through it. I’d seen for myself what some of the options were last night, and I’d ordered their seafood pasta then, but tonight I saw a different item I wanted to try. They offered a baked fish with lemon sauce that sang a siren song to my stomach. Mostly because we were right on the coast, so anything seafood was no doubt caught fresh. Fresh fish could not be beaten.

A waitress came by and took our order, and I made sure to impress upon her that I would need the dessert menu later. Henri nodded in agreement, but I didn’t expect an argument from him. To that man, dessert was sacred.

I popped the last bit of shrimp into my mouth and glanced around. Based on its grand size, the resort’s dining room had likely been built as a ballroom, then converted to dining. It held at least twenty strategically placed round tables, each table easily able to accommodate eight people. Henri and I were near the window, the sea breeze gently wafting through. Not hard enough to blow out the candles on our table, but enough to make the flame dance about.

It didn’t take too long for our yummies to arrive and be consumed with gusto. The dining hall was steadily filling with hungry guests when Henri said, “I did note that we have two different groups visiting the resort.”

“What, the high society ladies and their…whatever gathering? Yes, they’re very obvious.”

“Not just them.” A laugh played around the corners of Henri’s lips. “Another group arrived this very afternoon. Ghost hunters.”

I paused with my fork halfway to my mouth, nearly spluttering. “You’re kidding me.”

“I am not. I overheard the group as they were checking in. They’re quite excited. Apparently this mansion is reputed to be haunted.”

“Get out.” I could not have been more delighted. I love ghost stories. Now, were these guys more like Ghost Hunters or Ghostbusters? Either way, I’d love to sit and swap stories with them.

It took a second for the obvious to hit me, then I chortled like the basket case I was. “Wait. Wait, who scheduled for a high society group and a bunch of ghost hunters to be here at the same time?”

Henri’s laugh finally escaped, a low, mellow sound. His dark eyes sparkled. “I do not know, but it amuses me endlessly. I bet the scheduler got a good chuckle as they were doing it.”

“I’m certainly laughing about it. I’m not sure if that’s ingenious or just evil.”

“A bit of both, I imagine.” Henri peered at me over the rim of his glass. Like he could read my mind or something. “You have every intention of befriending the ghost hunters and going along on one of their hunts, don’t you?”

“Wow, you really do read minds.” Surely that hadn’t been written all over my face.

“That wasn’t much of a stretch, dearest.”

I wanted to refute that, but let’s face it, we all know I’m predictable.

“Judging from their excitement upon arrival, I have no doubt that if you offered to go along with them, they’d welcome you with open arms.” Henri cut into his steak, still giving me an amused look. “They seemed the type to be so enthusiastic that they’d welcome along anyone nearby. I say that not only because they were a lively sort, but they also hauled a great deal of equipment in with them.”

“Ah, yes, that type. Well, it doesn’t hurt to ask.”

“That it does not.”

“Uh, what are we doing the rest of the evening? I have a feeling you have this all planned out.” Henri was very much a planner, after all.

“I am going to enjoy my dessert out on the terrace while indulging in a book I bought for this trip.”

That expression was suspicious. He looked entirely too pleased with himself. “Uh-huh. And…?”

“You are welcome to join me after you’re done with your massage.”

I blinked at him. Blinked again. “You booked me a massage?”

“One including hot stones and oils.”

“You do love me.” I sighed. Just the idea made my body yearn. I loved hot stone massages; they were the absolute best. “You sure you don’t want one too?”

“Perhaps later.”

That was Henri-speak for “this doesn’t appeal to me, so the possibility of it happening is on the twelfth of never.” It was fine, we didn’t have to do everything together. Him booking one for me was thoughtful enough. I’d be sure to enjoy every second of it, too.

“When is my massage?”

“In a half hour.”

“Then I better finish dinner and dessert.”

Muwahahahahaha. Massage, here I come!
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I came down for breakfast the morning of the third day in a very jovial mood. My plans so far had gone off without a hitch. Jamie was thoroughly relaxed and in vacation mode. I’d give it another day for her to truly enjoy herself before proposing. She deserved a few days of sun and sea while having nary a thing to think about.

My thoughts were on buttered toast and fresh fruit, so I admittedly wasn’t paying attention much to my surroundings. When I stepped off the stairs, I heard a woman’s voice raised in agitation carrying from the foyer of the resort.

“—mean to tell me that there’s no safeguards around our rooms?!”

The man responding to her sounded upset, too, with thinly veiled irritation. “My lady, we have protective wards around the building itself, but there’s no way to register items for each individual guest with the wards.”

That was true. The way wards were made, it would be difficult to manage. Not impossible, but time consuming and tedious. Wards around residences or businesses worked because you could register “everything in here is under protection.” Obviously this wouldn’t work for stores with revolving merchandise, but for law firms or something. People who were registered with the wards could take things in and out, but no one else. But with places like this? People came in and out with their own belongings all the time. There was no way to dictate to the wards “this belongs to so-and-so” without entering each item individually.

“It’s why we encourage all of our guests to put valuable items in the resort safe,” the employee continued. “That is under protections.”

“So you’re not going to take any responsibility for this at all? Do you know how much that necklace is worth?!”

“We’ve already called the police—”

I quickened my pace crossing through the lobby, actively not looking in the direction of the squabble. I absolutely did not want to get dragged into that. While in a different country, the possibility of me being recognized was low, but not zero. I wanted to investigate a stolen necklace right now about as much as I wanted a lobotomy.

Jamie was already seated at a table near the window. The same table we’d sat at last night, in fact. Normally, she wore her queen’s own uniform or a suit, so seeing her in a day dress the past few days was refreshing. The pale white-and-blue dress fit her well, flaring at the waist, softening her image. She normally wore her black hair up in a slick ponytail or bun, but so far on this trip she’d worn it in loose curls, half up, half down, and I must say the style suited her very well. I paused for a moment to appreciate how beautiful she looked sitting there with the morning sun tracing her features. Seeing her so, made my heart skip a beat.

Moments like these made me realize all over again how much I loved her. When just seeing a person lifted the heart and brought a smile to the face, then it could only be love. I’d of course hoped when younger that I might find someone to share my life with. I’d had vague notions of someone I was compatible with, a comfortable relationship. I’d never thought to wish for anyone like my Jamie.

It proved that the weaver of fate did favor children and fools upon occasion. I’d been given a dream I hadn’t even dared to fantasize about.

I was determined not to lose this woman. Especially not by dragging my feet any longer in showing her that I was ready to commit.

Just one more day.

She sensed me, as she always did, and turned to give me a smile. “Good morning, honey.”

“Good morning.” I came to her, catching up her hand and putting a kiss in the palm, unable to refrain from touching her. “Did you sleep well?”

“Like a rock. You?”

“Very well.” I claimed the seat across from her, settling in. “It smells quite delightful in here.”

“It really does. The smell alone has magnified my hunger by a good thirty percent.” She cocked her head toward the open dining room door. “Plus, we’re getting the early morning show.”

I could barely hear the irate woman from here, but of course Jamie’s senses were much keener. “Indeed. I’m ignoring it.”

“Oh, totally ignoring it,” Jamie agreed decisively. “I am on vacation. This is not my jurisdiction. Local cops can handle it. Besides, I saw the lady in question last night from my balcony window. She was weaving around on the beach while drunk off her rocker. Odds are good she did something stupid with her necklace while drunk rather than this being the work of a thief.”

“Ah. Quite possible. At any rate, not something for us to meddle with. Now, what sounds good this morning?”

She handed me a menu. “There’s a daily special for waffles on here with fresh cream, fruit, the works.”

I immediately started salivating. “You do know me well.”

My mind was only filled with thoughts of food and after-breakfast activities, which included some shopping in the local town for souvenirs. We placed orders, hot tea was brought to us, and I settled in for a leisurely breakfast.

“Royal Mage Davenforth?”

I didn’t recognize the voice. I didn’t care to, either, but manners insisted that I turn to address the speaker.

The woman standing near our table did not register with me one iota. A friend of my parents, perhaps, or an acquaintance. She had a motherly figure to her, of my parents’ ages, greying hair done up in an elaborate bun with the look of an aristocrat on vacation. The dress she wore was of the finest material, and her extravagant jewelry gave a very good clue as to her social standing.

“I thought so! You look quite like your father. You won’t remember me. I haven’t seen you since you were waist high on your mother. I’m Lady Osmund.”

I still didn’t recognize her, but I knew the name. “Indeed, Lady Osmund, how are you? Do you know Miss Jamie Edwards?”

“Only by reputation.” She gave Jamie a warm smile. “I’ve heard much about you. Are the two of you here for a case?”

“No, we’re on vacation,” Jamie corrected with a return smile. She of course still had no idea who this was, but she had enough of a political sense to play along.

“Excellent. You two need a break, I dare say. I haven’t seen Rupert or Ophelia in years, but your mother and I used to belong to the same charitable society: the Workforce for Women Foundation. I had to step out of it at one point. My eldest daughter had a terrible pregnancy, damaging her health and resulting in her being bedridden for nearly six months afterwards, so I lost all track of society there for several years.”

It must have been very terrible if no potion or medicine could help her. “I trust she’s better now?”

“Thankfully, yes, and her twins as well. Hence, I’m on vacation. I’m actually here with the society I mentioned. We’d love to have you for afternoon tea tomorrow, if you’d like to join.”

The Workforce for Women Foundation was an international organization that helped further women’s education through scholarships or patrons. I knew of them mostly because my mother supported their cause. Knowing what I did, and of Jamie’s own efforts in this regard, I thought it only prudent to encourage this meeting. “Jamie, their goals rather align with yours. They promote education for women.”

Her interest went from polite to keen within the blink of an eye. “Oh, really now? Then yes, I’d love to join you all for tea.”

“Splendid! I’ll tell them to expect two more to join us.”

Someone hailed her from another table and Lady Osmund lifted a hand to signal she’d heard them. “I must rejoin my group. I’ll see you tomorrow, though. Have a wonderful day. Oh, and if you go into town, there’s a chocolatier’s shop on the corner of Fifth Street that’s delightful.”

I made a mental note of it. “We’ll visit it. Thank you, Lady Osmund.”

She gave us both a smile before turning and trotting off.

“I love how she recognized you because of your parents and not the two of us because of all the newspaper articles.” Jamie shook her head before sipping at her tea. “Mm, this is good. Were you being polite when you urged me to agree?”

“Oh, no, it really is an organization that I think you should know about. Whether you join it or not is up to you, but if nothing else, I think you’ll be interested in what they do. Colette’s a product of it.”

Jamie froze, startled. “Wait, what?”

“Didn’t you know? Oh, I perhaps didn’t think to tell you. Yes, my mother was Colette’s patron through the society for the latter part of her education. Colette ran out of funds after the first three years of University and was in danger of needing to return home to Ciparis when my mother stepped in. Colette had come to Kingston for University and better employment opportunities but had no fallback support. I did the necessary introductions so Colette could gain the financial support she needed through the society. It’s quite a wonderful program.”

“Okay, now I’m truly interested. Wait, how have I not heard of it before this?”

“My dear, when did you even have time to hear about it before now?”

She pulled a face. “How dare you come at me with logic. Anyway, I’m eager to go play tourist now. Ooh, actually, there’s another group here I want to play with.”

The way she said that, with such an eager, childlike expression, amused me. “Is it who I’m thinking of?”

“Likely. The ghostbusters. I talked to them on the way into the dining room—we shared the elevator—and they’re here to determine whether this mansion is truly haunted or not. There are avid claims that’s it’s super haunted. Others say, eh, just some weird stuff because it’s an old house. So the ghostbusters are here to prove it one way or another. I asked if I could join in on the investigation and they were all for it. Apparently, it’s rare they get to geek out with strangers.”

Ah. Of course she had made friends with them and got invited into a night of investigation. Jamie’s charm got her invited to all sorts of things; I wasn’t even surprised by this.

Like she was tossing out bait into the waters, she threw in, “They’ve apparently designed a whole new level of both technology and magic in order to detect spirits.”

Now that did sound quite intriguing. “Alright,” I said in resignation, “you’ve got me.”

Jamie cackled, pleased beyond measure.

She did know me too well. Or at least, knew my weak points too well. “When does this occur?”

“Tonight. We’re to meet them in the foyer at nine o’clock sharp. Unless you’ve got other plans?”

“I do not.” Fortunately, as I didn’t want to disappoint her.

“It’s fortunate we didn’t bring the cats.” Jamie lifted her cup to take a sip, expression thoughtful. “They’d be demanding to come too. Tracking them down at the end of the night would not have been fun.”

“No, that it would not have been.” I could see the speculation in her eye. “I’ll bet you the place isn’t haunted,” I said, throwing the words like a gauntlet.

Her eyes narrowed on me in suspicion. She of course knew good and well what I was doing. I barely kept a smile off my lips. It was far too much fun to tease her.

“I’ll take that bet. I think it is.”

“I think you just want it to be.”

“It’s more fun that way.” She held out a hand. “Loser has to buy the other one chocolate.”

I took her hand in mine, sealing the deal. “You’re on.”
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I think all those delectable smells from the street vendors our first day on the way in had been like a siren song to Henri. He suggested lunch in town today, maybe some window shopping, and since I wanted to get some souvenirs, I was all for this idea.

Heels were a no-go if we were going to be walking around, so I changed into more comfortable flats, then away we went. We held hands as we walked along the swinging bridge.

A sudden urge seized me. I almost acted on it instinctively. “I really want to jump up and down and shake the bridge.”

“Resist, dearest,” Henri drawled.

“I’ll do it once you’re off, how about that?”

He snorted, but I could tell he was okay with that option. He let go of my hand and picked up his pace, walking ahead of me.

Aww, he was going to let me play. Such a good boyfriend. I slowed to a stop, let him get onto the firm soil of mainland, then immediately hopped up and down. The bridge was wide enough for two people at most, so it was easy to hold on to the rope handles and bounce away, sending it swinging. I laughed in delight, because to me, it felt like a rollercoaster in a way. Plus it made my inner child happy.

“Someone’s trying to get on the bridge,” Henri called to me, hands cupping his mouth.

Ah. I guess playtime was over for now. I’d sneak back over here and do it again later. I hadn’t had my fill yet.

I stopped bouncing, staying still while the bridge steadied, then walked the rest of the way. A few people who had been passing by on the docks had apparently caught the show, and I saw some bemused or indulgent looks. Sometimes, people were so caught up in being “proper” that they never let loose and had fun. I refused to fall into that pitfall.

Henri held out a hand as I approached, and I could tell he was amused—that grin said so.

I scrunched my nose up at him. “What?”

“Just thinking that this is a main reason why you and the Felixes get along so well. You all think of heights as fun.”

“Heights are fun, silly man.”

“For those of you who can always land on your feet, I’m sure they are. The rest of us mere mortals worry about minor details like broken bones.”

Well, he was right about that. I’d never been afraid of heights, but now that my body was enhanced like this, I definitely wasn’t worried about them. Push me off a three-story building, I could probably land okay.

I took his hand, coming up the last step onto the sidewalk. “Which way?”

Henri had clearly been thinking about this. He pointed immediately to a vendor down the docks. “Shaved ice.”

It was a somewhat hot day, so honestly? “Sounds perfect.”

I got a shaved ice flavor called wedding cake (which was really just almond, not that I was going to correct the seller), Henri got mint chocolate, and we skipped away with our sugar without a care in the world. There was a wooden bench nearby under a shade tree, so I sat there, happily eating with my little wooden spoon.

Henri had a musing look on his face, like he was puzzling something out.

I poked him with an elbow. “What?”

He pointed with his spoon at the window display right in front of us. It was a clothing boutique, one of those classy ones ladies like to spend an outrageous amount of money in. (It’s me. I’m ladies.) “The boots. Aren’t those the type you generally like to buy?”

I followed his pointing finger to the ankle high black boots with no heel, and blinked. Huh, those were exactly my style. They were a little dolled up, not plain like I normally bought, and really cute.

“Good eye,” I said approvingly. “We’re going in there next.”

“Fine by me.” He gave me an indulgent smile. “I’ll accompany you wherever you wish to go.”

“You’re spoiling me.”

“I note you’re not complaining.”

“Of course not, what kind of idiot do you take me for? Spoil away. I won’t become unbearable. Much.”

He just chuckled, not bothered at all by the possibility.
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After a lovely afternoon of eating lots of snacks and some shopping, we returned to the resort. I did splash in the ocean some before coming back in and cleaning up for dinner. For tonight was the night! It was…dun dun dun…ghost hunting time.

Excuse my cackle.

I had briefly met the group that morning while Henri hadn’t, so when we rendezvoused at the base of the stairs in the foyer, I felt like I should do the introductions.

They’d been friendly upon our meeting this morning, but tonight the ghost hunters were the epitome of excited schoolchildren on a field trip. It was cute. I didn’t recognize a single bit of equipment in their hands, but then again, I knew nothing about how people searched for the paranormal in this world. Well, I knew a little from the Black Dog hunting I did on my first case with Henri, but that knowledge didn’t fill a thimble.

“Hi,” I greeted as we approached. “I see you’re all kitted out. Let’s do introductions. Everyone, this is Henri.”

General hellos ensued. I gestured to each person in turn. “Henri, this is Ginger, he’s their tech specialist; Bruce, their psychic; and Danielle, the historian-leader of the group.”

Henri politely shook hands with all of them. They were sort of a motley crew. Danielle gave off very strong Velma vibes, mostly from her coke bottle glasses, sensible bun, and split skirts she wore to more easily move in. She was short, compact, and all intellectual. Danielle, I could tell, was very intrigued by Henri. Not, like, interested woman to man, but curious about him. She no doubt had looked up who he was before meeting. Henri had quite the reputation, so this didn’t surprise me.

In contrast, Bruce towered over his friends. Man was a giant, and I actually wouldn’t be surprised if he had giant somewhere in his ancestry. He was potbellied, totally bald, and had the most congenial smile I’d ever seen on a person. Seemed like a sweetheart.

“I’m so glad you could join us, Henri.” Danielle gave him a broad smile. “Do you know much about this building?”

“No, not at all. I vacationed once here as a child, so I know of the resort.”

“Ah, then let me fill you both in. The mansion was built a little over two hundred and twenty years ago by a merchant tycoon named Halbert Wilkins for his new bride. He was in the shipping business and basically built an empire of shipping. His bride wasn’t fond of living in a large city, so he built her this principal home. Their married life was apparently a happy one, but their descendants saw their fair share of tragedies. There have been two murders, two suicides, and three premature deaths involving ill children here.”

Whoa. That was quite the tally for just one family home.

“The building stayed in the family for about three generations before being sold and renovated into the resort we know it today. Honestly, the family couldn’t keep it up anymore, as the business had flagged some. The Wilkins descendants didn’t have the business savvy Halbert did, and it sadly showed. I think they sold the home to pay off some debts, actually. Anyway, lots of tragedies, and some hot spots that I particularly want to hit during our stay.”

“Sounds great.” I felt absolutely giddy at all the possibilities. “Where to first?”

“Up.” Danielle pointed directly above. “There’s a rooftop area, a lookout for storms and such, which is where our most famous tragedy happened.”

“Practically speaking, storms sweep in fast on the coastline,” Bruce said. “We know the weather is clear at the moment, but there’s no guarantee for later, so we want to hit the outside spots now.”

“Makes sense to me.” Ghost hunting was fun. Ghost hunting while getting rained on? Not so much.

We headed up the stairs. Bruce led the way, looking very confident. Then again, I’m sure they’d scoped these areas out during the day and gotten a feel for them. I sure would have.

It wasn’t that late at night, so some people were still awake, but the farther up we went, the quieter it became. Then, upon reaching the fourth level, everyone else disappeared. It was darker up here, not as fancy, with no carpets on the floors or art on the walls. Servants’ quarters—that’s what this looked like to me, and the area was likely just storage now. I saw no signs of habitation.

This floor felt much more like a haunted mansion. The building looked normal on the surface, but at any moment, something could jump out at me. Well, that was the hope. I hadn’t seen any trace of ghosts yet.

Henri seemed to be enjoying himself, too, which surprised me. I think he initially agreed to go along because he was too polite to turn me down, but now that he was out here with us, he fell into a conversation with their tech guy, Ginger. Most of it went straight over my head, but from the enthusiastic way they spoke with each other, both of them were having an absolute ball.

I swear Henri was really an engineer at heart.

The main leader of the group, Danielle, leaned in closer to me. “I heard a rumor in our circles. Is it true you’re friends with the woman who invented the spectral energy detector?”

“Yup, that’s true. Ellie created it for a wholly different purpose than it’s used for now, though.”

“I’d love to meet her. I understand she’s a brilliant person.”

“Fun, too.”

“You said she made it for an entirely different reason. Was it because you yourself were being haunted?”

Ah. That’s what she had been getting to. I snorted in amusement. “I wish. Sadly, I’ve only seen one ghost before and that was in a graveyard.”

Danielle’s mouth formed into a disappointed pout. “Well, there went that theory.”

“It was a good one, but I generally don’t see ghosts.”

Ginger—I had no idea if that was his real name, but the nickname was apt; he was a bright redhead, the epitome of a carrot top—gestured us impatiently from the door up a short flight of stairs. “Let’s start already.”

From what I understood, Ginger was a minor baron who liked to go on ghost larks. You couldn’t see his title right now, as he was dressed in combat boots and plain black clothes, all sorts of gear hanging off him.

I shouldered the black box camera. The device was much like something Henri used on cases, but I’d been assured it had been tweaked to be more sensitive to spectral energy. I’d volunteered to lug it around since I was stronger than present company and it seemed the nice thing to do.

The rooftop area was cool. I quite liked it and made a mental note to mention to Henri that our house needed something like this. It had an amazing view of the island and mainland, literally a 360, with built-in seating along the handrails. This high up, the moon seemed impossibly large, brighter than I’d ever seen it, washing the area in a cool light. It smelled amazing up here, too, with the ocean breeze blowing gently over us. This far off the ground, I could only really hear the wind and the birds calling to each other. It made for a very peaceful atmosphere.

Everyone kept their eyes peeled as they set up equipment, and I felt giddy following their directions. People threw out random questions, seeing if they received any kind of response, but after about an hour of nothing at all, we unanimously decided to change locations and try this area again later.

I picked the camera back up and followed as they left the rooftop, heading back down the short flight of stairs to the fourth floor. I somehow ended up walking next to Danielle again, the guys behind us, and an earlier thought I’d entertained came back to me.

While we walked down the hallway toward the main stairway, I mentioned, “Strangely enough, I’ve had a case that dealt with spectral energy.”

Danielle’s attention zeroed in on me as we exited into the hallway. “Do tell. How?”

“You’d have to ask Henri to get all the specifics, but the perpetrators had somehow managed to harvest spectral energy and store it, much like a battery. Then they rigged up a gun to blast the energy out, which allowed them to override different wards and magical shields to steal things. Truly ingenious.”

“How did they even harvest the energy to begin with?”

“That’s a Henri question. I couldn’t begin to tell you.”

We finally approached the bottom of the stairs at the main floor and were heading to our next hotspot when I became utterly distracted by a scene in the foyer. Hoo, what were cops doing here? Had something happened?

My nosey self could not move on until I at least got the gist.

Two harried cops who looked less than thrilled to be here stood facing a very irate high society woman. It was ten at night, and most people were relaxing with gossip and cards, but here she was in full dress, every inch of her fair hair in a perfect updo, jewelry still on.

Not to mention in full voice. I could hear every word clearly from twenty feet away.

“—telling you that I didn’t simply misplace it. My maid always puts the jewelry into my case the second I take it off. I watched her do it! I cannot fathom how you think I could lose it when I properly put it away to begin with!”

Yeah, okay, I could see why she was irate if they were trying to shuffle the case off as “you lost it, you deal with it.” Was this a case of laziness or just frustration because they couldn’t offer any leads?

“My lady,” the older cop said patiently, his voice surprisingly deep even for a werebear, “I assure you we are taking this seriously. I have to ask some routine questions to get the facts straight myself. Your maid put it all in the case right in front of you. That tells me a fact. You see? Now, can I ask where your maid is? I’d like to know what she did with the case after that.”

“Oh, I can tell you that. She put it back into my traveling trunk. It locks, so I feel more secure if my valuables stay there.”

“See? Another good fact for me to know. Did the trunk show any signs of being tampered with?”

“None that were visible to me.” She was calming down now, reassured he was taking this seriously.

I looked at the partner. Younger, and oddly enough, he looked like he was kin to the older werebear. Same golden eyes and bushy brown fur. A younger nephew, cousin, son? Who knew. Were-family trees could get incredibly complex. He was studiously writing down notes as his partner did the interview.

Danielle leaned in to whisper, “What’s this about?”

“I’ve only overheard parts of it, but she apparently had a very expensive set of jewelry go missing earlier. She’s insisting someone stole it. After hearing what she said, I can see why she’s so adamant.”

“Oh dear. I know thieves like to prey on these kinds of resorts because there are prime things to steal. Maybe I should lock up my equipment in the resort’s safe after we’re done tonight.”

My attention went back to her. She did look worried, chewing on her bottom lip. “Is the equipment valuable? I mean, I know it is to you, but is this something you can sell on the black market?”

“The individual pieces would go for quite a sum,” Henri said from behind me.

I half turned to look at him. “Really?”

“Oh yes. The components are top grade, and they use quite a bit of gold filament in the wiring, so if you cannibalize it, you’d make a pretty profit from it all.”

Bruce’s round face had alarm all over it. “We are absolutely putting things into the resort safe tonight after we’re done.”

“But then we can’t review the footage easily!” Ginger protested.

I quirked a brow at Henri and tipped my head a little to them. Aren’t you inclined to help?

He gave me a small dip of his head in reassurance before offering, “Why don’t I ward your trunks? I can set it so that only your crew can access them.”

Bruce had the face of a man who had just won the lottery. “A genius mage warding my trunks? Oh yes, please. I promise you my first child.”

Henri’s eyes sparkled in a laugh. “What am I, a wicked witch? It’s fine. I don’t want to see all of you distraught if something happens later. Besides, I know how Jamie thinks. If your equipment really did go missing, she’d take on the case to find it again. And I’m on vacation; I don’t want any work right now.”

He had that right. The man did know me well. “Precautions are always the better option.”

Ginger pointed to the cops and lady still doing the interview. “So you have no interest in helping with that?”

“Not a blessed iota of interest,” I assured him brightly. Investigating crimes with the upper class could be a massive pain. They were mostly Karens in nature, wanting results Right Now, which made dealing with them a headache. No, thank you. “We are on vacation.”

“We will stay on vacation.” Henri gave the grin that signaled he was actually very serious about what he’d just said. It was sharp, with no humor. “Local cops can handle this. Now, let’s get back to our own investigation. Where to next?”

“Original sea entrance,” Bruce answered promptly.

We swiveled to follow him, heading through the foyer and toward the back of the mansion. We didn’t use the fancy carpeted hallways but the narrower employee hallways instead. I bet in the old days, before the place had been converted into a resort, these had been the servants’ hallways. They were dimmer, the wooden floors scarred from decades of use, and obviously in need of a good refinish. The stain had long since worn away in areas.

We passed staff as we went, at least until we bypassed the kitchens, and then the hallways became absolutely deserted. The farther we went, the more we went down, hitting little mini staircases that were two or three steps at a time.

Honestly, it was the perfect atmosphere for a good ghost story. It felt eerie back in here. Quieter, too, the noise and bustle of the resort’s guests removed from us. Even with my super hearing, I could barely detect people on the other side of the wall.

It prompted me to ask, “So what’s the reason we’re heading there?”

“We’ve heard a lot of claims about the sea entrance…” Danielle answered almost absently. Most of her attention was on the spectral glasses she’d replaced her coke bottle glasses with. Looked very steampunkish, with multiple lenses she could adjust with levers on the side. I assumed they were designed to pick up ghost energy better.

I prompted her when she trailed off. “Like what?”

“Feeling like you’re being watched, strange scents that don’t have a source, noises. A few people on the staff have claimed they were touched but they were completely alone. The old sea entrance used to be how they smuggled illegal goods in. You know, the contraband luxury goods.”

“Ahhh. Any reported deaths down there?”

“A few. Ginger did some extra research on the area for me before we came over here.”

Ahead of us, Ginger tilted his head so he could speak over his shoulder. “Sure did. There were at least two suicides, both distraught women who jumped into the sea from the highest window of the house. One of them had been cheated on by her husband, and he was divorcing her to marry the mistress. The other was set to marry a man she absolutely hated, and she died rather than go through with it. I’ve got death certificates on both of them, so I know their deaths are real.”

Look at him, being all professional about this and doing his due diligence. “Those are great leads. So you think their ghosts might still be haunting this area?”

Bruce picked up the thread this time. “Good possibility. Water’s a powerful conductor of energy, so even if their souls aren’t still here, it’s possible the residual energy of their deaths is.”

“Ahh.” I had no idea if that was a thing or not, but it seemed plausible on the surface.

Henri nodded along like this made perfect sense to him, so apparently this was a thing. “Anything else going on? I did note that there’s quite a bit of limestone and granite in this area.”

I had no idea why that was important but Bruce lit right up like Henri was once again talking his language.

“There is, yes, and it’s part of the reason why we’re harboring theories of it all being remnant energy remaining. In fact, are you aware that geological studies show—”

Annnnd they’d once against lost me. It really did amaze me all Henri knew. There didn’t seem to be a science he didn’t take interest in. I’d tease him about studying random facts on his downtime except I knew for a fact he really did do that. His curiosity of the world was never ending.

In any case, it seemed there really were possible ghosts here, that science and history both presented strong possibilities, which meant I needed to keep a sharp lookout. If I was lucky, I might see another ghost. I hadn’t in about two years and it made me sad.

Despite striking out earlier, I was feeling lucky.

[image: ]


[image: ]

Today is THE day.

This chapter has been triple locked under warding. I am determined to keep this a surprise.

Was I nervous?

“Nervous” was an understatement.

I didn’t know why I felt this way, to be honest. Jamie had never given me any indication she was dissatisfied with our relationship. We’d spoken often, at length, about the future. Of the house we wanted to build together, the life we wanted. I knew for a fact that she considered me to be in her future.

Why I felt this nervous churning in my gut when I thought of asking her to marry me, well, it made no logical sense. Then again, emotions rarely did.

Jamie and I were set to go to the tea party this afternoon. Frankly, I could use the distraction. I’d spent part of the morning double-checking everything with the staff so that my proposal would go smoothly. Well, I could assure at least that the logistics of it went smoothly. I couldn’t answer for Jamie. Hence being so jittery.

I kept checking the ring, over and over, like a fidget I couldn’t contain. I’d put it in my suitcase, then moved it to the dresser, then questioned my memory of where I’d put it. I didn’t want to forget it for the proposal, but with how anxious I currently was, I might very well forget where I’d put it in the room at the rate I was going.

Exasperated with myself, I finally decided to keep it on me and put it in my right pocket. Feeling the small bulge made me marginally calmer. Perhaps the ring could function as a soothing stone. Just knowing I had it on me, that I couldn’t misplace or forget it, made me feel better. A little better, anyway.

I looked into the vanity mirror in my room, taking deep breaths, trying to still my poor nerves.

“It’s fine,” I whispered to myself. “You know she loves you. She’ll agree. She wants to build a life with you. Believe that and you’ll be fine. Even if you get tongue-tied, just kneel and show her the ring; your intentions will be obvious enough.”

I almost believed me.

Why had I set the proposal at dinner? I could have done breakfast instead. Well, no, then I’d have spent all night tossing and turning, nervous about the morning.

I actually had spent half the night tossing and turning—

Sodding deities. Too late now, the plan was already in motion. Trying to hurry it along would only ensure something would go very wrong.

It was fine. I was confident it would go well. I’d put a lot of thought into this. The proposal would go smoothly, she’d say yes, and we could spend the rest of our vacation as an engaged couple. And even if one or two things went awry, I could still propose on the beach, and it would be suitably romantic.

I just had to keep my cool in the meantime.
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The tea party, to no one’s surprise, was predominantly female. Aside from two other husbands present, I was the only male guest invited. It was a female-oriented society, after all.

The day was lovely outside, truly the perfect weather, with barely a cloud in the sky and a cool breeze coming in off the sea to keep the temperature perfect. The staff had arranged our tea party outside on a veranda, with large umbrellas over the table to offer shade, and I quite liked the arrangement. It allowed me to sit at Jamie’s side, eat delectably sweet things, and be wonderfully decorative.

Jamie, of course, was in her element. I often thought that if she hadn’t been so good with mysteries, she would have gone into politics of some sort. She was, in her own words, “a mover and a shaker” and quite enjoyed improving society as she could.

We sat at a table with three other ladies—a Mrs. Cripple, who was native to this area; a Lady Bressett, who was one of the few with her husband; and Lady Ellsworth, who had been introduced as a family friend of the Bressetts. It made for a full table, and I think out of a sense of solidarity, Lord Bressett sat next to me. Either that or he felt overwhelmed by so many females and was using me to bolster himself. He was an amiable sort, a retired professor, and his wife was also a retired professor of mathematics. They were the type of people I wouldn’t mind getting to know better.

“You’re familiar with our society, I understand, Royal Mage Davenforth?” Lady Ellsworth inquired as she sipped her tea.

“Henri, please,” I said with a polite smile. “I am here on vacation. And yes, I’m very familiar with it. My mother has been a strong supporter for many years. I have a very dear friend who came through the program herself and became a magical examiner.”

“I’m thankful for it, too,” Jamie tacked on while she loaded up a small plate with sandwiches and cookies from a tiered display. “Colette’s a brilliant woman and we’d be lost without her. I shudder to think of where we’d be if she hadn’t been able to graduate.”

I shuddered right along with her. Ghastly idea, really. I’d struggled to find a qualified magical examiner when replacing Sanderson. I was ever so glad Colette had been able to finish her degree. I wouldn’t have been able to hire her otherwise.

Lady Bressett clapped her hands together in delight, a wide smile deepening the crow’s-feet around her grey eyes. “Oh, delightful, so you know the benefits of our work. We’re always looking for someone in the limelight, as you two are, to help advertise our program.”

“Half the battle, I imagine, is getting the word out that the resources exist,” Jamie commiserated.

“Too right there,” Mrs. Cripple muttered in despair, her large dark eyes rolling in exasperation. “I sometimes feel as if I’m speaking into the wind, that’s how useless it is telling other people of our program. There’s this nasty rumor going about that we expect whatever we invest in the girls to be paid back after they’ve graduated. I’ve tried again and again to undo it, but it persists in being told.”

“Nasty rumors are the worst.” Jamie made a face before biting into a cookie. Then she hummed in delight. “Oh, that’s very good.”

“The cookies are excellent. Do try the iced ones, they melt in your mouth,” Mrs. Cripple encouraged.

I watched my beautiful Jamie eat another cookie with delight and wistfully imagined what it might be like to bake cookies together in our kitchen and watch that same expression cross her face. Surely I could manage this scene in the nearby future.

I couldn’t think about that right now. All it would do was make me jittery all over again, and then I’d lose focus on the conversation, which was rude.

Jamie looked lovely in her white day dress, of course, but I couldn’t help but imagine her in bridal blue. She wore light blue very well, in the times I’d seen her wear it. In fact, I’d almost bought her a sapphire ring, but the symbolism of the emerald—that of new life and beginnings—had appealed strongly to me.

I touched the ring box briefly in my pocket, biting back a smile. I was confident she’d love the ring.

Alright, me, focus. You’re in danger of acting strangely.

Mrs. Cripple’s voice brought me out of my daydream. “I do hope you’ll be an advocate for our cause, Henri.”

“I’d be delighted. Truly, I think Queen Regina would be quite willing to push the program along as well. I’ve spoken to her about it before, but I don’t think anyone’s invited her to act as a sponsor.” I gave my listeners a smile. The society was open to everyone, really, no matter what country you lived in or what station you were. If you wanted to advocate education for women, you were welcome. “She’s very forward-thinking and wants more women in the workplace.”

“I didn’t know that.” Lord Bressett beamed at his wife. “We must write to her, see if we can get an audience to talk this over more.”

Jamie waved this away. “I’ll get someone from the society an audience, don’t worry about that. Do you and Lady Bressett live near Kingston?”

“We do not, but for this, we’re happy to travel in for the meeting.”

“Good to know. I’ll tell her so. Make sure we exchange contact information after this. I want to follow up with all of you.”

“Of course.”

I saw that our pitcher of iced tea was running low, and needing another glass myself, stood. “I’ll just fetch us a refill from the buffet.”

Lady Ellsworth stood with me. “Oh, let me get more of the petit fours as well. Those are heart-stoppingly delicious.”

“Indeed they are.”

The veranda was large, but we had at least a dozen tables arrayed, the many people in attendance—most of them ladies of the society—frequently table-hopping, so the space was a bit tight. I ended up knocking shoulders with a few guests on my way to the buffet, expressing apologies each time. I rather felt like I was swimming against a waterfall in some ways before I reached my goal.

Lady Ellsworth fetched a plate of the desserts before asking me, her heart-shaped face almost apologetic, “Do you mind if I use you as a shield on the way back to the table? I don’t wish for the desserts to go flying and I was jostled so much on the way here.”

“Not at all,” I assured her. I saw her concern and shared it. “Please do. Ready?”

“I’m right behind you.”

I marched into the breach once more and this time managed to get to the table only jostling two or three more people, which was an improvement. It was quite a relief to sit down and pour myself another glass of tea.

Jamie offered her glass with a hopeful expression, so I filled it as well before replacing the pitcher on the table.

“Thanks, honey. Now, ladies, how do you feel about branching out the program to cover the costs of law enforcement academies?”

Lady Bressett didn’t look the least bit surprised by this question. In fact, her lips pursed, expression shrewd. “I know precisely why you’re asking that. Is there really such a great call for women in that vocation?”

“There is. For one thing, not a lot of ladies think it’s a viable career for them in the first place. Secondly, certain crimes are very difficult to speak to a man about. I’m sure we all know which ones I’m talking about.” Jamie laid a hand on my arm in illustration. “Henri’s a very thoughtful and sensitive man, and there’s not much I can’t discuss with him. Still, there’s nuances he just doesn’t get because he’s not a woman.”

I shrugged in genial agreement to this. The statement was quite true and I didn’t take umbrage. “Moreover, unless someone knows me well, they don’t know that I’m easy to talk to. But reporting a sensitive matter to a female officer is automatically easier on the victim. They feel more comfortable divulging details, and it’s often those details that help us catch the perpetrator.”

“Yes, I can see how that would be an issue.” Lord Bressett frowned thoughtfully down at his plate, his mind clearly far away. “Children, too, would find it easier to talk to a female officer. Some men are just too large and intimidating for them.”

“Quite right.” I was glad they all seemed to realize Jamie’s point.

Mrs. Cripple, apparently thinking along practical lines, fired off questions while leaning forward, her eyes intent on Jamie. “How many women do you think would be optimum in the police force? What is the rate of tuition? How long are they trained for? What about maternity leave—do the police offer such things to female officers?”

I sat back and watched as Jamie answered question after question, so proud of her I was fit to bursting. Because she chose to take time out of her vacation to have this conversation, numerous lives would benefit in the future. Jamie often led by example, and if they thought to use her as the poster child for this endeavor, I had no doubt it would succeed.

My mind drifted back to my plans. Tonight. At dinner tonight, I would propose and finally have our relationship progress to the next stage.

Was there any chance I could convince her to have a fall wedding? Now that I was ready to propose, I found myself strangely unwilling to have a long engagement.

Lord Bressett leaned in to murmur near my ear, “Do you think there should be an age limit on this?”

I had to blink to switch mental tracks. “For the program itself?”

“Especially for the police training academy. We have age brackets for different vocations, mostly because stamina plays a factor, but I don’t know how to quantify this.”

It was an excellent question. I didn’t even need to think about it for long. “No. I think age itself shouldn’t be a factor. Physical ability, on the other hand, does play into it. We do have to chase down criminals.”

Jamie of course heard this all clearly and shot me a grin, her eyes laughing. “Much to Henri’s dismay.”

“Why do they always run?” I bemoaned to the universe. “All it does is wear us all out, in the end. No criminal has ever outrun Jamie.”

“Not for long,” she agreed, chest puffing up a bit in pride. “But yes, physical stamina is a must in this vocation. Not only to chase down criminals, but to keep up with the physical demands of the job. Age, not so much. In fact, I just encouraged a woman who’s retired to join us. More in an advisor capacity than as an active agent, but her skills are formidable, and we’d be hard pressed to find someone else like her.”

I knew precisely who she meant by that. Seaton’s mother. I nodded in support of this. “Indeed, she is quite formidable. And over the age of sixty, I believe, though I didn’t inquire of her exact age. In some ways, the older police are a better fit for certain cases because they have more life experience.”

“A lot of administration work goes into being a cop, too,” Jamie tacked on. “So even if they aren’t spring chickens anymore, there’s plenty of work to go around that they’re capable of.”

This was music to Mrs. Cripple’s ears. “We have another program we’re trying to boost off the ground, one meant for widows. Most of them have no skills or vocational training, making it hard for them to find work, so we want to help them gain some kind of education. Normally our applicants are anywhere between thirty to fifty years old.”

“Oh sure, there’s plenty of positions they can fill. Heck, I just hired a retired librarian about that age to work in our archive room. I believe she’s in her upper fifties. We have an incredible amount of paperwork generated from each case—it’s not uncommon for a case to have a thousand pages in evidence files—but we often have to cross-reference those cases with newer or older ones. A librarian has the perfect skills for the job.”

“Splendid!” Mrs. Cripple exchanged firm nods with Lady Bressett and Lady Ellsworth. “Ladies, we have found another good career choice to introduce applicants to. There are many positions in law enforcement that even our more advanced ladies can apply for. Miss Edwards, you simply must become a member of our society. We have so much more to learn from you, and we could truly use your skills and presence in society to help boost our program.”

Jamie’s delight was obvious. “I would love to join you all. Thank you for the invitation. I don’t know how many meetings I’ll make it to, what with my insane work schedule—”

Lady Bressett lifted a hand. “Come when you can. We all do. Don’t fret about that. Now, where did Celeste get off to? She’s the one we need to speak with to sign you into the society. Oh, Henri, would you like to join as well?”

The invitation surprised me. “I’m, um, not a lady though?”

“Neither am I and I joined.” Lord Bressett put a friendly hand on my shoulder. “Join us.”

I sensed ulterior motives in his case but still, this was a cause I could support without a qualm. “I shall, then.”

“Splendid!” Mrs. Cripple said again, her delight matching ours. “I’m fetching Celeste right this minute. Celeste! Where’s your clipboard!”

As she bustled off, I found myself smiling after her. These were good people, all invested in a noble cause for the world as a whole, and I knew my mother would be thrilled Jamie and I had both joined. She no doubt would attend more local chapter meetings if she knew we were going.

This afternoon could not have gone better. I could only hope this good luck continued throughout the day.
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The staff assured me our dinner was set up on the beach. With a balmy day like this, the heat offset by a gentle breeze, it was the perfect evening for a dinner outside. The setting sun painted the sky in a rich palette of golds, purples, and indigo, the perfect background. I couldn’t have planned it all better if I’d tried, and I had actually tried.

Jamie chose to stay in the white, flowing dress she’d worn throughout the day since there was no need to put on something warmer. We held hands as we walked down the steps to the beach. Such a simple touch still sent a little thrill through me. Moments like these, when I was able to be alone with her, was a thrill of its own as well. So rarely did I have her truly to myself, with no possibility of interruption. I could only hope that after we were married, we’d have more time together.

“The sky is stunning,” Jamie observed, pointing upward. “I’ve rarely seen a sunset like that since coming to this world.”

“It’s rare for me as well. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

She tilted her head back a little farther, pausing on a step to look for a moment. “It’s the perfect night to have dinner and stargaze. You romantic, I know you planned this on purpose.”

Caught out, I just shrugged. “I’m glad the weather agreed to cooperate.”

“Truly, I wouldn’t want to miss an evening like this.”

“Do you realize that it’s been nearly a year since we first decided to court?”

She blinked at me, and I could see her doing the mental math before delight lifted her lips up at the corners. “Oh. Wow, it really has been. Time flies. No wonder your parents keep nudging us about our relationship. Isn’t a year standard for courting?”

“Generally speaking, yes.” This was as much of a hint as I wanted to give her. She seemed quite open to the idea of taking that next step in our relationship, as she wasn’t at all dismissive.

That calmed my nerves some. If she knew my plans, she gave no sign, but it made her smile to think we’d been together that long. Surely that was a good sign for me.

We continued down the path to the beach. The dinner was set up; I could see it clearly from here. They’d even lit the table with an array of candles to give everything an atmospheric glow. All I’d had to do was bring the ring and it was right here in my…pocket…

I felt my right pants pocket. Felt it again. Still no bulge to be found there. I knew without a doubt I had placed the ring there only this morning. What the…?

“Henri?”

Of course Jamie realized something was amiss, as I’d paused a dozen feet from our picnic. I pasted on a smile and tried to hide my growing panic. “I believe I forgot something in the room, dearest. Go on ahead, I’ll join you in a moment.”

“Okay. Want me to help you fetch it?”

“No, I’ll just be a moment. Guard our food from seagulls.”

“Ah, good point. Alright, I’ll do that.”

I sent her on ahead with a kiss to the back of her hand, turned, and my smile slid away immediately as I deliberately walked up the stairs. I ran for nothing. Jamie knew that; it would give it away that something was wrong if she saw me run. The second I was out of sight from the beach, I burst into motion and practically raced back up the stairs. My panic mounted with each step as I searched all of my pockets, absolutely to no avail. The ring box was not to be found in any of them.

Perhaps I’d dropped it while sitting down? I’d had things slide out of my pockets before. I knew I’d had it at the tea party, I’d felt it then, so it would be innocuously lying on the veranda, just wait. Or so I tried to assure myself. The second I gained the inside of the building, I headed for the outdoor balcony I’d been at only a few hours before.

I cast a seeking spell the second I was at the balcony, but to no avail—nothing came to me. Okay, don’t panic. I went to my room after tea for a few minutes, maybe I’d dropped it there. Rushing back to the main foyer, I never in my life ascended stairs so quickly as I did then, practically flying up them to my room. The door wasn’t locked, so I burst through it, then immediately dropped to my knees, looking about.

Nothing but ornate carpet met my eyes.

I darted to the center of the room, lifting my wand and then casting a seeking spell so fast the words nearly tumbled over themselves. I had to try again, even if the first one had failed. I didn’t contain the spell to this room, either, on the off chance I’d dropped it somewhere else.

Strangely, the spell failed to signal anything. It didn’t point in any direction, the wand lying completely inert in my hand.

I knew the ring should be close, so I couldn’t understand what had just happened. I could feel time ticking away in the back of my head, the seconds counting down. I didn’t want to leave Jamie out there for long, as she would surely question what was taking me so long. I wanted this proposal to be a surprise, and I certainly didn’t want to ruin it by explaining that I’d lost her engagement ring somewhere. That would not go over well.

Alright, let’s try this again. With more power to it. I’d use that other seeking spell Seaton and I had created recently, the one that could find something lost beyond the radius of a city. For here, it would search the building, the town, and the sea all around us. I didn’t care about the magical drain on myself right then.

“Seek the ring, leaving no stone unturned. Through nook, cranny, or another’s possession, find what I seek.”

I held my breath, eyes on the wand, begging it to at least twitch. Do something to indicate where the ring was.

Still, nothing. It was completely inert.

Calm down. Calm down. I pressed a palm over my heart, trying to still my racing heartbeat. Think. If the seeking spell didn’t work, there was a reason. I knew I had cast it correctly—it was a basic spell after all—so why wouldn’t it work?

Only two reasons. One, the item being searched for had been so thoroughly destroyed that it bared no resemblance to what I sought. For instance, an apple consumed by an animal wouldn’t be something I could search for, as it had long since turned into something else. But this was a ring, something made of hard jewel and metal, so I couldn’t imagine anything damaging it so badly that I couldn’t at least find its remains. Not without a significant fire.

The second possibility was that it lay underneath a very strong ward. Wards blocked such seeking attempts as routine. No one wanted a thief or the curious to be able to seek out what was under protection, obviously, so most wards included a clause that blocked all seeking spells. If I had dropped it somewhere in the resort, odds were it was picked up by either a guest or staff and turned in to the front desk. They might have put it into the resort’s safe until the owner came looking for it.

I prayed that was the case and kept praying even as I ran back downstairs. Please, please let it be there. I had no backup plan it if wasn’t. It wasn’t like I could propose with an IOU.

The desk clerk was focused on something else as I skidded up to the wide wooden counter. He glanced up, then did a double take, alarm written on his face as he jerked back. I likely looked demented, puffing for breath as I was, and I could feel the heat in my skin from the exertion.

“Sir?” the clerk asked cautiously, those round golden eyes wide and large pointed ears standing straight up in alarm. “Can I help you?”

“A ring,” I blurted out. I hadn’t even tried to phrase my request mentally on the way down here. I was too desperate to think straight. “I lost my ring. It was in a black velvet box, but it might not be in the box anymore for some reason. Solitary emerald in the middle, three stones on each side, white gold band. Did someone turn it in?”

“Uh, let me check, sir.”

He was likely only an hour into his shift. I hadn’t seen him earlier, so he might not know. He turned first, hopping off the stool upon which he sat. I had to tilt over the top of the wood to see him, as his short goblin stature made him nearly disappear from sight. He rummaged through a box under the desk.

“I don’t see it here, sir—”

“No, check the safe.” I tamped down on my impatience. It was my fault for not giving him more information. “I did a seeking spell earlier. It failed, so my ring is likely in your safe.”

“Oh. Then one moment, I’ll have to get a manager to open it for me.”

I bit down harder on my impatience. Yelling in frustration, tempting though it was, would not speed the matter along. Crying also would not speed the matter along, although that was also very tempting.

The clerk had some pep in his step as he walked away, calling someone’s name as he entered the employees-only section. I appreciated that he moved with alacrity. Still, I felt time ticking away in the back of my mind, that relentless clock pressing on my nerves. I’d already taken too long; Jamie surely wondered where I’d gotten off to. What I’d forgotten in the room. How would I explain? How could I respond without lying to her? Did I just pop the question immediately, trash the rehearsed proposal I’d planned out meticulously? Or would that be too awkward?

The manager and clerk came back before I could come up with an answer.

“One moment, sir,” the manager said with a professional smile. He was a werewolf, so the sharp smile alarmed more than soothed. Then again, he looked irritated to have been called out and was likely trying to mask it with a customer service smile. “I’ll open the safe. You said a ring in a black velvet box has gone missing?”

“Yes.”

“Well, if memory serves, we don’t have any rings in the safe, but I’ll double-check and hope for your sake someone else put it in there.”

I hoped for my sake too that someone had. I truly didn’t know what I’d do it if wasn’t in that safe.

The manager was keyed into the ward, of course. All he had to do was step behind the desk since the ward covered from the front desk all the way around the embedded safe—

easy to spot if you knew what to look for—then open the lock with a key on his keyring. The safe was built into the wall, behind the portrait of the mansion’s founder, and it took him no time at all to swing the metal door open. Even I could see that not much was in there. Some stacks of papers, a few small, wooden boxes that likely contained jewelry, one item wrapped in cloth that might have been a small art piece.

No sign of my ring.

The manager looked all around, shifting some items to the side before putting them back, then stepped back with a shake of his head. “I’m sorry, sir, it looks like it wasn’t put here. Greg, you checked lost and found?”

“I did, sir, but this gentleman insisted it couldn’t be in there.” Greg the clerk shrugged.

My ire rose steadily but I tried to keep a leash upon my temper. If it wasn’t there, then there was only one possibility. It was not a possibility that filled me with joy, either.

“Check again,” the manager urged.

I held up a hand to stay this. “I’m Royal Mage Henri Davenforth from Kingston.”

Both men looked up at me with understanding and perhaps dread on their faces. They had a feeling they wouldn’t like what I said next.

For that matter, the words were utterly vile on my tongue as I said them. “I performed a seeking spell—two in fact—to find my ring not five minutes ago. They failed to respond. Meaning my ring is under a personal ward somewhere. If it’s not in your safe, then it has been stolen and the thief has it in their own personal cache. Call the police.”

The manager winced. “I suppose I can’t ask if you’re absolutely sure of that, considering who you are.”

“Quite right. Call them now. We’re getting to the bottom of this, one way or another.”

The manager gave a look toward the windows, wincing again. “We were alerted a storm is heading for us. Hopefully the police can get here before it arrives.”

Storm? A storm was choosing to arrive now?

Luck, apparently, had decided to desert me completely, and I felt so nauseous I wanted to sit on the ground right there.

I would not rest until my ring was found and the culprit strung up by their toes.
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There I sat, on the beach, sand under my feet, listening to the gentle lap of water as the waves came in and retreated once more. I had a romantic candlelight dinner set out on the table next to me, which smelled and looked delicious, and it should have been a beautiful memory. There was just one teensy weensy detail off.

Two, actually.

One, I was missing a Henri.

Two, unless I was very much mistaken, there was a doozy of a storm rolling in.

The sky was darkening quickly, covering up what had been a beautiful sunset, and it wasn’t late enough for the light to disappear this quick. I could hear thunder, see lightning in the distance as it arched over the water. Those massive, dark clouds were almost inky black. More, it smelled like rain, that ozone of humidity that was always present before Mother Nature let loose. I did not have much time before that storm hit.

It felt like an hour since I’d come out here, but I’d bet it was actually closer to thirty minutes. Just felt longer since I was waiting on Henri. He said he’d left something in his room and gone back to fetch it. Normally, I wouldn’t question that taking more than a few minutes, because sometimes people misplaced things and had to search for them. But Henri had seeking spells, so he should be able to locate things in a snap.

Gut feeling said something had gone wrong and he wasn’t making it back out here anytime soon. Gut also informed me that the storm would make an appearance sooner rather than later. I could smell the moisture in the air, feel it on my skin. That was a storm just waiting to burst open.

I didn’t want all this lovely food to go to waste. It could be simply moved indoors and enjoyed there. I’d waited for Henri as long as I could but now was the moment to move.

I shook sand off my feet as I slid my shoes back on, then hoofed it back to the ground floor patio of the hotel. An employee was stacking chairs to the side, probably in preparation for the storm coming, and I flagged her down. “Sorry for the trouble—can you pack everything up down there and bring it inside?”

She looked relieved. “I’m so glad you asked. We were all worried about you both. I’ll bring it back in as soon as possible. Can you wait in the dining room?”

“Sure. Thanks so much.”

That problem was sorted. Now, where was my Henri?

I entered the building, intending to go up to his room to check there first, but I’d barely gotten through the open door when I heard his voice coming from the front foyer. I was a good two rooms away from the main foyer and yet I could still hear him?

In the years I’d known Henri, I’d rarely heard him yell. Normally he only raised his voice if he was trying to communicate over a distance. I tried to think of a time I’d heard him raise his voice in anger. The case involving the grimoires was the last time I could remember. But he was clearly angry now; I could hear the tones of it.

Uh. What gives? What in the wide green world happened to get his nose so out of joint?

My worry ratcheted up a few notches as I hoofed it to the lobby. I couldn’t imagine Henri getting upset at anyone easily. Even if you served him a bowl of rats, he’d be the type to politely inform you he didn’t want a bowl of rats and please take it away. Had someone died? Serious question.

“—this isn’t a matter of me mistakenly leaving it somewhere,” Henri argued heatedly. I could hear the aggravation and impatience in those words before he even came into sight. “I used seeking spells. Even the safe doesn’t have it! There is no other possibility than it being stolen.”

What…was stolen? Inquiring minds wanted to know.

Now my curiosity had joined in with the worry. I rounded the last corner of the hallway and breached the foyer, finally getting sightlines on my boyfriend.

Henri was in a Mexican standoff with two cops. Same werebear cops who’d been here before, I think, the ones who’d responded for the woman who had lost her jewelry. They looked absolutely done with today and were trying to mask it behind polite faces. Then again, far as I knew, they’d been called here more than once in the past forty-eight hours, so they had reason to be exasperated. The polite façade had cracked significantly. Henri wasn’t even trying to hide his impatience or frustration, which was also very much not like him.

I dunno what just went down, but it promised to be a royal headache.

Lengthening my stride, I quickly crossed to Henri, my dress making an audible swishing noise as I moved. Henri heard me and turned slightly, face falling as he did so. He did not look happy to see me here.

“Dearest,” he greeted, brows beetling together into a straight line. “Did I leave you waiting too long on the beach?”

“I got worried about you,” I admitted freely. “Plus there’s a storm coming in fast. I had them pack everything up. They’ll set us up again in the dining room.”

“Oh.” Henri lifted a hand to cover his eyes and muttered something that sounded like, nothing’s going right.

Oh dear. Poor Henri. He’d been trying to romance me only to have it all fall apart on him. I’d have to help him make it up to me at some point.

I looked at the cops, who really were not happy to be back here, then at Henri, all while pinning on a bright smile. “So. What’s going on?”

Henri for some reason gave the two men a repressive look while answering me. “I had a very special present for you that has gone missing.”

Uh-oh. Yeah, that would explain his temper right now.

“I’ve done two seeking spells and checked the resort’s safe, and it’s nowhere to be found. I have no doubt that it’s been stolen and is under a private ward right now.”

Ah. Yeah, okay, this made sense. Wards prevented seeking spells, blocked them entirely, so if his spells weren’t working, then my gift had to be under some other ward. I could see why he was so adamant on this point.

“Sir, it could have just been picked up by someone else and they kept it—” the older cop argued.

Uh. That was not much better than outright stealing, but okay? I could roll with it. “Gentlemen, that doesn’t quite jibe. You had another victim last night reporting missing jewelry. Lightning doesn’t strike twice, or so the saying goes. As far as I’m aware, you’ve had three reported thefts. This can’t be coincidence. There is a thief here.”

Henri did something I rarely saw him do. He pointed to himself. “I’m Royal Mage Henri Davenforth of Kingston, Wolstenholme, working with the Queen’s Own division. In other words, I catch criminals all the time. My. Present. Was. Stolen.”

Both officers winced. Yeah, guys, Henri was not in a good mood right now. You better start working with him or he was going to steamroll you.

Younger Cop leaned in a little and said, “If there is a thief, things are bound to get messy. We’ll have to question all them lords and ladies, see? Never goes well when suspicion is cast on them.”

Ah. Yes, the Karen Headache, as I called it. I could see why they were not filled with joy about this. On the other hand, it had to be done. Things would not get better by playing ostrich.

“I do understand the difficulty of your position,” I said with sincerity, as I really, truly did understand. “But you can’t let this go on; it’ll snowball from here. Nip this problem in the bud, yeah?”

They looked very unhappy about this but sighed in both defeat and agreement.

“I’ll help you lock down the building to aid with your search.” Henri’s tone made it clear this was not an offer they got to refuse. “With my help, you can make it a mandatory search of all rooms, and there will be few people who can argue with me.”

They were wise enough to nod and roll with that. No arguments there.

I had no idea what gift Henri had gotten me, but it must be very special indeed. For his sake, I hoped we found it. He’d be one unhappy camper if we didn’t.

Right now, I had a feeling low blood sugar probably wasn’t helping his mood any. I slipped my arm in his. “I’ll help you with that lockdown and then we can sit and eat dinner, okay? It looked delicious, and I’m more than hungry at this point.”

He relaxed a smidge. Like, maybe two percent, enough to give me a tight-lipped smile. “Certainly, dearest. I look forward to that.”

“Good.” A fed Henri was normally a happy Henri, so hopefully that plan worked. “How about we herd everyone into the library? That should be large enough to hold people while the search is made.”

I set off with them, as of course the cops wanted to search Henri’s room first just to double-check, which was standard protocol. No one argued against that. Henri and I led the way, cops right behind us.

I had one foot on the stairs when I could hear the storm overhead. The thunder rolled, loud and ominous. That really was a mother storm coming in. I cast a worried glance upward. May that not be a sign of things to come, amen.

Younger Cop muttered behind me, “It’s hurricane season here. You don’t suppose the storm is that?”

Older Cop murmured back, “It came in awfully fast. Can’t say it’s not. If that’s the case, we’re going to be moored up here for a while. Can’t use a boat or the swinging bridge in that kind of storm. Not unless you’re suicidal.”

Uh. Hurricane season? Someone could have mentioned that to me before now. Never had I ever missed the weather channels more than I did right now. I could really use some radar and weather predictions.

“Well.” Henri’s expression was black humor personified. “At least the thief can’t escape the island before we find them.”

“There’s that,” I agreed.

But did I really want to be locked in a mansion, on a tiny island, with a storm raging overhead? Answer was no for anyone wondering.

Well. Tonight would definitely be eventful.

[image: ]



[image: ]

It took a good hour to herd people into the library and lock down the upstairs enough for the cops to search. Which was about eighty people, all told. Good thing it was a very large library. Then I dragged Henri to the dining room and had him eat with me. My foodie barely picked at his food, his eye on the door the whole time. Which said volumes about how upset he was. This must be some present. I was now getting upset too.

After a quick meal, we made our way back to the library and I could hear the storm rumbling overhead. The building was old, with excellent soundproofing, but still the storm sounded loud. Windows rattled in their frames, lightning crashing every couple of seconds, it seemed like. The staff kept skittering around, looking nervously overhead. Then again, whatever mess the storm made, they had to clean up. Apparently, we were at the tail end of storm season here. What I’d seen coming in over the water was not just a summer storm but something like a tropical storm. Henri was too preoccupied at first to really pay attention, I think. At least, right up until we lost power. And lights.

Then everyone noticed.

A few of the more dramatic ones screamed when the room plunged into darkness. Me, my eyesight was better than most, and I had enough ambient light from the lightning flashes to see by. No problem. I took a look around the library, saw the chaos, and grimaced.

This had all the earmarks of turning into a very long night.

Henri stepped outside of the room for some reason, then in seconds turned and came right back in, huffing. I’d never, in all our years together, seen Henri speedwalk anywhere. It was a sight, let me tell you. I couldn’t wait to figure out what kind of present he got me, because judging from his reaction, it was a doozy.

“Jamie.”

I reached out and took his hand, as I knew he couldn’t see as well as I could. “I think we just lost all power.”

“I fear you are correct.” He lifted his wand into the air and cast a quick spell. “Form.”

Little balls of mage lights lifted into the air, circulating idly around. It was like having fireflies around, only brighter. Really pretty. I smiled as I watched them. “They’re such cute lights.”

Henri shrugged. “If you say so. To me, they’re just practical and I can maintain them for days if necessary. I—”

A harried-looking manager with his fur literally sticking out every direction darted into the room. I could see his rising panic even as he looked desperately around the room, spied Henri, and skittered right for us. “Royal Mage Davenforth!”

Henri turned his head, expression already switching to business mode. “Yes?”

“Sir, can you please help?” The manager dropped his voice to right above a whisper. “We’ve got a ward up against the weather, but it’s being battered by the ferocity of the storm.”

“Oh dear.” Henri sucked in a breath, blew it out again, and let go of me. “I’ll assist you. Dearest?”

“I think I better do crowd control.” I jerked a thumb at everyone. “Before they lose it completely.”

“Yes, likely wise. Alright. I’ll be back shortly.”

I doubted that. Whenever Henri and wards mixed, nothing “quick” happened, but I wasn’t about to say that. He was already stressed out enough. I had to time those kinds of comments with an appropriate offering first.

Henri went to deal with wards while I found the nearest employee, who honestly looked like they wanted to go have a good cry. I could not tell this person’s gender and didn’t even try.

“Hi, I’m Jamie,” I said with a smile.

“Cynric,” the waifish-looking elf greeted in return. Cynric looked frazzled, and even sounded frazzled. “Can I help you?”

“What’s your protocol for helping guests weather a storm?” Surely they had one.

“I don’t know,” Cynric confessed. “We’re all new hires. There’s no one from last year because the resort changed ownership. And none of us can find the manager.”

Oh boy. That explained their panic, alright. “Let me help you,” I suggested. “How about we organize some food and lots of alcohol in the dining room. Let these people party through this madness.”

Cynric looked at me with growing delight, like I’d just offered wisdom of the ages. “That’s a great idea. The alcohol will at least numb the panic.”

“Right? So you go ahead, get that organized, and I’ll start herding people.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Cynric darted away.

With the state of the mansion right now, who knew how quickly food could be prepped and served, but I knew the bar was at the far end of the dining room, so at least people could get drunk easily. If no one else hopped in, I might bartend. I did snag the guest registry and the clerk, hauling him with me.

“I’m going to herd people into the dining room because at least there’s candles there. While I do that, can you check people off? I want to get a head count, make sure we’re all accounted for.”

The clerk gave me a game nod. “I’ll try.”

I loved how everyone was just following my lead. Despite me not being in charge. Go leadership skills?

Lifting my hands over my head, I clapped to get everyone’s attention. Being a cop, you learned how to shout over the panic.

“Listen up, everyone! They’ll be serving snacks and alcohol in the dining room to tide us over until they can get power back on. Let’s all head that direction.”

A few desperate souls pivoted and beelined for the doors.

The thing was, people did act like sheep sometimes. Or a school of fish. If you could get just a few to move in one direction, the others were likely to follow. Especially if they were panicked like this. I happily scooped up the stragglers, taking people in arm with me, tone deliberately relaxed and casual to soothe them.

“Please check in with the clerk as you go in!” I called over their heads. “We want to make sure we have all guests accounted for!”

A line formed as people slowed at the door, but the clerk was used to managing multiple people at the same time, and he moved people on like a pro.

I felt like a border collie at moments, but in ten minutes, I had everyone out of the library and into the dining room. I saw other people coming in from various hallways too, lured by the idea of food and drink.

Cynric was the bomb diggity. There were already lamps on the tables, some finger foods of cheeses, crackers, and fruits, and one person at the bar. Cynric was now my favorite person if anyone was wondering.

Some people went for the snacks. Stress eating, I guess. Most went straight for the bar.

I could see the expression on the poor bartender’s face. Her eyes were wide as a swarm of upset people headed her direction.

Poor girl. I’d better pitch in and help before this went sideways.

I put some pep in my step and got over there as fast as I could without actually running. She startled as I joined her behind the bar, mouth automatically opening—probably to tell me I couldn’t be back here.

I leaned in and whispered, “I’m an off-duty royal agent from Kingston. How about I help you bartend and keep them calm?”

Her objection melted instantly, relief blatant across her sharp features. She was half fae unless I missed my guess, as she was definitely on the tall and willowy side. The brilliant red hair was also a clue.

“Yes, please! Um, do you know how to mix drinks?”

“All the basics, at least.” Many a Girls’ Night had taught me that much. “You handle the more complicated stuff. I’m Jamie. You are?”

“Dani.”

“Pleased to meet you. Let’s get this show started.”

The bar was set up to handle parties, fortunately. The wood counter stretched a good twenty feet in length, with a full row of shelves behind me of different types of alcohol and lots of glasses. With the sink and counter in front of me to work on, I was sure I could manage okay. The place would be a disaster come morning, though.

I threw on an apron, turned, and looked at the nearest person, pasting on a professional smile. “What can I get you?”

“Anty Gin on the rocks.”

“Coming up.”

Now, see, those were the kind of orders I could handle. After a while, I got into a groove of pouring and serving.

Meanwhile, poor Dani was over there having really intense, intellectual conversations like this one:

“Uh, sir, that’s just mixing alcohol and alcohol.”

“Yeah, it’s called alcohol!” Mr. Red-In-the-Face was getting irate.

Dani kept from rolling her eyes, but you could tell it was a near thing. “Sir, normally we mix tonic and alcohol and call it a drink.”

I was so not getting into the middle of that one.

Orders kept flying in, I kept pouring things and giving them to people, and eventually the fervor died down. As in, the first round had been dealt, and now I had people coming back for a second glass.

Which meant things had slowed down enough that I might be able to get some intel. I knew nothing about the other thefts aside from the fact they’d happened, and all things considered, I felt like poking around a bit. I loved talking to buzzed people; they had no filters and I could learn such fascinating things.

A goblin and an orc sat at the bar—I realized that sounded like the start of a bad joke but this whole night was a bad joke in my opinion—and sipped at their beverages of choice, chatting between themselves.

“Wonder what them cops are doing during all of this,” Orc said to Goblin.

“Oh, they’re still searching rooms, looking for evidence.” Goblin made a face and asked of me, “Can I get another Belly Button beer?”

“Sure thing.” I poured him another. Did I ask what this type of beer was? No. Because inquiring minds did not want to know right now. Since he had intel I didn’t, I kept the conversation rolling. “Are the cops really still searching the rooms?”

“Sure are. I let them into mine before coming down, that’s how I know.”

They were searching rooms. In the dark. Let that sink in for a second.

Yeah, so, apparently I needed to step up and do some investigation if Henri was to ever recover my present. I didn’t see it happening otherwise.

“What are they searching for, exactly?” Goblin asked in bewilderment. “I never got the details on that.”

“There’s apparently a jewelry thief in action.” I had no problem filling them in to get more information. “There’s been a number of things stolen over the past few days.”

Goblin looked alarmed. “Screw me sideways, that’s not good at all. How much was stolen?”

“Don’t have a firm number on that,” I admitted. “I just know my boyfriend had something stolen from him as well.”

“Well, now, that’s truly alarming. I wonder who it is? Employee, you think?”

My money was on that possibility, but I wasn’t about to say it. “Or a guest. Really, anyone in this building right now is a suspect. How long have you two been here? Did you just arrive?”

“This morning,” Orc confirmed. “We came for an overnight stay before going on. Well, it was supposed to be overnight. With this storm, who knows.”

I mentally scratched them off the list. Unless they were a fence, they weren’t involved in this.

Those two moseyed on with their drinks, and I got a fresh batch of faces I could casually interrogate. No one seemed to know much of anything helpful. Which was just so typical. Still, I kept at it, because you never knew what people had observed and didn’t think was important enough to pass along.

I was maybe an hour into this and felt like I’d served everyone at least one round of drinks, if not three. This was going to be a very expensive bill at the end of the night. Wait a second, I said that, but there was a face I hadn’t seen yet. Lady Ellsworth. Had I just missed her in the crowd? It was totally possible; the place was chaos there the first hour.

I had a good view from the bar, so I took a better look around the room. Easy to do now that people had settled at tables—a few even lying on the window benches—so there wasn’t a face I couldn’t pick out from here.

Huh. Still didn’t see her. That was possibly not good.

I lifted a hand and flagged down Cynric, who had a stack of empty trays in hand.

“Cynric, hey. Thanks for all the help earlier getting this set up.”

Cynric flashed me a tired smile. “I’m glad you suggested it. I shudder to think of what would have happened if someone hadn’t taken charge.”

“Wait, since when am I in charge?” I’d just offered suggestions and alcohol, surely that didn’t put me in charge.

Dani intoned like a sage, “The power gravitates to the most deserving.”

I fixed a glower on her. “And to think I used to like you.”

She was not at all apologetic, chuckling and enjoying her own joke.

Right, so, ignoring the Peanut Gallery over here. “Cynric, by chance have you confirmed if all the guests are in here?”

Cynric’s head tilted in puzzlement. “Uh, yes, I believe they all are. Why?”

“I’m missing a face. Lady Ellsworth. She’s an acquaintance, I had a tea party with her earlier today. With the state of the storm outside and everything, I’d just like to confirm we have everyone safe and sound. The front desk clerk was checking people off for me. Confirm with him?”

“Agreed. I’ll double-check. She might be in her room.”

“Thanks so much.”

Hopefully she was there and hadn’t been caught outside somewhere. If she was, we’d have to stage a rescue party because I didn’t see how anyone could easily move out there in these gale-force winds. I mean, seriously, the wind battered the area so fiercely I heard windows rattling in their casing. And that was with a protective ward up.

Speaking of which, I hoped Henri wasn’t out in that. Surely he could reinforce the wards without going outside them?

I regretted not having my pad right now.

“Miss?”

Oh, another customer was approaching. A very portly dwarf—think a keg with legs and a head—approached. He put his tankard down first, then threw a leg up to get onto the stool. Or tried. He was a bit inebriated and missed.

My reflexes kicked in and I lunged half over the bar, caught him by the arm, and hauled him up the rest of the way. Once steadied, he lifted his head and beamed at me. Or, at least, the mustache moved so I assumed he was smiling under all that hair.

“Thankee. Can I get another ale?”

“Sure thing. Light or dark?”

“That sweet apple ale.”

Ah, that one. I reached for it, pouring him another, but also eyeing his condition. He did not look steady to me. Granted, what I poured him wasn’t high in alcoholic content, but I might need to cut him off soon. “Sir, how many drinks have you had?”

He snorted like this question amused him. “Look, as a dwarf, you can only learn two things. Rocks, metal, and booze.”

“That’s three things,” I pointed out.

“Math wasn’t one of them.”

Well, if he passed out, I was sure people would help me cart him to bed.

“Tomorrow, there will be a lot of hurkle-durkling,” Dwarf commented. He took his tankard with a happy sigh. “Good stuff, this.”

“Hurkle-durkling?” I’d legit never heard the term.

“You know, lounging about in bed long after it’s time to get moving.”

Oh. Ladies, gents, and gentlefolk, we had our new word for the day. “Yeah, I think you’re right on that.”

Cynric came back to me at this point with a worried look. “Miss Jamie, I can’t find Lady Ellsworth anywhere. No one’s seen her since before the power went out.”

“Well, that’s potentially problematic.” Understatement of the night.

“Will you help me look for her?”

“I absolutely will.”

If luck was with us, she wasn’t dead on the beach somewhere.
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After an hour of searching the building and double-checking with people, still no sign of Lady Ellsworth. Which, I mean, normally I’d suspect she was off in some secret spot getting frisky, but in this weather? Under these conditions? Highly unlikely. Odds were better she was in trouble and no one had figured it out yet.

Which meant I needed to step out of vacation mode for a bit.

The two cops were upstairs still searching rooms (in the dark, which was killing me) so I hustled up there. I did dive into my bedroom long enough to retrieve my badge, as apparently I’d need it shortly. I found the cops on the third floor, meaning they were almost out of guest rooms to search. Which did not fill my heart with joy.

It wasn’t hard to find them. Even with the wicked sound of the storm overhead, I could hear them chattering as they searched. About a recent sports game? Ooookay. People chatted about things on the job while working, I wasn’t docking them for that, but it did make me think they weren’t taking this too seriously.

They were at the far end of the hall, almost done with this floor entirely. The door had been left open so I just popped right in.

“Gentlemen, a word?”

They paused midmotion, half turning to look at me. One of them was on all fours looking under the bed, the other peering behind a picture. They had lamps with them, but the lamps had been left on the nightstands. Seriously?

The urge to face-palm was strong, but I managed to resist.

“We’ve got someone missing.”

Older cop, Hauffman, turned fully to face me. “You’re sure of that?”

“Quite sure.” Right, he didn’t quite buy into this. I think they’d kind of dismissed me earlier as Henri’s girlfriend. Time to pull out the big guns. I flipped open my badge to show him and watched him stiffen immediately. “Allow me to fully introduce myself. Jamie Edwards, Director of the Queen’s Own in Kingston, Wolstenholme.”

Becker, the younger cop, swore under his breath.

Hauffman just looked resigned. Like this crap shoot of a night had finally taken the wrong turn he’d been anticipating for hours. “Who’s missing, Director?”

I did like that he got right to the point. “Lady Ellsworth. I’ve had employees check the whole building—nothing. No one’s seen her since before the storm hit. Now, I had tea with this woman. She didn’t strike me as the type to weather a storm unless something dire has happened. She’s the girly type, always dressed to the nines. We better locate her.”

“Understood.”

“Do either of you know where Henri is?”

“Your, uh, partner? I believe he’s downstairs in the manager’s office, monitoring the wards.”

Ah, that would be the control center for the wards, so to say. Made sense. “Right, let’s get him in on this. A seeking spell would be the fastest method.”

“You didn’t ask him before?” Becker looked confused.

He still followed me out the door, though, as I headed for the stairs, their lanterns providing illimitation. Over my shoulder, I explained, “As you mentioned, he’s in the process of monitoring the wards. I didn’t want to distract him from that unless I had to.”

“Oh. I can’t argue that.”

Hauffman huffed along at my other side. “I really hope she isn’t outside in this.”

“Me too.” For a variety of reasons. One of which was that it wouldn’t be fun getting her back inside.

Like it was trying to accent my point, the storm hit the building with a gust of wind and rain hard enough to rattle all the windows.

Yeah, thanks storm, got the message.

I got down to the manager’s office with no problem. Henri opened the door to leave the office just as the cops and I arrived, which was some kind of timing.

“Dearest?” He knew me too well; I could see him go taut, aware something was off already just from that one glance. “What’s wrong?”

“Lady Ellsworth is missing. I’ve had people search the building and we can’t find any sign of her.”

Never slow on the uptake, Henri immediately lifted the wand in his hand. “I’ll search for her.”

While he cast the spell, I sent a little prayer up that she wasn’t outside. Please and thank you. That would be problematic in so many ways.

Henri had his wand balanced on his palm, and it acted like a compass needle, leading us across the main foyer and toward the back of the mansion. I was right in step with him as we headed into the employee hallway that led past the kitchens. My heart sank as we continued down the familiar path.

The goddess of luck was not listening.

Henri’s expression grew grim. “She’s not far from here. But I think I know where she is.”

From the direction the wand pointed, so did I. “Isn’t that the direction of the old docks?”

“So it is.”

Henri looked the lanterns over and frowned. “The second we open that door, those will go out. Hang them up on those hooks. I’ll cast a few mage lights.”

That was the saner approach because he was right, those flames didn’t stand a chance against the gale outside.

There were only a handful of reasons why someone would be out there in a tropical storm, and none of them added up to anything good. We hustled down the remainder of the dim hallway, finding the entrance to the old smugglers’ caves. The second we opened the outer door, the wind tried to sucker punch me right in the chest, almost lifting me off my feet.

Henri’s arm shot out, snatching me around the waist and hauling me in tightly to his side. In the same breath, he cast a spell that acted like a shield right in front of us, forcing the wind to sheer up and away.

Whoa, seriously, that got the adrenaline going. I put a hand to my chest and batted my eyes at him. “My hero.”

He flashed me that quick, boyish grin I adored, then sobered. “I fear I spy Lady Ellsworth.”

I looked in the same direction he did and, yikes, that did look bad. Like a scene out of a horror movie. All I was missing was the spooky, suspenseful music. The sky was clearly visible through the mouth of the cave, and it was all dark and moody. Lightning flashed, charging the air in an uncomfortable way, leaving goose bumps on my skin. The whole area smelled like rain, the rocks shiny from the moisture, and in the middle of this all was the crumpled form of a woman lying right on the decaying docks, wind whipping her skirts and hair around. It didn’t take two seconds to realize she was dead.

Any cop could tell you, it was very obvious when someone was dead. There was a lifelessness to them that even a coma patient couldn’t emulate.

Well, crap. I felt bad I hadn’t noticed her missing earlier. I might have prevented this. But if wishes were horses, beggars would ride, right? I had no time machine in my possession, so my only option now was to find the cause of her death.

Hauffman looked around me, spied the woman, and swore. “She looks right dead to me.”

“She’s very dead,” I agreed.

My mind was already on logistics. The wind and rain were penetrating the area, which meant trace evidence was already being worn away. Also, the water seemed to be rising, as the tide was of course coming in at this time of night, urged even higher by the storm. Water was now lapping over the edges of the docks, and the last thing I needed was for her corpse to wash away too.

“Henri, we must retrieve her.”

“Yes, agreed. I think I can cast a preservation spell over this area. We might have a chance to keep some of the evidence intact.”

I turned and kissed his temple. “Good brain. Do that. Becker, get ready to help me haul her in.”

Hauffman quickly jumped in. “No, Director, me and Becker’s got this. You stand back.”

I wasn’t sure if he was trying to gain some brownie points, or if he was just too chivalrous to allow a woman to do the heavy lifting. Either way worked for me. I acquiesced with a nod.

The men quickly set to work. I did follow them out there because I wanted fresh eyes on the scene. Just in case. With the wind and sea water spray flying into my face, I got soaked pretty quickly. I was just as happy about that as my cats were about snow. Still, needs must.

Lady Ellsworth was deader than dead, no question there. Her sightless eyes stared blankly, skin white, lips a pale blue. She’d been out here a while for her body to be that chilled. I put two fingers to her neck out of sheer habit, but I didn’t need to. No pulse to be found. I looked over her quickly, trying to spot any indication of how she’d died. I saw no obvious wounds, nor any pools of blood. In fact, she was remarkably clean.

Uh. What gives? I doubted a healthy woman in her prime had walked out here and died of a heart attack. Well, maybe the wound was hidden under her clothes? I checked her hands and felt slight rigidity, so she hadn’t been dead long enough for full rigor mortis to set in. It gave us something of a timeline. She felt chilled but not ice cold, which was also a good clue. Maybe two to three hours? Of course, the wind and rain could be cooling her temperature faster. What I wouldn’t give for Weber right now.

Henri was throwing down spells left, right, and center. He cast so quickly the words nearly rammed into each other. I could tell he wanted out of here as fast as possible, and with the fierce tide making me mucho nervous, I agreed with that one hundred percent. In this case, there was no one about to rescue the rescuers.

With a wave at the cops, Henri gave the go-ahead to get Lady Ellsworth’s corpse out of there. They gingerly did so, trying to avoid an unnecessary trip into the water in the process. Decking here was rather narrow.

Everything about this scene felt off to me. Far as I knew, our victim was not the type to be down here, especially not with a storm raging. Unless she was meeting a lover or something, but then where was he? Had this been a planned crime, or something spontaneous? Ooo, plot thickened.

In any case, we were done out here. Henri and I linked arms as we tried to quickly get back inside. Hard to do with such slick wood to navigate across. Henri almost pitched right into the water more than once, his slick dress shoes gaining no purchase on the wooden sidewalk. I pulled him to safety each time but didn’t breathe easy until we’d gained the inside of the hallway once more, the door firmly and safely shut behind us. The second we were inside, Henri hit us all with a drying spell, except the victim of course. Can’t interfere with evidence.

“Water, be as you are, rest as you once were.”

Bam, instantly dry. Man’s better than a hairdryer any day.

The cops stood awkwardly, holding up a dead body between them, not sure where to go. That was a good question, actually—where did we go with this? A spare bedroom somewhere so I could lock the door would be my first choice. I didn’t want to leave her in her own room, as it was now a crime scene. Somewhere I could securely lock her out of foot traffic would be best.

“Uh, gentlemen, have you searched her room already?”

“We did,” Hauffman confirmed. “One of the first we searched. She wasn’t in her room at that point.”

So since nine o’clock? Thereabouts?

A clerk hustled down the hallway, and I think at first he assumed Lady Ellsworth was just unconscious. Her body was mostly blocked by Hauffman’s back from his angle.

“Oh good, you found her.” He waved us forward. “You can—”

Henri lifted a staying hand. “Sir. I’m afraid she’s dead.”

All color drained from the man’s face. Corpses had healthier complexions. I knew—I had one right here for comparison. He stumbled to a halt, looking her over now with complete dismay. I didn’t blame him. I mean, he’d gone from happy guests, to thefts, to a sudden storm cutting off power and access to the mainland, to a murdered guest. All within the space of forty-eight hours. Man might resign after this.

As gently as I could, I asked, “Can we have a room to put her in? Something we can lock?”

He nodded numbly, still staring at her with fixated horror. “And to think I said the night couldn’t get any worse.”

Oh, so he was the one who jinxed us? Now that figured.
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The room the clerk gave us was not a guest room but rather a mostly empty back storage room. He quickly brought a table inside and then shoved us in with promises of assistance if we needed it, but his eyes begged us to not call him. I’d do my best not to. I feared the poor fellow was traumatized as it was.

Jamie rolled up her sleeves before pulling on gloves, already looking Lady Ellsworth over. “Help me remove the clothing and I’ll examine her.”

She did so to spare my sensibilities, and I appreciated it. “Alright. Hauffman, did you find a set of gloves for me too?”

“I did.” He handed another set over. “Kitchen staff keeps them on hand for meat butchering, they said. I figured it would do the same job here.”

He was not wrong. “Thank you. Let’s observe what we can of her first. I wish we had either my black box or Weber.”

Jamie sighed in agreement. “Me too.”

“Weber?” Hauffman asked.

“Our medical examiner at home,” I explained, pulling on the second glove. “He’s very, very good. I’m a magical examiner, and while there is some overlap, I can’t begin to call myself qualified for an autopsy.”

Hauffman grunted in understanding. “Still, better you than nothing. And nothing is what I’ll have until this storm passes.”

“Fair enough.” Bending over the body, I examined her arms and hands carefully. “I see no signs of defensive wounds.”

“Yeah, me neither.” Jamie gently shifted an arm up and around, then tilted the head back and forth. “No signs of bruising or anything here, either. If there was an attack, I can’t find evidence of it yet. I think she was out there a few hours at least. Some rigidity has set in, mostly in her extremities, and she’s soaked through.”

“Yes, there’s nothing dry about her, not even her backside. Alright, shall we start with the clothing?”

“Yeah, let’s.”

Hauffman assisted in this and inquired, “So is that our TOD? Two to three hours ago?”

“More or less. The temperature of the cave of course has an impact on that, but that’s our window.” I wish I could be more accurate than that, but sadly, I couldn’t.

We set to removing the clothing piece by piece, starting with the robe and slippers. I didn’t think Ellsworth had intended to be out in that storm, not with how she was dressed. She wore a nightgown under the robe, her hair caught up in a protective sleep cap, no heavy poncho or protection from the rain to be found. My guess would be she went out before the storm hit, but that was a gut feeling, not much to back up the theory with.

Wrestling clothes off an uncooperative body was not fun in the slightest, but with the help of spells, we managed. Once the body was nude, I left Jamie to it, shifting to a separate table along the wall. I examined each piece of clothing carefully, with both eyes and spells, trying to find any kind of trace evidence that might still be clinging to the clothing.

“No signs of sexual assault,” Jamie commented. I could hear her step around the table. “Not a single sign of injury, actually, aside from a massive knot on her head. Which could have happened if she fell. If this is a murder, it wasn’t done with physical violence.”

“I can find no signs of tears in her clothing, either.” I put the coat down, reaching for shoes. “And there’s no blood on her lower garments or shoes. She died on the spot, it seems. She wasn’t moved there.”

“Poor lady.” Hauffman made several notes in his notebook. “Could this possibly be a suicide? Death by misadventure?”

“It’s quite possible. Hard to say without any obvious sign of death. Tell me when you’re done and I’ll draw some blood to do a simple toxicology.”

Jamie turned to look at me. “You can do that?”

“I said simple,” I reminded her. “I can’t begin to do a full panel, not with what I have on hand. But I can tell you what she’s ingested in the last twelve hours. It’s something I will have to prepare for, so I’ll tackle it in the morning.”

“Oh, well that’s handy. Also hopefully will give us some kind of clue. I’m dearth on clues at the moment.”

The next few minutes were spent on our respective tasks, and I could feel the emotional drain starting to take hold from the long day.

The rustle of a sheet made me turn my head to look. Jamie had covered the corpse from shoulder to toe.

“Done already?”

“Literally nothing else I can pick up on. We’d need an expert to take care of the rest.” Jamie shrugged before coming around the table to stand at my side. “What are your thoughts?”

“Not much to go on, sadly. I do not think she anticipated being out in the storm from how she was dressed, but that’s a guess on my part. I also do not believe she was killed and then moved.”

“Agreed.” Jamie’s mouth scrunched up in an aggravated purse. “Well, shall we search her room again?”

“Might as well. The body has nothing else to tell us.”

We cleaned up, I hit us both with a spell to clean our hands and such, then we exited. Only to find Becker leaning against the wall outside, clearly waiting on the three of us. He straightened immediately, expression hopeful.

“Did you find anything?”

“Not much,” Jamie admitted as she turned, locking the door behind her. “She wasn’t sexually assaulted. Looks like she was heading for bed by the way she was dressed and this is death by misadventure. No clue why she was down there instead of snuggly in bed. That’s about it. We’re going up to check her room now.”

“The manager gave me the key. I can lead you up.”

Oh? Had he waited out here partially for that reason?

“Becker, you go with them,” Hauffman suggested. “I’m going to start interviewing the guests. I’d like to find who saw Lady Ellsworth last.”

He might as well. There was no sense in all four of us searching her room. “Ah, splendid. That will speed matters along.”

Jamie muttered something like “man’s better at interviews than searching,” which made me think I’d missed something. But I could inquire more into that later.

Since we didn’t have jurisdiction here, they were really giving us more liberty than they likely should. I had no qualms about Officer Becker shadowing us as we searched Lady Ellsworth’s room.

“Lead the way,” I urged.

He turned on his heel, heading for the stairs. Over his shoulder, he filled us in. “We haven’t said anything about there being a murder. People are honestly rather sloshed right now, so all we’re saying is that we’re inquiring into Lady Ellsworth, asking who saw her last and where.”

“Probably for the best.” People had quite enough to worry and panic about right now as it was.

Lady Ellsworth’s room was on the second floor, a few doors down from our own rooms. Becker opened the door with the key before stepping aside and waving us through. I proceeded first, taking it in with a pan of my head. It all seemed orderly, nothing out of place, nor any signs of a struggle happening here. Not that I’d expected such. I used a cleaning spell on my gloves, not wanting cross contamination. I performed the same courtesy for Jamie and got a smile of thanks for my efforts.

Jamie and I had searched so many locations that we had our own rhythm at this point. I went left, she went right, neither of us needing to communicate this with each other. The layout of the room was quite similar to mine, with a large canopy bed in the middle of the left-hand wall, a dressing table along the right side, with a chest of drawers next to the balcony doors. A very spacious, opulent room indeed.

I searched the dresser, not finding much of anything noteworthy. The general things ladies use, such as cosmetics and jewelry, were in place along the surface. Nothing surprising in the drawers.

From behind me, I heard seams being undone. I paid it no attention until Jamie made a sound of satisfaction.

“Bingo.”

Turning, I looked to see what she’d discovered. She stood over the bed, a pillow case discarded on the comforter, her hand deep inside a pillow.

“A pillow?” Becker came to stand at her side, fascinated.

“Kind of a neat trick, right? I’ve seen this before.” Jamie fell into that teaching nuance she had even as she pulled one passport after another out of it. “People often bring their own pillows from home; no employee would think anything of it. They make a hidden pocket inside the pillow to store things, knowing it will never be searched. Only reason it caught my attention was the weight. It was heavier than a pillow should be.”

From Becker’s face, he’d not noticed that when searching the room previously and felt chagrined at his miss. His rounded ears were flattened, snout wrinkled. Well, he was young yet, and I bet he’d never make this mistake again.

More to the point, that was far too many passports for any one person to need. I came closer to pick one up, flipping the small booklet open. Lady Ellsworth’s picture was right there on the left-hand side, but that was not her name.

A fake passport? “Plot twist.”

“Indeed. So far I’ve got four different identities, each stamped at all different dates and locations. This woman got around.” Jamie reached once more into the pillow, feeling around, then grunted. “Okay, that’s all of them. Just a guess, but it looks like we’ve found our thief.”

“I can’t think of any other reason why she would have this many passports.” Only a criminal would need to change identities like this. “But how did she integrate herself into the society?”

Jamie tapped the passport into her palm, expression thoughtful. “That is the question, isn’t it? I would assume people are vetted. Or maybe not—you introduced me, and no one asked me any questions after that. Maybe she found an in that way?”

“It’s entirely possible.”

Becker lifted a hand shyly. “Um. But if she’s the thief, where’s the stolen jewelry?”

“No clue, but we need to figure that out. Wherever it is, it’s still warded. I can’t locate anything through seeking spells.” Which still burned, like heartburn stuck in my chest.

Jamie cracked her head from side to side like a fighter readying to enter a ring. “Time to do this the old-fashioned way. Let’s tear this room apart. If it’s not here, I’m going to say the odds are good she may have been killed. A partner or fence took off with the jewelry. Personally, I’m hoping it’s here somewhere.”

So was I. For a variety of reasons. Most of them distinctly personal.

If it wasn’t, I just might well cry.
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We searched and searched and searched but there was nothing else of interest in Lady Ellsworth’s room. I did keep the passports with me, wishing dearly for an evidence bag, but we’d just have to make do.

Jamie stood from where she’d been searching under the dresser, still in full teaching mode. Granted, Becker needed it.

“In this case, nothing under the furniture, but remember to check there. People tape things under furniture because they know no one will check for it there. Under the drawers, too.”

Becker had his notebook out, taking notes like he was in training all over again. At least he was willing to learn.

I didn’t mind her teaching him but my attention wasn’t on that, either. I still had no sign of my ring. Would I be forced to buy something else in order to fulfill my plans? But how could I possibly go jewelry shopping on vacation without Jamie wanting to come along? The very idea gave me a headache. I had no idea when the storm would end. The resort did have a gift shop, but I also had no idea if it had anything even remotely suitable for a proposal. I somehow doubted it.

“I wonder how Hauffman is getting along?” Perhaps he’d gained some kind of insight with the interviews.

Yes, I realized that trying to gain valuable information from inebriated people was highly unlikely. I was clutching at straws. Still, I didn’t know what else to do at this moment.

“Let’s go check.” Jamie doffed the gloves, tucking them away into a pocket as she headed for the way to the door.

Becker stayed right in step with her while I maneuvered to her left side.

“What do we do with the passports?” Jamie mused aloud. “I hesitate to put them in the resort’s safe.”

Since we had no idea if this was a murder or not, it was best we kept them away from other hands. “I’ll lock and ward them away in my room.”

“Probably the better option.”

Becker looked between us, brows drawn up in confusion. “Um, is it vital to keep those? All they really tell us is that she was likely the thief.”

Oh dear. Such a young one.

“No, no, think about this, Becker.” Jamie jerked a thumb to indicate the passports. “Those passports hold some really interesting information. Like where she’s been, what time she was there, who she was pretending to be. If we put all that information together and reach out to the police in those areas, we might very well be able to solve a lot of crimes.”

“We might also be able to figure out if she has a fence and how she was able to integrate her way into the society here,” I couldn’t help but pitch in. “We met her at a very exclusive lady’s society tea party. I’d like to know how she got in when they all seem to know each other.”

“That is seriously one of my prime questions. Let’s hope someone downstairs knows the answer. It might also tell us if she came in with a friend or not.”

I was banking on that.

We descended the stairs and eventually entered the dining room, where people were still huddled around tables with food and drink in hand. Well, I say huddled, when slouched would be more accurate.

Once, as a child, I’d seen a painting in a museum that depicted a scene of absolute debauchery, where people were artistically draped over furniture without care for decorum, only the remains of alcohol and food left behind. It was like the artist had prophetic vision because that was exactly the scene that met my eyes now.

Hauffman and a few employees seemed to be the only ones sober. Hauffman sat at a table nearest the door, nibbling on cheese and crackers, watching the rest of the people at the table with a sort of resigned amusement.

The man seated next to him shook a finger at the other man seated across the table. “You’ve been getting drunk anyway! You didn’t need the excuse.”

The accused man waved a hand to indicate everyone seated nearby. “I mean, excuses are around me.”

A brunette woman next to him peered at him doubtfully. “Wait, you’re self-aware?”

That was not the best conversation to walk in on. It did not bode anything good.

Hauffman waved a hand in greeting, pushing himself up in order to come greet us. In a low tone, he asked, “Anything?”

“Something interesting, at least.” I opened the bag to show him the passports. “Lady Ellsworth was not Lady Ellsworth. We’ve got four passports of various aliases for her.”

Hauffman’s eyebrows rose in surprise, making his eyes look large in his face. The top of his head wrinkled up so that the fur seemed to stand on end. “Huh. Where were those?”

“In a pillow compartment.” Becker jittered with excitement. “You should have been up there with us, sir. Director Edwards knows all sorts of ways to search a room. She’s the one who found the passports in the pillow.”

Scratching at his furry head, Hauffman cast Jamie a quick look. “Don’t that beat all. Well, Director, glad you joined in, then.”

I was less interested in what we’d found and more focused on something he’d possibly learned. “What about you, Officer Hauffman?”

“Well.” He sighed, and that resigned expression alone told me nothing good had happened down here. “I tried. People were a bit too far gone by the time I made it down here. I did learn from the staff that Lady Ellsworth came in about five days ago with a maid. She seemed to be already friends with several ladies here, as she said hello the second she walked in and was greeted warmly.”

“That tells me a lot.” Jamie shared a look with me.

Yes, it did tell us a great deal. She’d made contacts well before coming here. This was a long con, not something short term. Now I felt even more curious on how she managed it.

A table a few steps from the door started getting rowdy. A woman was tugging at a man insistently, although he wasn’t budging from his chair.

“Come on, come on, dance with me!”

“There’s no music!” the man protested in a whine.

“I don’t care. I have no shame factor.”

“I do!”

Another woman at the table shot her hand in the air like a student ready to impress the teacher. “Oh, oh, I’ve got something for that! Do you want the red ‘no more shame’ or the dark red ‘no more shame’?”

Oh dear. Oh me. I did not want to witness any part of what was about to happen. In fact, I felt the distinct desire to be somewhere else. I turned to Jamie with a plea: “Dearest, I think we better try interviewing people in the morning. They’re too drunk to make sense right now.”

“More like afternoon,” Jamie muttered. “But yes, agreed. This has become a nope room.”

“My sentiment precisely. Shall we proceed to bed?”

“I mean, it’s only—” She glanced at a far wall and winced. “Ye little gods on pogo sticks, it’s almost two a.m. When did we hit the birds’ hours?”

Was it truly? I glanced at the clock myself, needing to verify this with my own eyes. Great deities, she was correct, it was almost two a.m. No wonder exhaustion dragged at my limbs. The storm still raged outside, with no sign of abating. I could hear the rain beating against the glass and the roof.

All four of us looked at each other, the vote unanimous and unspoken. Tomorrow. It was past time to quit and rest.

Becker lifted a hand. “I’ll stay and keep an eye on everyone.”

We did have a possible murderer on the loose—at the very least a thief—so someone had to keep an eye on people. It was not our jurisdiction, so Hauffman and Becker got the short end of the stick there. I quite willingly let them sort that out between them.

With cordial good nights to each other, we each went our own ways. I escorted Jamie to her room before going to mine.

Exhaustion urged me to just flop onto the bed, but I remained adult enough to first secure the passports in a drawer (warded against any tampering) and shuck my clothes in favor of night dress. Only then did I fall face-first into a pillow.

I felt my eyes burn with unshed tears. Mostly tears of frustration. I wanted so badly to wave my wand and fix this mess, but unfortunately, there wasn’t a spell for this kind of insanity. All my plans, my beautiful plans, were for naught. They went awry so easily, and in the two ways that I never anticipated. Who would have thought a thief would steal the ring from me before I proposed? Who would have thought we would be sucked into a murder case while on bloody vacation? Had I done something to offend the deity of love? Failed to make the appropriate sacrifices? Proposing to the love of my life shouldn’t be as difficult as nailing gelatin to a tree.

I’d either find the ring, or I’d find a way to get another, but I WOULD propose before this trip was done. And if anything else tried to stop me, my reaction would not be pretty.

[image: ]


[image: ]

Jamie and I went down to process the scene first thing the next morning. Well, we had late breakfast first, but immediately after that we went into the cave. I did not feel well rested after limited sleep that mostly consisted of me tossing to and fro. It took two cups of strong coffee just to feel brain cells churning.

The door leading into the cave was locked, of course, since it was now an active crime scene, but the manager had given us the key. I knew Jamie was irritated that she had no way of collecting fingerprints, but that door was very compromised at this point, anyway. No point.

Jamie stepped through first, rubbing her forehead. “I wish I could take my brain out and blow on it to make it work like a Nintendo 64. I do not feel awake this morning.”

I did not catch the reference but agreed wholeheartedly with the sentiment. “I’m not fully awake this morning either. At least the storm has stopped?”

“There is that. I understand the beach is a mess right now. I heard the staff talking about it. Seems like the cave weathered fine, though.”

Indeed, that did seem to be the case. The cave looked much like it did the first time I saw it—except the damage left behind, of course. More than a little debris had washed up to the dock, shifting with each lap of the tide coming in. The water level was down this morning as the tide had taken some of it away again. In fact, the blue skies and chirping birds outside seemed to give lie to the storm of the night before. Seeing the sunshine through the cave’s opening, it was hard to fathom that the mansion had been rocked to its foundation by fierce winds and rain hours before.

Jamie, with her keen senses, poked about the area, looking for any clue about our victim. The question of murder, suicide, or death by stupidity still hung over our heads. I was inclined to think it was death by stupidity, for why else would a noblewoman be in her nightdress out here? I still had no reasonable cause of death, however.

What I wouldn’t have given to have Weber.

I poked about as well, casting various spells to see if there was anything untoward. Poisons or weapons of any sort. Nothing pinged, but the tide could have swept away all— Oh hello, what was this? A rope tied to the dock, pulled taut. Curious, I walked to the edge of the dock and knelt, pulling the rope up. Or at least, that was my intention. I almost pulled a muscle. Whatever this was felt like a boat anchor, it was so heavy.

“Uh, dearest? A little help?”

Jamie doubled back immediately, jogging to me. “Whatcha find?”

“There’s something on the end of this rope that’s extraordinarily heavy.”

“Ooh, I like mysterious things.” She knelt next to me, getting a hand under mine on the rope. “One, two, three, pull!”

We pulled. Then we pulled some more. With her enhanced strength added to mine, we got it up just fine, the object slowly coming into shape as it rose through the water. A box? Looked like a very sturdy case, the traveling kind. It was warded too, I could see that in a glance.

With one final heave, we pulled it fully onto the deck. It settled with a clang, water sloughing off the sides. I hoped the inside was airtight, otherwise this would get messy quickly. First, however, I examined the outside. No signs of forced entry, nor scrapes of any sort. No stickers to indicate passage here, either. The box looked like a very high-end jewelry case, rectangular in nature, pure black with chrome finishes. Quite high quality, no doubt about that.

Then we looked at each other.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Jamie gave a sober nod. “I think we found the missing jewelry.”

“I will bet that’s the case. BECKER!”

The young cop stopped poking at whatever debris had caught his attention and jogged toward us. His eyes caught sight of the box and a delighted grin, showing canines, stretched across his face. “Say, is that the missing jewelry?”

“It might be,” Jamie acknowledged.

While I hoped for everyone’s sake that was the case, I had more selfish needs to fulfill. My priority in this moment was my ring. I desperately needed to ascertain if it was in that locked safe box or not. If it was, my plan was to pretend it wasn’t mine—I did not want to spoil my proposal to Jamie—and somehow buy another ring. It would be evidence at that point and not something I could easily lay claim to. If it wasn’t there, well, then I had an entirely different problem, which would likely end in the same result: buying a different ring.

And to think at one point I’d thought this vacation a splendid notion.

Becker knelt down next to me and whispered, “Uh, sir? What is she doing?”

I glanced in the direction he pointed. Jamie had gloves on, as normal, but she was down on her haunches and leaned in so closely to the box her nose nearly touched it. Ah. She was doing a Jamie-ism.

“Ignore her,” I said as I waited for her to finish. “Her senses are unbelievably keen. She can smell and see what we mere mortals cannot.”

“Oh. She smelling something, then?” He got down lower as well, nostrils flaring, no doubt using his were senses to the max.

“She must be, otherwise she wouldn’t be in that position.”

Jamie lifted her head and announced, “I smell metal. A great deal of it.”

I didn’t know metal had a particularly strong scent…? Only to her nose, perhaps.

She popped back up, frowning as if something didn’t quite jibe here. “I’m going to make a larger sweep of the area. See if there’s anything I missed.”

“We’ll handle this, then.”

She promptly left, nose still working like a weredog’s trying to ascertain a scent.

After they finished, I pulled on gloves and bent carefully to my haunches. I attempted to open the case by popping the latches on either side. It didn’t budge.

Becker grunted. “Expected it to be locked. Force it open?”

“Let me try something first.” I leveled a spell at it, using the strongest unlocking spell in my arsenal.

Somewhat to my surprise, it worked. The lock popped open, the top actually coming up a scant distance.

“Huh. Guess you’re not a royal mage for nothing,” Becker observed. “Well done, sir.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t expect praise for this, of all things. “Let’s see what’s inside, shall we?”

Becker hummed in agreement, then shot a wary look over my head before ducking down and whispering, “Sir, if your item is in there, what do you want to do?”

“Cry,” I answered with a grimace. “It’s evidence, after all. But don’t let on that I have anything in here.”

“Yes, sir.” Becker gave me a sympathetic look.

Honestly, at this point I was almost resigned to nothing I planned working out. I’d have to find some other way to propose. My original plan had been shredded past redemption.

With no other real option, I popped open the top.

Then swore immediately in surprise.

“Well.” Becker stared down at it and whistled low. “Didn’t expect that.”

In a split second, Jamie was at our sides, staring over my shoulder. “What, what? Krikey. Uh, guys, that’s a lot more than what was reported missing.”

Truly, she hadn’t overstated the matter. On the surface level, I saw several necklaces, bracelets, earrings, rings, strings of pearls, pocket watches, and at least one signet ring. Which, in a sense, was more valuable than everything else put together. With a signet ring, anyone could enter a bank and authorize a transaction without much question.

I also saw, tucked into one corner, a very familiar black box. My ring. It was there, after all. I was delighted and disheartened to see it. So close, and yet it might as well be on another planet, as I could not lay claim to it.

“We’ll need to catalogue all of this.” I said the obvious and then sighed. “And explain to the owners they can’t have any of this back until the case is closed.”

“Yeah, I expect that last part to go over about as well as a punch to the mouth.” Jamie leaned in a little closer. “Wow, this really is a lot. I wonder if it’s all from this resort? Or a culmination of another trip and this one?”

“Surely not.” That boggled the mind. “We’d have far more reports of theft than just the ones we’ve got now. Besides, who would hold on to this much loot? It would be far safer to give it to a fence before going on to the next location.”

“I mean, I agree, but people aren’t always smart.”

She spoke truly there. Criminals, in fact, could be incredibly stupid. Fortunately for us since that made them easier to catch.

“Ooookay.” Jamie drew out the word, catching both of our gazes. “I think we’re all thinking the same thing. Did Ellsworth come out here in the dead of night because she was worried about her stash?”

I could see why she asked, and it did make a sort of sense, but… “One person? Stealing all of this without anyone noticing?”

“It does seem like a lot for just one person.” She frowned back at the jewelry.

“Perhaps she had a partner,” Becker offered, “and she came down here to check?”

I stared down at the jewelry, trying to think of the narrative that could explain this. “Say she decided to retire early. Ellsworth prepares for bed, is perhaps in bed waiting to fall asleep, when she hears the storm roll in. Grows worried enough to come down here to check. That might all fit together, but it still doesn’t explain why she died. Unless that bump on her head did it.”

“I have seen less kill people. I dunno, guys, this doesn’t feel quite right.” Jamie stood, glancing around the area. “I feel like we’re missing parts of this puzzle. Something that would make more sense of it all. I mean, you couldn’t even lift this up, but she had the strength to do it?”

“Another good point,” I acknowledged. “Unless she had some kind of weight cancellation charm to manage it.”

“But we haven’t seen any evidence of that.”

I grunted in frustration. No, we had not. “She might have had an accomplice.”

Jamie growled out a curse. “How about you both wrap up our new evidence, categorize what’s in there, and I’ll dive into interviews with Hauffman?”

“Sounds like a plan. Go on, dearest, I’ll join you once we’re done.”

“Okay.” Jamie patted my shoulder as she passed, already lengthening her stride to enter the building.

Reminded, I called after her, “Did you pick up anything from your perimeter sweep?”

She turned, walking backward to answer me. “Lots of people. Too muddied for me to make out who, just a lot of scents. But that could have been us while ghost hunting.”

“Ah. True. Alright, just thought I’d ask.”

With a wave, Jamie turned about again and went inside.

Since Becker was not wearing gloves, I gathered up the case and carried it inside. It was heavier than it seemed, and by the time I’d gained our storage room-turned-war room, I felt trickles of sweat graze the small of my back. Which brought up another question.

“Are we absolutely sure Ellsworth could even carry this?” I set the case noisily on the table and huffed a breath. “I only carried it a short distance and I’m fatigued.”

“That’s a really good point, sir.” Becker looked thoughtful, cogs spinning in his mind. “More I think on it, more sense it makes she had an accomplice or partner or something.”

“Truly. Well, for now, let’s sort through this. How many reports of theft do you have?”

“Six in total, sir. People started taking inventory after word of a thief started circulating.”

More than I’d expected, surprisingly so. “You have the list of reported stolen items on you?”

“Right here, sir.”

“I’ll lay them out as we go.”

Becker was an amiable young man, easy to work with, so it took us no time at all to go through everything. Every piece was accounted for on the list, plus several extra sets of jewelry that hadn’t been reported missing. Maybe there were from guests who hadn’t checked their jewelry cases yet. I made a separate list of those items with the idea of checking with the guests to see who they might belong to. I mean, surely people would report anything stolen, but some people had too much wealth to notice small trinkets missing. It was also possible this jewelry came from somewhere else. I had no idea how long Lady Ellsworth had been lugging that case around. I was still rather convinced that no thief worth their salt would just carry about stolen jewelry. That was asking for trouble. But thieves were also notoriously stupid.

“There’s no help for it, I suppose, but to put this in the resort safe.” My nose wrinkled up in distaste because I didn’t quite like the idea, but needs must. “Holding on to a small thing is easy enough in my room, but a case like this? Better to put it in the safe. I can add another ward of security onto it, something you and Hauffman can bypass.”

“That does sound the better method, sir.” Becker visibly paused.

I couldn’t imagine what would make him hesitate so. “What is it?”

“Uh. Sir. You’ve not said this outright, but it seems obvious enough. You intend to propose to Director Edwards, is that right?”

It probably was quite obvious. “Yes, that’s right.”

“Is she expecting the proposal?”

“Not to my knowledge.” She was, however, a detective. She likely had figured out something was going on, even if she hadn’t figured out precisely what. “Why?”

“Well, me and Hauffman talked it over last night, sir. You’ve been such a good help to us on this case, doesn’t seem right all your plans get destroyed. I got a form here”—Becker withdrew a folded piece of paper from his breast pocket to show me—“that allows me to turn over evidence to you. Really, we had to draw the form up by hand, but it’s witnessed by me and Hauffman, so it’ll pass regulations.”

I looked at the paper, delight filling me. I knew evidence could be surrendered to the owner ahead of a case closing, of course, I’d even done such a thing on multiple occasions. I just hadn’t imagined they’d be willing to do it for a foreign officer. The relief and happiness vibrating through me almost shook me straight out of my skin. I wanted nothing more than to seize this chance and snatch the ring back before something else untoward could happen to it. My responsible side insisted I ask, “Is that really okay?”

“Sure, sir. We know you and Director Edwards aren’t the culprits, after all, and we wouldn’t be so far along in this case without you. As a way to return the favor, we can at least give you the means to propose.”

I was too thankful to even think of turning him down. “I accept. Thank you so much, Becker.”

Pleased his offer had gone over well, he beamed at me. “No problem, sir. Here, just fill out this bit here, and then you can take the ring. I don’t think Director Edwards took special note of anything in the box. So your surprise might still happen.”

“From your lips to the gods’ ears.” I promptly filled in date, time, my address, and signed with a flourish.

Then I pocketed the ring, this time in my breast pocket, with a touch-me-not spell on it.

I was absolutely not losing this ring a second time.

In a far more charitable mood with the world in general, I beamed at Becker. “Let’s put this all back in, shall we? We’ve got interviews to get to.”

[image: ]


[image: ]

I loved people, I did, but if someone didn’t tell me something important soon, I might just end up strangling one of ’em.

Normally, I had more patience than this, but I felt like I had a very narrow window of time to work with. Right now, the pedestrian bridge connecting to the mainland was down, part of it torn from the mooring, and until it was repaired, we were all stuck here. That meant I had a finite time to question everyone and find a suspect—if there even was one—before people started dispersing. I was keen to hurry this along. And yet, for whatever reason, people felt the need to go on and on about nothing whatsoever. I was already sleep deprived and this was not helping.

All I needed was a timeline and an idea of what happened. That should be simple. But as I sat here in the library, with Hauffman at my side, listening to one of the ladies prattle on, I honestly felt like stabbing myself in the eye to escape her.

“—and I was so worried about everyone at home, you know, with how that storm swept in without any warning! Really, they need to do something about that. With all the magic in the world, you’d think they’d have a better way of predicting weather, but oh no, it’s a guessing game every day and I for one really don’t appreciate it—”

Mrs. Fernsby was a native of the area, and she’d come in for the Society’s meeting only to be trapped here with the rest of us when the storm hit. I knew she was irritated about it all, but she’d turned what should have been a fifteen-minute interview into a forty-five-minute interview, and I still didn’t have an answer to my first question. Despite rephrasing it and repeating it multiple times.

Crap. I’d already forgotten what I’d asked her.

Clearing his throat, Hauffman cut her off. “Mrs. Fernsby, I share your frustration. If you can just answer one question for us, we can conclude the interview.”

Bless this man. Bless him. I would buy him snacks for this.

She blinked at him, then me, and tittered. “Oh dear me, I do prattle on sometimes.”

Sometimes? Lady, you could take the gold medal.

“You wanted to know where I was and when I last saw Lady Ellsworth, correct?” She pursed her lips, staring up at the ceiling briefly in thought. “Well, I was with everyone else. I’m sure you remember, Miss Jamie, I joined the storm party you organized.”

Eh, kinda? I’d honestly lost track of faces at one point. I made an encouraging noise in my throat anyway.

“As for Lady Ellsworth, I can’t remember seeing her after the tea party yesterday. Constance mentioned having dinner with her earlier in the evening, but I wasn’t with them at that point. I can’t help you further, I’m afraid.”

“That’s fine.” I was perfectly okay with her answer if it meant shooing her on. “Thank you for your time.”

“I do hope you figure out what happened to her.” She took my words as dismissal and popped up to her feet, sashaying out the door.

Only then did I let my head drop into one hand. “My god, that woman was dancing on my last nerve. Thank you, Hauffman, she completely ignored me if I tried to cut in. She’s apparently the type to only respect a uniform.”

“It’s why I tried.” Hauffman flipped a page and grunted. “We forgot to ask her if she was missing anything.”

“I am absolutely, two hundred percent sure she would have told us if she was.”

“Eh, true. Well, I won’t worry about it now. I’ll go fetch the next one.”

“Please and thank you.” I was working through the list of who all Hauffman had not been able to interview last night. Mostly, it was the people who had been far too drunk for answers, and the staff. He’d actually made good progress while people were drinking themselves silly. That said, I missed my ducklings right then. Keenly. If they were here, this would be going so much faster.

We were ten people deep into this interview process, and I still had more staff, guests, and all of that to go through. We were basically nabbing people as we could. I couldn’t just make people line up and wait outside; they’d be there for hours. It was unrealistic. This was going to take all day at this rate. Even splitting them up with Henri and Becker would only speed things up some. So. Many. People.

Hauffman returned with Lord Bressett. I was actually happy to see him. Lady Ellsworth had been introduced as a family friend of the Bressetts. I might get some solid information there. Yaaaaay. Lord Bressett, don’t disappoint, I needed clues.

I gave him my best smile and pointed to the couch in front of me. “Please, sit. I promise this will only take a few minutes.”

As long as he could stay on topic and not climb up on a soapbox, at least.

He went to the couch as directed but demanded, “Is Lady Ellsworth really dead?”

“I’m afraid she is.”

“How?” He looked truly upset.

“We’re still trying to determine cause of death. No coroner on the island, after all. Tell me how you knew her.”

“Oh, well, through a dear friend.” He plopped down, still looking upset. Rightfully so, really, anyone in his shoes would be. “My friend Herbert—ah, Herbert Willingham—asked me to introduce her into society. She’d married into his family, but Herbert and his wife are in very poor health. They just didn’t have the energy to introduce her.”

I scribbled notes. “So she’s not an aristocrat by birth?”

“Well, she technically is—was. But her family had fallen out of good fortune, you see, so she didn’t have that upbringing.”

“Ah, one of those situations. I understand. How long had she been married to the family?”

“Perhaps five months?”

I took all of this with a spoonful of salt because I’d seen she had multiple identities. She could have married under one of those false identities and they didn’t know better. I’d seen con artists do that. I’d cross-reference that time frame with her passports, see how old her identity was when she got married. Bressett at least didn’t seem to realize anything was wrong with this picture.

“So you and your wife volunteered to help her debut into society. When was that?”

“Not long ago. Three months, I believe, as it was start of the season.”

He meant start of the social season. That started in midspring and carried on through early fall. Basically, the good weather months. I nodded in understanding and made a note. “But you hadn’t met or known her for long before that?”

“No, not really. A few dinners at Herbert’s house, just so we could be introduced to her and make some plans. Her husband is neck deep in building a new business and didn’t have the time to escort her anywhere.” Bressett made a long face. “Now I get to go back with the news that his wife mysteriously died while with us.”

I winced. Yeah, good luck with that. I didn’t imagine that would go well. “Sorry. I know how rough that can be. Was she close to anyone?”

“Not that I’m aware. She had just met everyone here.”

Drats. Well, I’d half expected that answer. “Okay. When was the last time you saw her?”

“Dinner, around six p.m., I believe.” He frowned, staring hard at the floor like the carpet spelled out the answers. “I can’t recall seeing her after that. Then again, like everyone else, I was preoccupied with the storm.”

“Do you know if she had trouble sleeping or was prone to night walks?”

“Did she?” He lifted his head, puzzled. “I wasn’t aware of that.”

Well, he had some of the answers I needed, at least. “Thanks for answering. If you could find your wife and let me interview her too, that would be very helpful.”

“I certainly shall. I’ll be back momentarily. Oh! I did just see Lady Ellsworth’s maid in the hallway. Shall I fetch her for you?”

“That would be amazing. Please.”

He exited the room in a ground-eating stride.

I muttered to Hauffman, “Surely the maid will know what her employer was doing before she went wandering outside.”

“I’d hope so.” Hauffman huffed out a breath. “It’s like she became invisible after dinner.”

“Tell me about it.”

Bressett was back in a minute flat with a woman in tow. She was a cute thing, very petite with an upturned nose and big brown eyes. The type that men would automatically protect because of the cuteness. She also looked nervous, wringing her hands together in front of her apron.

I gentled my tone. “I just have a few questions for you. Sit, please. What’s your name?”

“Annie. Annie Shoal.”

“When was the last time you saw Lady Ellsworth?”

“Last night.” She bit her bottom lip, still nervous, eyes skittering every direction. “After dinner, well, the storm started rolling in, didn’t it? And Lady Ellsworth, she wasn’t the type that liked storms much. She went to her room after dinner, pacing about, looking nervous and upset. Said she didn’t want to be awake during all that rumbling. I offered her a cuppa, and she said yes, that’d be good. I went down to the kitchen and made her some mellowing tea, then came back up. She drank it all, took her sleeping medication, and I helped her get ready for bed.”

Ah-ha! So she hadn’t turned into a pumpkin after dinner. Encouraged, I asked, “So when you left her, she was in bed?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What time was that?”

“Just before nine o’clock.”

I noted the time down. That was when the storm had really started to hit, so that made sense. It also narrowed our timeline quite a bit. I believe the room had been searched around 9:20, so if our victim was already missing at that point, and she was last seen at just before nine, then we had a thirty-minute window when shenanigans happened. Helpful, if I could figure out what exactly had gone down.

“Where were you after that?”

“I went downstairs with the china, returning them to the kitchen. That’s when I was told you’d organized a big party in the dining room and we were all invited. So I joined in there. I didn’t realize until later that it was mandatory we be there and the rooms were being searched.”

No surprise—almost everyone had been there. Hauffman had the sign-in sheet for the party and gave me a subtle nod in confirmation. “Okay. How long had you been with Lady Ellsworth?”

“Oh, not long. Lord Bressett hired me about a week before the trip to accompany her.”

So, what, two weeks? At most? “Was it supposed to be a permanent position?”

“No, ma’am. I’m a traveling maid. I go on trips with the lords and ladies when their own people can’t do it.”

“Ahh, gotcha.” I had heard of the practice, of course. “Any idea why she would get out of bed once she was in it?”

Annie shook her head, shoulders slumped, bottom lip trembling as if distressed by the whole situation. “No, ma’am. She had no cause that I know of.”

Yeah, that was the kicker alright. “Aside from the sleeping pills, did she have any other medication?”

“No, ma’am. Just those.”

“Okay. Did you see her with any extra jewelry, or an extra locked luggage that she didn’t come in with?”

Annie thought for a second. “She brought a locked case with her. Told me not to touch it. I don’t know much about it.”

Ah. So she’d prepared in advance for the thefts? Made sense. Not like you could get a customized jewelry case like that just anywhere. And if she had a maid with her that she didn’t know all that well, then of course she’d need something secure to stash things in.

I felt like I was missing something. That nagging feeling under your skin. Like you were this close to landing on the right answer but because you weren’t asking the right questions, you were just feeling your way around it. I had that feeling strongly. But I also couldn’t think of what else to ask.

Hauffman shifted in the chair next to mine. “Miss Annie, did you report her missing this morning?”

“I didn’t get a chance to,” she answered sadly. “When I woke up, the employees of the resort told me she’d been found dead last night.”

“I see. Is there anything you can think to tell us?”

“I’m sorry, no. I don’t know what I can tell you that might help.”

“Was she sad at all? Suffering from depression?”

“Not that I noticed. She was usually laughing and very sociable. Why, do you think it was suicide?”

“We’re not sure of cause of death, Annie, so don’t leap to conclusions. That’s for a coroner to tell us.”

“I understand, ma’am. Can I go now?”

“You certainly can.”

I watched her go, still feeling aggravated. I wanted answers. Clues. Something.

“Cute girl,” Hauffman noted. “I was hoping she knew something to help us.”

“At this point, we don’t have enough of a lead. I just know that none of this makes sense.” I flopped back into the chair, head hanging over the back. “Please. Make it make sense.”

The door opened and I lifted my head to see the love of my life waltz in with Ginger in tow. Henri looked far more chipper for some reason, which in turn made me hopeful.

“Hi, love. Ginger, how are you?”

“I’m well, Jamie, just peachy.” Ginger did look spry, a bounce in his stride. He, at least, looked well rested.

If these two were hiding the fun Kool-Aid, we’d be having words about them not sharing. “Anything fun to report?”

“A few things.” Henri ticked things off even as he came to stand next to the couch. “We definitely have more jewelry in that case than what was reported stolen. Becker is going to bring you a list of the remaining items to see if you can match them up with people being interviewed.”

That was a good use of Becker’s time, so I was okay with that. “Good idea. And?”

“We might have something of a break. Ginger?”

The Ghostbuster beamed at us, rather reminiscent of the cat who knew how to get into the canary’s cage. “Before the storm rolled in last night, I’d set up a camera in the cave. Just to see if we could catch anything while one of us wasn’t there. It’s a new device, set up to take pictures on a timer.”

I heard “pictures” and my eyes went heart shaped. “Ginger. I might love you. Wait, why didn’t I see it down there?”

“We’ve had trouble with our cameras disappearing, so I have a touch-me-not charm on it.”

“Ahhhh. Okay, that makes sense. Tell me you’ve developed the film.”

“I haven’t. Actually, the camera is still in place. I didn’t want to move it in case it was evidence or something. But if Henri will assist, I think we can develop it here in the mansion. I have all the right chemicals and paper to do it.”

I wanted to hug him. Seriously just squeeze the stuffing out of him. It was the closest thing I could get to having a security camera in there. “Do it. Henri, you need anything?”

He smiled at me like he knew I was jumping up and down on the inside (I was). “Not a thing, dearest. We’ll be in the darkroom for a while if you need us. Hauffman, I’ll need Becker to preserve chain of evidence.”

Hauffman waved this off. “Whatever you need.”

I let them go, praying the camera caught something that would unravel some of the mystery.

In the meantime…I guess I was doing more interviews.

But at least I’d have pretty pictures to play with later. That motivated me all by itself.
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There were many avenues to explore this morning. I broke them down by logistics. As Jamie handled the interviews, I took the camera from Ginger and set about processing the film. Ginger offered to help, but I had to do it alone to preserve evidence. If any was to be found. Fortunately, Ginger carried about the right chemicals for film development, and I made a makeshift darkroom out of another storage room.

It took the work of an hour, nothing more, and while the pictures dried and developed, I set about my second task. Namely, doing the toxicology on Lady Ellsworth. I was not Weber, naturally, but after years of working as a magical examiner, I did have a few tricks up my sleeve.

Before I’d retired to bed the night before, Lady Ellsworth had been put on ice. Quite literally, in the walk-in freezer off the kitchens. I chose, for various reasons, not to mention that fact to any of the guests. Coupled with my preservation spells, it had maintained her death state. Well, as much as possible, at any rate.

I examined her once again but this time on the side of medical science and not magic. Mostly, I did an analysis of her stomach’s contents. I didn’t cut her open but was able to do a diagnostic scan of the contents while recording it on a blank page of my notebook. I did this quickly because standing in the cold of the freezer made my teeth chatter. As soon as the results filled in the page, I closed up and immediately vacated.

The results were best reviewed elsewhere. Before my lips turned blue.

Becker waited for me in the “evidence” room, or at least where we did our examinations. The storage room was becoming quite homey, I’d been in here so many times.

Sitting at the table, I set the journal between us so he could read it too.

“So, here are the contents of Lady Ellsworth’s stomach. Let’s see, nothing too fantastical.”

Becker read through my list aloud. “Bread, passionflower tea—”

“I assumed that to be tea,” I said, somewhat apologetically. Without all my usual equipment, I couldn’t verify it beyond a certain extent. “There was passionflower, water, and a great deal of sugar and milk in her stomach, which usually equates to tea.”

He gave a nod of understanding and continued, brow furrowing as he tried to work through a word. “Lozenge, benzo—uh, benzo—”

“Benzodiazepines.” I gave him a quick smile. “It is a mouthful. More commonly known as a sleeping pill. Paired with the lozenge, it’s a common enough remedy if one is suffering from allergies in the area.”

“Right, right.” Becker frowned and pointed to the numbers nearby. “But what about those?”

“Ah, those are the percentage of each item. The bread, as you can imagine, was the largest thing she ingested—” I answered while scanning the numbers and then cut myself off with a frown. “Huh.”

Becker eyed me sideways. “I know that reaction. Whenever the coroner at the station says that, he always says something crazy right after. What is it, sir?”

“The passionflower in her system is unusually high. Becker, hand me that sleeping medication bottle.”

It was in the box right in front of us. I’d gathered several things from her room to test, the medication being one of them. Becker promptly fished it out and handed it over to me.

I flipped it around to read the back, scanning through the list of ingredients. “Hmm, it says here that passionflower makes up ten percent of the dosage of the sleeping pill.”

“Is that bad, sir?”

“It quite possibly is.” I leaned back in my chair, doing the math in my head as I stared at the ceiling. “People often think of passionflower as a sedative, and indeed it is, but only in small quantities.”

“How small?”

“Her medication would be the correct dosage to aid in sleep without serious side effects.” Then I tapped on the page where the tea was mentioned. “But coupled with the tea, that dosage is quadrupled.”

“Because she drank so much of it?”

“Possibly? The dosage suggests she drank several cups, or the tea was highly concentrated. Something.” I frowned at the numbers again, doing more calculations. Weber could probably rattle this information off in only a second, but I had to take a moment longer, unused to such work. “Passionflower, depending on the dosage, can take anywhere between fifteen minutes to an hour before the symptoms are felt. She would have been first drowsy, then lethargic, increasing to outright paralysis before dying.”

“Fifteen minutes to an hour.” It was Becker’s turn to stare thoughtfully at the ceiling. “That’s more than enough time to walk out of her bedroom and into the cave.”

“Indeed so.”

There came a knock at the door before Jamie stuck her head inside. “Hi, boys, find anything fun?”

“Certainly something interesting.” I turned to wave her inside.

“I stopped by the darkroom to take a peek at the photographs.”

I had a feeling I knew the answer but asked anyway, “How were they?”

“I wish I could say illuminating but…” Her face scrunched up in annoyance. “Sadly, the only people captured on film were the victim and us. There wasn’t a single other person who ventured into the cave that night. From the way she staggered—and you can tell she did, she was all over the place between shots—I would say she wasn’t in control of her limbs. What did you find?”

“That she likely wasn’t in control of her limbs,” I deadpanned. I gestured her in closer.

Jamie promptly did so, placing a hand comfortably on my shoulder before leaning over. I felt a pleasant thrill at her touch, as I always did, and it brought something of a smile to my face.

“She appears to have poisoned herself, quite accidentally. Her sleeping medication contained passionflower, and then she drank what we presume to be passionflower tea. In very small doses, it’s a good sedative. In this kind of quantity, it’s lethal. I can’t determine if she drank multiple glasses of tea or took double the amount of her sleeping pills, but either way she hit a lethal dose. She would have become paralyzed within an hour and dead shortly thereafter.”

“Huh.” Jamie leaned in a little more to read the numbers as I pointed to them. “She didn’t know better?”

“Passionflower is a tropical plant,” I explained with a slight shrug. “It’s quite likely she had never been warned against high dosages by her doctor for that reason.”

“To add to your tea theory—it’s a common home remedy here,” Becker tacked on. “Something we all learn to drink growing up if you have trouble sleeping.”

“So we’ve got three possibilities here.” Jamie straightened, tone musing. “Possibility one: She’s unnerved by the storm, drinks the tea to help the medication along, not realizing what she was actually doing. Then gets worried about the jewelry, goes down to check on it, maybe she’s worried about the rope staying tied, I dunno. She’s likely thinking she has time before the medication really kicks in. I mean, it’s only a five-minute walk, there and back again would be fifteen minutes, max.”

“It was a reasonable assumption,” I agreed. “But this only takes a minimum of fifteen minutes to activate. If she’d waited even ten minutes after drinking the tea before going down, it would be precisely the wrong timing, which she experienced.”

“So she gets there, meds kick in, and she drops dead before she ever reaches the jewels. I mean, it’s a reasonable enough narrative. I can’t find fault with it. Possibility two is that someone poisoned her deliberately using her sleeping pills and the tea, made it look like an accident, then moved her down there and dumped her to enforce the story. Why, I don’t know. To use her as a scapegoat? ‘Here’s the thief, congrats you found her, you can stop looking now.’ That kind of motive? Third possibility, someone poisoned her with the expectation that she’d die in her sleep, but she walked down to the cave instead for some bizarre reason and died there. I really don’t know which story is right.”

I couldn’t say either, and yet something about this didn’t feel right. As Jamie would put it, this story sparked no joy. And yet I couldn’t define what part of it sat ill with me.

“If it’s the case with the second or third narrative, then by default the maid is a suspect. She’s the one most likely to have seen Ellsworth last.” I scratched at a cheek, pondering this. “Although I don’t know how the maid would even tie in, considering she barely knew her employer.”

“And what kind of murderer admits up front that they handled the murder weapon directly?” Jamie shook her head. “This is looking more and more like accidental death to me. The maid gave her passionflower tea without knowing it would mess with the sleeping pills. If anything, Ellsworth should have double-checked combining the two, since it was her own medication.”

“Most people are not that thorough, dearest.” They should be, in my opinion, but they weren’t. “This very well could have been accidental. No one asked the right questions, and her death was the result.”

Jamie made that disgruntled noise I knew well, the one issued from the back of her throat. “Something smells wrong about this but I can’t put a finger on it. We’re missing something.”

Sighing, I sat back in the chair. “Agreed. But right now, this looks like a death by misadventure.”

Becker looked between us, expression hopeful. “But at least we caught our thief?”

“It looks that way. But it’s also possible her death was framed to look that way. If we’re wrong, it means we’ve got a murderer on the loose. I still maintain that it seemed like a lot of jewelry for one person to steal. And that box was heavy, heavy enough it took two of us to lift it out of the water. I can’t imagine how she managed it on her own.” Ah, mayhap that was part of the issue. “I see no motive for her doing this. She, after all, married into an aristocratic family.”

“But she came from a poor family,” Jamie pointed out. “Maybe her new husband isn’t willing to help out his in-laws. Or this is just an ingrained habit of hers. For that matter, we don’t know which of her identities is legit. Her marriage could be a scam for all we know.”

Becker slapped both hands on his thighs and stood. “Nothing more we can do here. I say let’s get her ready to move. We can shift all of this over to the station once the bridge is fixed. I’ll report the findings to Hauffman.”

I watched him go, a bounce in his stride.

“Ah, to be that young and naïve again.” Jamie shook her head, mostly in amusement. “Wow, I sounded jaded just now.”

“I agree with your instincts, though, dearest. Something feels off. But with the clues we have presently, I can’t begin to discern what it might be.”

“Yeah. Agreed. Besides, this isn’t our jurisdiction, so we have to trust the Sussams police.” She gave one of those elegant shrugs. “It’s really up to them from here. We did what we could.”

“Indeed, that is so.”

As callous as this might sound, I did side with Becker in a way. We had the stolen jewelry back. I, personally, had my ring back. This wasn’t our jurisdiction, and Jamie and I had done all we could to solve the mystery on our end. I had to entrust the rest of the case to the local officers. My focus should return to the vacation I was on and the goal which had brought me here.

Now I just had to come up with an impromptu proposal plan.

Jamie snapped her fingers, the very picture of a woman who had just remembered something. “Oh, right, staff told me on the way over here that a technician is working on the phone line. We should have communication in the next few hours. They said by dinner, latest, it’ll all be fixed. Someone is working on reconnecting the bridge, too. So looks like we can leave tomorrow on schedule.”

Oh.

Oh no.

Panic settled into my gut at the reminder that our itinerary was indeed to leave tomorrow. With all that had happened, I had forgotten that. In my initial plan, Jamie and I were supposed to be blissfully engaged and speaking of wedding plans at this point. And here I sat, ring in my pocket, and no backup proposal to replace the one ruined.

If I was to fulfill the object of this vacation, I had to propose tonight. Which meant I had no time for anything elaborate.

If I begged the resort staff and looked pitiful, do you think they’d at least help me set up a tea party on the balcony?
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Henri had a bee in his bonnet but I was at a loss as to why. Like, he was so antsy I was pretty sure if I breathed into his ear, he’d come right out of his skin. He was that wired for sound.

Yes, the evil part of me really wanted to blow in his ear. Really bad. Don’t ask me how I resisted, I can’t tell you.

The very second I finished writing up the report for the Sussams police, he pulled me out of my chair and wouldn’t take no for an answer. I was honestly curious enough to go along with it because he was rarely assertive like this.

He towed me right down the stairs heading toward the beach, despite me not being in beach attire. There was a lot of debris still on the beach after the storm because of course no one had the time or energy to clean it…up…okay, scratch that. As we walked down the steps there was now a visibly clear spot of beach. Just in front of the steps and, like, ten feet to either side, mind you; the rest of the debris was shoved to the side. Much like a kid would shove toys into a closet to ‘clean’ their room. An inkling of a suspicion raised its head to peer around. I saw no signs of rakes or footprints, the sand utterly clean…? Had Henri used a spell to clean this area?

Uh. Why?

No, seriously, why? I was confuddled. Had he gone through all this effort to clear a section of beach and bring me down to…maybe make up for the fact that we’d ended up working the last bit of our vacation? One last chance to lounge in the sand and dip our feet in the water before we had to pack up tomorrow and go home?

No clue. Seriously. He wasn’t explaining, either.

It was super pretty, barely a cloud in the late afternoon sky. Birds cawed overhead, and the water gently lapped at the beach. I could honestly sit here and soak up the sun for hours without complaint. If Henri wanted to hang out with me on the beach before going home, I was good with that.

Once down the winding path, we made it to what looked like a little tea party setup complete with a small round table, umbrella, two folding chairs, and a tea set. Ooh, cookies, I spied cookies. The cookies here were amazing.

Wait.

Wait, this was eerily like the setup last night when he had dinner spread out on a picnic blanket on the beach. Like, different time of the day, not exactly the same setup, but similar enough I got déjà vu for a second.

I spy, with my little eye, something sus.

What was he up to? If determination and nervousness were thrown together into a cocktail and then splashed onto Henri’s face, that was his expression just then. Should I take the wait-and-see approach or start asking questions?

He drew me right to the table, escorted me into the chair like a gentleman, then sucked in a breath.

Yeah, okay, he was building up to something. I might, possibly, have had a suspicion as to what. He’d oh-so-casually asked me about my jewelry preferences three months ago, and Colette had whispered something about him checking my ring size shortly thereafter, so I’d hoped, kind of expected, a proposal?

Was this possibly it?

Then he sucked in another breath, took my hands with both of his, and sank down on one knee.

Cue internal screaming.

Breathe, me. Omgomgomgomg, wait. Breathe. Man was about to say something. Pay attention.

“Jamie, dearest.” His hands were firm around mine but cold, from nerves likely, his eyes steady on my face. “I had a whole grand speech prepared, but I honestly can’t remember a single word of it. I suppose it doesn’t matter. We’ve been through everything together, and I know you as well as you know me. The trust we’ve built together is something so pristine, so perfect, that it sometimes takes my breath away.”

I nodded because that was absolutely true. I did know this man and trusted him one hundred percent.

“Our time together has taught me not only how brilliant and amazing you are, but how much I love you. I need you. I want you. I’ve tried to envision spending my life without you and quite honestly, it terrified me. My life will be so much fuller and joyful if you’re at my side. Which is why I must ask you, will you marry me?”

I wanted to say yes. I wanted to tackle him in a bear hug. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to do all three things at once and, for a second, I froze, trying to figure out which to do.

Screw it. I’ll do all three.

I tackled him, grabbing his head with both hands, and captured his mouth with mine. Kissing Henri was always a pleasure, but right now it was more a release. I felt so full of joy that it threatened to explode from me. I poured that emotion into the kiss instead, not sure if there were words to explain just how happy he’d made me. I got sand all over my clothes and didn’t give one fig.

Henri pulled back, panting for breath, wild joy lighting up his face. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “Absolutely yes. I’d hoped you would propose soon.”

“I think if I’d waited any longer, you would have proposed to me.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“Oh!” Henri abruptly dove a hand into his inner breast pocket and drew out a simple black velvet box. “After all that trouble, and I almost forgot it.”

He opened the box to show me and, holy cow, now that was a ring. The band was white gold, beautifully sculpted in an elegant filigree that showcased a very nicely sized emerald with three small diamonds bookending it on either side. I’d never seen a ring that elegant in my life.

“Henri,” I breathed, entranced. “That’s gorgeous.”

His smile somehow grew brighter. More smug, definitely. “I had it made just for you. It should fit perfectly. May I?”

“Please!”

He slid it onto my ring finger and he was right, it was a perfect fit. I held it up so that it could catch some sunlight and glimmer. The sparkle made my heart happy. “I know many a woman who will be envious upon seeing this ring. Seriously, this is the most stunning ring I’ve ever seen.”

I caught his chin and kissed him again, taking my time with the kiss.

“I can tell how much you like it,” he murmured against my lips, still grinning. “It makes me happy. All the trouble was worth it.”

“It really was.” And if anyone tried to steal this ring off my finger, there would be dead bodies. No exceptions.

A little niggling thought poked its head up and reminded me that, unlike Earth, Kingston tradition was that both engaged people wore a ring.

“Did you get yourself a ring? Or do I need to buy one for you?”

“Ah.” Henri blinked up at me like he’d just thought of it. “Traditionally, you buy my ring. Is that not how Earth does it?”

“Nope. But I’m happy to buy you one. Let’s do that on the way back, before we return to crazy work mode. Maybe they’ll have a good jewelry store here in town.”

“I’m content to wait. Nothing fancy for me, please. I like plain bands.”

“Noted. Here, sit with me.”

Henri lifted off the ground but paused me with an upheld hand. “Wait, I had one more thing planned. Sir?”

An employee staff member—Sean, if I remember his name right—popped out from hiding behind one of the bigger sand dunes. He had a camera in hand and seemed quite pleased with himself judging from that smile. I mean, I’d heard someone over there, but had figured it was another guest.

“I got two clean shots, sir,” Sean reported, approaching with a long stride.

Why, this sneaky little devil. Henri had even arranged a photographer to catch the moment. Just what else had he done?

“Thank you so much.” Henri turned to me and inquired, “Would you like a more formal shot of us together, dearest?”

“Why would I say no to that? Sure. Uh, how should we pose?”

“Stay seated,” Sean suggested. “Sir, if you’ll stand just behind her, hand on her shoulder—there, perfect. Smile for the camera.”

I smiled, saw the bulb go off, and felt that giddy feeling wiggling around in me kick up a few more notches. A proposal, ring, and pics. Seriously, this day couldn’t get any better.

Sean lowered the camera, looking genuinely happy for us. “After all the trouble, sir, glad it went off on the second try. I’ll leave the developed photographs in your room later this evening.”

“It’s very much appreciated, Sean. Thank you.”

Sean waved and took himself off toward the mansion.

Wait. Second try?

I think I’d remember if Henri had proposed to me before.

Now, giddiness might have scrambled my brain cells for a second, but I was, after all, a trained detective. I had all the right clues, if I sat down and thought about it for a second.

First clue: romantic candlelight dinner on the beach. That Henri never showed up to.

Second clue: Henri’s insistence on entering an investigation after pointedly ignoring it the first day.

Third clue: his agitation while investigating.

Fourth clue: said agitation disappearing after finding that box of stolen jewelry. In fact, he was downright chipper this morning.

The pieces all whirled, falling together to form quite the story. Holy smokes.

I couldn’t help myself. I listed sideways, leaning on him while I laughed.

“You put it together,” Henri muttered, sounding resigned more than anything. “I knew you would.”

“The ring was stolen from you,” I said between chortles. “That’s why you didn’t make it down to the beach last night!”

Henri sighed, a sigh of one damned and who knew it.

I tried to find sympathy from somewhere but couldn’t manage it. This was too funny. I wasn’t even surprised he was one of the victims. After all, his toddler nephew had once stolen his wallet right out of his pocket and he hadn’t noticed.

“Dearest, it isn’t that funny.”

“I beg to differ,” I choked, trying to reign myself in. Kinda failing. “This is hysterical. Also, it makes your behavior over the past twenty-four hours finally make sense. Oh man, this is going to be the best proposal story ever. You’ll never live it down.”

“That’s what I feared, yes.” Resigned, he let go of me and dropped into the chair opposite of mine. Still, he smiled, and I knew he was relieved the story had ended well.

Me too. But I also had to rub this in a little. “You know, if you’d told me my ring had been stolen and you were trying to find it, I’d have been far more helpful.”

“But I wanted to surprise you.”

“Well, you did surprise me. So I guess it all worked out in the end. Still, next time, just tell me. I’d rather ruin the surprise than watch you stressed and tearing your hair out.”

He gave a slight shrug. “As you wish.”

“Good.” I lifted my hand to admire my ring again. Then the cop in me reared its head. “Wait, isn’t this evidence?”

“Becker and Hauffman let me sign an evidence release form for it.”

“Bless those two. They were doing it to return the favor, I bet.”

“Oh, I’ve no doubt. And I’m thankful for it.”

“Me too. I really would have hated to lose this ring to evidence lockup.” I admired it some more. So pretty. “You have excellent taste in jewelry.”

“Why thank you. I do try.” He poured himself some tea, then me, and truly in that moment he looked happier than I’d ever seen him. So relaxed and content with life.

I wanted to keep that expression on his face for as long as I could. “I love you.”

He lifted his head, glowing with joy so strong it was like he competed with the sun. “I love you. Please tell me we won’t have a long engagement.”

I made a face at the idea. “Heck no. I want my happily ever after to start sooner not later. No more than six months. Deal?”

He lifted my hand, kissing the back of it, right over the ring. “Deal.”
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Guys. Guys, I can’t even. Henri finally let me see everything he wrote about this case and I am HOWLING. This poor man. Like, I’m sympathetic, because he really was going out of his mind. But at the same time, this is hysterical. I’ve heard of a string of bad luck, but this takes the cake.

I’m sitting here, in my apartment, trying very hard to not bust into laughter. Henri’s right below me, so he’s sure to hear me if I do, and then he’ll pout.

I will say, it makes me appreciate this ring a whole lot more. I loved it the second I put eyes on it, but now knowing how much work Henri had to put in to get it back? I seriously treasure it.

Not to mention the story going with it. He is never, ever going to live this down. I’ll make sure of it.
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A party was in full swing at Jamie’s flat. We’d barely been home a day when we’d made the announcement of our engagement. It was Rest Day, which was fortunate, as we’d need Gods Day to recuperate before going back into work at this rate.

Jamie wasn’t keen on a formal engagement party right now, and neither was I. We didn’t have the energy to think of one after the fiasco of our “vacation.” I used that word with full sarcasm. We were open to a more formal party later, after we’d recovered some, but right now this informal get together was more than sufficient.

Instead, Jamie invited friends and family to drop in whenever they had a few minutes, enjoy some desserts and wine, and leave at their leisure. So far, everyone who’d heard such an invitation had interpreted it as “come and stay, gorge yourselves, don’t worry about leaving.”

I’d swear to this because there were at least thirty people in Jamie’s apartment and none of them showed any signs of shifting anytime soon.

Then again, I couldn’t very well say anything, as I’d become one of those people.

Jamie must have fully expected this invasion, as she’d made a plethora of food this morning. Some of it my favorites. Finger foods, soups, pastries, cake, and cookies, with a very large bowl of punch. I was fairly certain Seaton spiked the punch promptly upon arrival, but that was neither here nor there. I’d become a glutton in very short order, and after eating delicious food off and on for four hours, someone would need to roll me back out of here.

I watched with simple pleasure as my fiancée chatted with Penny, Colette, and Ellie. It seemed they were chatting about something entertaining, judging from all the laughter. I couldn’t make out more than a word here and there over all the other conversations happening, but I didn’t need to. Their smiles and laughter told me enough.

My mother came over to the window seat to sit with me, beaming. She was in a casual day suit of dark blue, which suited her blue eyes and blonde ringlets quite well. She’d been smiling nonstop since we’d told her the news. Really, she’d been smiling nonstop since I’d informed her of my desire to propose.

With punch in one hand and a slice of cake in the other, she had her hands full and looked equally pleased by it. “I must say, this cake is delicious. What is it called again?”

“Red velvet.”

“An interesting name but I adore it. I must get the recipe from Jamie. Now, darling, tell me. Did she like the ring?”

“Loved it.” Fortunately. It had made the debacle of getting it back well worth it. I knew why my mother asked and assured her, “It’s a perfect fit, too. Thank you for introducing me to the designer.”

“I’m all too happy to assist, as you know. I thought Charleston did a splendid job, but I must say, it’s even more spectacular on her finger.”

Uh-huh. “I think there was some bias in that opinion, Mother.”

She used her knee to nudge me. “I heard that sarcasm.”

“I’d hope so, I used enough of it.”

“You know very well that I’ve campaigned for years to have her as a daughter-in-law. I’m thrilled it’s finally going to happen. I see you are now too wearing a ring? Did you have one commissioned for yourself as well?”

“Ha, no. No need, I’m quite content with a plain band. We picked one up at a jewelry store before coming home.”

“Well, as long as you’re happy with it. Do you have a wedding date yet?”

“Actually, we wanted to have that conversation with the rest of the family. With a calendar at hand. I will say, we both agreed that we don’t want a long engagement. Six months at most.”

This pleased my mother. She did a little jiggle in her seat, too excited to sit still. “I think six months will be plenty of time to do a proper wedding. What about a house?”

“Hmm, yes, we’ll need to buckle down and truly start shopping. I honestly feel like the better method is to find a country property and build something. Or renovate. We have such specific needs.”

Ophelia gave a nod, lips pursed. “Yes, I know that from my attempts to help you shop. A country house sounds splendid, but what about the commute in?”

“We can do an established portal, something that will take us instantly to palace grounds. That’s really how most of the royal mages in the past came in, as horse and buggy was of course slower than the modern car.” There was a spot for it right outside the wards, next to the main gate, made for that exact purpose. Also as an escape route if something went drastically wrong at the palace.

“Ah, right, I’d quite forgotten that. Can you do it alone?”

“Heaven forbid. No, I’ll need help setting up the link. My thought is to ask Seaton for assistance. He can treat it like a wedding present.”

Despite the fact the man in question was halfway across the room, his head turned, like he’d heard me mention his name. He’d ditched his famous red coat at some point, now in nothing more than a black waistcoat and white shirt. I think he must have had a day of it, as his dark hair was slipping out of its usual rakish setting, instead starting to fall over his forehead. He promptly finished filling his wine glass and crossed over to us, brow quirked in question.

“I heard my name,” he stated as he plopped down onto a stool nearby. It was really the only seating available. “What am I being volunteered for now?”

“Not so much that,” I countered. “I would dearly love your help on a project. Jamie and I think we’ll buy a country property. If we do so, we’ll need a permanent portal into the city.”

“Ah.” Enlightenment filled his face. “Yes, quite, of course you will. I’ll be happy to assist you.”

“You may consider it a wedding present, if you’d like.” I felt it only fair to offer. This would take days to set up, so the time alone was worth a dear sum. Not to mention the physical archway we’d need to make to tie it all to.

He waved this off. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I can pitch this to our good queen as a necessary work expense. She’ll be happy to write the expense of it off that way.”

“You think so?” It wasn’t a small project that I suggested.

“I promise you, she’ll think nothing of it. Traditionally speaking, we royal mages weren’t all supposed to live in the capital anyway. If something dire happened to the city, at least one of us was supposed to be outside of it so there was still someone to respond to the emergency.”

It seemed contradictory, but we didn’t want all of our eggs in one basket. We needed at least one royal mage who would not be in dire circumstances, someone who could work outside of the city to restore things. “Ah. Right. I’d forgotten that wrinkle. I think all of us live in Kingston right now. Well, except Felix. He’s got a country estate.”

“And he’s rarely there these days. I think you and Jamie will be the perfect fit for this. You can be our designated emergency personnel.”

“Good, good. Then I’ll let you know when we find the right place. We might end up building, if we can’t find anything suitable.”

“Just say the word.”

Seaton paused and gave me this look I did not trust. It had a hint of devilry, as if he was about to do something he knew he shouldn’t but would enjoy anyway.

“Jamie said something about your original proposal plan not working?”

At the reminder, I groaned and flopped sideways over the arm of the sofa. “Please don’t remind me.”

“She wouldn’t tell me details, she said I must hear it from you—”

Thanks a lot for that, beloved.

“—but I can’t envision how it could go drastically wrong? I mean, your plan was simple. A romantic candlelit dinner on a beach. That the staff would set up for you. How can that possibly go wrong?”

I eyed him wearily. Seaton did not look like a man who would give up with a simple answer.

My mother poked me as well with her knee against mine. “I want the details too. I barely got more than the gist.”

Of course she did. Of course. I couldn’t even be surprised.

I drank more wine. I needed the boost if I was to get through the next fifteen minutes. “Do you want me to start with the tropical storm that cut us off from the mainland, or with the thief actively stealing from all the guests? Both beginning points involve a dead body.”

Seaton threw his head back on a laugh. “Oh, this is going to be a story for the ages, I can tell now. Do I need snacks?”

“Get them now, if you must.”

Cackling, he promptly did so.

“Thief?” Ophelia spluttered, eyes widening. “My dear, tell me they didn’t steal the ring!”

“I would love to, Mother, but it would be an outright lie.”

“No! Oh, but you obviously got it back. She’s wearing it. How did you? I want every detail.”

This was going to be a long evening.
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I, Edward Jameson, have taken it upon myself to write this chapter because for one, I knew everything actually going on. I was a witness to all the important events, no one else, ergo I am the authority in this manner. For another, Jamie and Henri are being dragged around by Mama Ophelia, so they don’t have time right now. Something about introducing Jamie properly to society and house shopping and wedding plans now that they’ve been engaged a month. Anyway.

It all began on a lovely day when Jamie dragged me along to the racetrack for a Davenforth family outing. I personally believe she didn’t actually want to go and brought me along for free entertainment. I couldn’t get her to admit to that, though. Still, it was a splendid day for being outside. The weather was perfect—mild enough to keep the heat at bay, with a light breeze. We got there just after lunch, meaning the sun was high, and I almost regretted the light coat I’d put on.

Everyone and their dog was at the racetrack. The place was huge, a good four acres in length, shaped in an oval with a dirt track in the center and stands wrapping around. It was crammed with people, literally shoulder to shoulder. I felt sorry for anyone working concession, as they had to somehow juggle their tray of goodies and crowns while walking through the densely packed crowd. I praised Jamie’s good sense in not bringing the Felixes along. She’d arranged a playdate instead, so they were back at the palace playing with Khan. If we’d brought them here, we’d have spent all day trying to relocate them. Them being distracted by something shiny seemed as inevitable as water in the ocean.

“Place your bets!” a man called as he walked along. “Place your bets, race starts in ten minutes!”

Look, I’m not a gambler by nature. Well, not in the traditional sense. Still, with the energy of the people around me, it was very tempting to place a bet. Two things stopped me. One, I had no knowledge whatsoever of horseflesh.

Two, Jamie was watching me like a hawk. Like she could read minds.

I was fairly convinced she could read minds, but that’s a different story.

The Davenforths, of course, were rich enough to have a box. Everyone settled in there but I felt too antsy to sit and watch. I wanted to walk the area some, maybe buy a lemonade or something.

Jamie hooked her arm around my shoulders and drew me in tighter to her side. This was somewhat hampered by her skirts. Yes, it was weird seeing her in a dress. She normally wore suits or a uniform when working. She looked pretty, definitely. With her dark hair done up in an elegant twist, a red hat slanted over her eyes in a chic fashion, and the red-and-white polka dotted dress on, she looked very pretty. I noticed Henri couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her for more than two seconds.

“Before you go off to find trouble—” she murmured into my ear.

“I wouldn’t say trouble,” I protested. Even meant it. Mostly.

“—I’ve a lesson for you to learn here. Half of being a good agent is being able to detect when someone is slipping something into another person’s pocket. That sleight of hand movement is stupid hard to detect. This is the kind of crowd used to mask underhanded dealings, so it’s a great place to practice. Just look, okay? Unless it’s really shady, then report that back to me.”

I was used to these little exercises of hers. They often taught me a lot, so I didn’t mind them. I knew what kind of future she prepared me for, after all. “You got it.”

“Good. Go. Bring me back a lemonade and popcorn.”

I accepted the pocket change she handed me, gave her a grin, and I was off.

Freedom~

I couldn’t skip through the crowd—too tight for that—and I had to use some elbows to get through in a few places. Wide stairs led up between the bleachers but despite that, they were still crowded. I had to squeeze between people; after my recent growth spurt, that had become easier. Extra height was nice, and I could see over about half the people now.

While moving through the crowd, I tried to stay somewhat incognito. I kept my hat on for two reasons. One, to block the sun shining overhead, and two, to disguise the way I watched people. Still, without even trying, I spied a few deals being made. Some of them looked more on the up and up, neither person trying to hide it. Others looked more shady, involving a lot of “friendly” handshakes with things being passed around. Looked like little packets of drugs to me, but it could have been something else. Yup, noted that. Also, they were rather bad at covert handoffs. I was barely trained and could still spot them.

Woooow. I kinda wanted to go up and give them pointers or something. Starting with “you got a royal mage and the Shinigami Detective in the building, just don’t” and ending with “if even I can spot you, you’re doing it wrong.” But, as my mentors liked to say, don’t interrupt an enemy while they were making a mistake.

Instead, I spotted a local cop working security and flagged him down. I pointed a trio of the idiots out, he gave me a thankful nod, and I let him take care of it.

Look at me, delegating and everything. Who said I couldn’t adult?

Okay, I felt better about the amateur dealers. Now, who or what else could I spot? I wanted a laundry list of things to rattle off. If I impressed Jamie enough, she might let me kick back and enjoy the races.

About a quarter of the way around the track—place was big, seriously big—I spotted a young couple standing just inside one of the entrance tunnels. They initially caught my eye because they were so clearly out of the way of most traffic and paying no attention to the horses on the track, which usually signaled a deal going down. The more I looked at them, though, the more unsure I was of my initial impression. Might be an actual couple? I mostly said that because of the baby they carried. The mouth of the tunnel gave the illusion of privacy, I guess, being shaded and all, and without as many people milling about. Those who were around mostly just passed by. Still, it wasn’t truly private, and there they were with a baby in hand, a bag sitting on the ground next to the man’s feet, and they were busy making lovey-dovey eyes at each other and kissing. I was up two levels, on the stairs heading down, giving me the perfect view of this disaster in the making.

I know Jamie said not to get involved, but I had to warn them. This place was crawling with ne’er do wells, and any thief worth their salt would nip right in to steal—yiiiikes, was that jewelry he passed over to her? It was hefty looking, very shiny gold, sunlight sparkling off it. Great dark magic, it was. No, don’t put it into the bag! You just broadcasted you had something sparkly to everyone watching. Bag is a terrible idea.

Of course there were a good hundred people between me and them, or at least it felt that way, so I couldn’t get there as fast as I wanted. I made my way down the stairs, off the tiered bleachers, slipping through people, all while doing my best to keep my eye on the young family.

I almost looked right over her, that’s how good she was, but instinct made me take a second look. A pretty woman, with red hair and an upturned nose, in a very casual day dress. She moved without any sense of hurry toward the tunnel, like someone done for the day, or perhaps just on her own business. If she hadn’t had an oversized purse hanging off her left shoulder, I might have overlooked her altogether. But that purse did not match her outfit, and the races were for showing off. People dressed to impress here.

Even as I watched in horror, I saw her “stumble” over another man and trip into the young couple, catching herself on the man’s shoulder. She apologized or something; I could tell from their expressions they weren’t mad. She picked her purse back up, and in that second, the couple’s bag disappeared completely.

False bottom. There had been a false bottom in the lady’s purse.

I mentally screeched even as I threw myself forward, trying to shout over the crowd. “Stop her! Someone stop the redhead!”

It was futile, of course. The race was in full swing, people cheering on their horse of choice, and I couldn’t begin to outshout a thousand or more people. Pushing people aside now, not worrying about what destruction I left in my wake, I raced for the bottom steps. Attaining flat ground, I sped right past the couple at the tunnel’s entrance, frantically looking for my target.

Between one blink of an eye and the next, the thief had vanished on the other side of the tunnel. I couldn’t begin to guess which direction she’d taken.

Well. This wasn’t good.

Blowing out a breath of frustration, I slapped my cap against my thigh, crammed it back on my head, and whirled about. Maybe I should just report this theft too, but this bothered me.

It took no time at all to catch back up with the small family. The man had the child in hand, bouncing as the baby fussed against his shoulder. The woman was looking frantically about, panicked.

“It was right here,” she insisted, voice climbing the scale. “We had it here, surely it just got knocked off to the side, or—”

“No, ma’am,” I corrected her, already pulling my queen’s own badge from my coat pocket as I moved. “Your bag was just stolen.”

They both looked up at me, confused about who I was. Only then did I really notice what they were wearing, and the obvious hit me. The man was noble—you could tell easily from the finely cut dark blue suit he wore, his jewelry upper crust. A poor man couldn’t afford his watch even if they saved for ten years.

But the woman? She wasn’t an aristocrat. Lower middle class would be my guess. Her dress was clean, but I could tell it was hemmed up at least once to hide fraying edges. It was a little too tight on her, too short, ill-fitting in all the ways. She didn’t have the makeup or elaborate hats of the aristocrats, either.

Ah. Yeah. These two were tragic, star-crossed lovers with an illegitimate child.

Well, this day just got better and better.

“I’m sorry,” the man started, eyeing me up and down in confusion. “Who are you?”

Granted, I confused a lot of people. I dressed nice, ’cause Jamie took good care of me, but I was still a teen and I’d not yet grown into my nose. People didn’t know what to make of me at first glance.

I flipped my badge open. “Edward Jameson, Queen’s Own.” In training, at least. They didn’t need to know that part. “I spotted the woman who stole your bag, but I unfortunately lost her. She disappeared outside the stadium into thin air. She’s long gone.”

Both of them went ash white. The man actually staggered for a second.

I sprang forward, putting a hand at his back to keep him upright. He was holding a baby, after all.

“Sir.” He didn’t seem to hear me, so I repeated it, more loudly. “SIR. Pull yourself together. What kind of jewelry was it?”

“My signet ring,” he gasped, looking like he’d just tripped over an open grave.

He had good reason to look like that, too. Signet rings have an insane amount of power. With that ring, anyone could walk into a bank and pull out a lot of money, or buy a house, or start a business, or anything you could think to do with it. The bearer of the ring ostensibly had the family’s permission to do...fill in the blank.

I urged him, “We have to alert people that ring was stolen, now, before serious damage can be done.”

He swallowed hard, nodded, then looked at me, like he was banking everything on me. “I need…I need your help.”

“You’ve already got it. First, who are you?”

“Oh. I’m Beauregard Tredegar.”

So that bad feeling I had before? Turns out it was just a gentle summer’s breeze. Now, I was in the middle of a dark cloud of a mother storm. Tredegar was one of the top aristocratic families. They held the title of margrave, but still had an enormous amount of political and financial power in Kingston.

“This is my lover, the mother of my child, Lydia Vere.”

I could tell from the last name, which was super common in Kingston, that she was definitely not in his social circle. My observations had been dead on the money.

I took the baby from him, handing the boy promptly to the mother. I was seriously afraid Tredegar would drop him, that’s how rattled he was. “You, go tell your family the ring is stolen. Immediately. Miss Vere, you come with me.”

He hesitated, looking between us. “But—”

“You’re in luck, sir, in this at least. My mentor, Director Edwards, and her fiancé’s family, the Davenforths, are here. Meet us in their box.”

He did look heartened to hear Jamie and the Davenforths were here. In fact, he was so relieved, he gave his lover a peck on the cheek and said, “Go with him. I’ll find you shortly.”

She nodded, letting him go, but still looked all shades of upset. Who could blame her? She probably wasn’t in good standing with his family as it was, and then this happened.

I knew all too well the feeling of being disliked by family. My parents had stayed disappointed with me for years. I still didn’t have much contact with them. My siblings I saw occasionally, but I wasn’t close to any of them. I’d not known what true love and affection was until Jamie had taken me in as her little brother. For this poor woman, I felt empathy as well as sympathy.

Offering my arm, I gave her my best smile. “Come with me, Miss Vere. You have the best Kingston has to offer at your disposal. It would be a shame to waste it.”

She managed a tremulous smile as she took my arm. “Thank you. So much. You didn’t have to stop and offer us assistance.”

“I can assure you, I did. Now, come with me.”

Miss Vere’s hold on my arm was firm and she admirably kept up with me even as we fought our way back up the stairs. Felt rather akin to swimming up a waterfall.

“Thank you. Are you really an agent?”

“I do look rather young for the part, don’t I?” I shot her a wink to show I didn’t mind the question. “In truth, I’m in training. Jamie Edwards is my mentor, you see.”

“Oh. That does make more sense. I’m so relieved you’re all here today. Otherwise, I don’t know what we would have done.”

She was a pretty woman, perhaps five years older than me, with thick, curly dark hair framing her heart-shaped face. Right then, stress was ruining her looks. She appeared so tired, so worn-in, my heart ached in sympathy.

The last leg cleared up, as the very top was reserved for the higher class. Not as much of a crowd up here. I breathed out, happy to be out of that crush.

Miss Vere followed me right into the Davenforths’ box. Since I’d left, someone had brought in a pitcher of lemonade, some cookies, and oooh those were brownies. I’d recognize those anywhere. Must snag one. Oops. I was supposed to get popcorn and lemonade for Jamie. Uh, priorities?

Focus. Focus, me.

People turned at my entrance and blinked like whatever they were expecting me to bring back, it wasn’t a woman and child. Which, fair.

My mentor/big sister looked me dead in the eye and said with firmness, “First of all, no. You’re too young for this.”

Huh? For a split second, I didn’t get her meaning. Then I realized the picture we must present, especially with a baby asleep and a pretty woman on my arm, and rolled my eyes. “Not my kid.”

“Thank god. Alright, what’s going on?”

“This is Miss Vere, and her son. While I was walking toward the east tunnel, I spotted a thief who grabbed her bag. Unfortunately, her lover’s signet ring was in the bag.” Just so Jamie would understand how much crap we were about to wade through, I tacked on, “Margrave Tredegar’s son, Beauregard.”

Mr. Davenforth let out a low whistle and stopped fanning himself for a second with the racer’s catalogue. “That’s very much not good.”

“Director Edwards, will you help me?” Miss Vere implored. “I was supposed to use that ring to buy myself and my son a house. Beau offered it to me for that reason. But with it stolen like this—”

Jamie was always good at soothing people. I saw her in action as she swooped in on the woman, taking her hand and drawing her to an empty seat. “Don’t you fret about this. We’re on the case, I promise you. Sit, drink something. You’re shaking. Where’s Beauregard now?”

“He’s reporting the theft to his parents so they can hopefully stop the ring from being used.”

“Very good, that’s a good first step.” She resumed her seat as she asked me, “The thief?”

“Long gone. Lost her outside. I swear she disappeared into thin air. I got something of a look at her, but honestly, Miss Vere got a better look than I did.”

“Then we’ll sit her down with a police artist after this. Henri, don’t signet rings have tracking spells on them?”

“Most do.” Henri had his thinking cap on. I could see the wheels spinning from here. “I’ll need the family’s permission, of course, but I don’t think they’d deny me considering the circumstances—”

From behind me, I heard people snarling harsh words at each other, accompanied by heels clacking sharply on the cement. What was this? I turned to look and then had to leap back to avoid being run over as two very irate old people shoved right past me. They were in very fine getup, and even if Beauregard wasn’t running after them, I would have guessed them to be the Tredegars.

I could really use popcorn about now. This promised to be a show.

Lady Tredegar went straight for Miss Vere, about as friendly as a wolf with an ear infection. “You little tramp, I knew this was your doing—”

Miss Vere flinched under the wrath swarming her direction, ducking behind Jamie as much as she could.

To my surprise, Henri stepped right into their path. Henri was typically this easy-going man who was all brain and magic. I had literally never seen him in a physical altercation like this before. But he didn’t back down or flinch, just stood there like a brick wall, daring her to smack into him.

“Lady Tredegar, I assume?” His tone was smooth, the accent clipped and utterly upper crust with how he rolled the vowels. “I’m Royal Mage Henri Davenforth.”

That stopped her dead in her tracks. Both lady and lord put on the brakes and looked at him uncertainly. It took her a second to recover, then she fluttered her fan in front of her face and pinned on a smile.

“Royal Mage Davenforth, I didn’t expect to see you here like this. I see Ophelia and Rupert as well, hello. Um, may I inquire as to how you know Miss Vere?”

Darn shame I had no popcorn. I decided to jump in since I knew more than Henri. Not that he needed the help.

“Hi, yes, I know the answer to that.” I leaned in to catch her attention, standing in a protective stance in front of Miss Vere. “Agent Jameson, pleasure. I was the one who saw the thief who stole the signet ring, you see. I brought Miss Vere up here so we could safeguard her and her son while investigating. Also, she saw the thief’s face, while I only caught a glance.”

Those brightly painted red lips pursed. Looked like she didn’t believe the story.

Lord Tredegar didn’t, either. “I don’t doubt what you saw, er, Agent. But I do believe that Miss Vere arranged the theft—”

“Father!” Beauregard came around to face his parents down, huffing from the mad dash and sweating a bit. “She would never do such a thing. I don’t know why you insist on painting her in such a bad light when she’s never done anything to deserve it! You won’t even acknowledge our son!”

His mother turned and hissed at him, “You are a Tredegar. You are worth more than some common whore.”

So, just for the record, I don’t like Beauregard’s parents. He seemed cool, but the rest of them could go jump off a cliff. Miss Vere seemed used to the verbal insults, as she didn’t flinch, just looked at her lap like she was embarrassed.

Henri, though, was boiling mad. “My fiancée is from that oh-so-common stock that you just vulgarly dismissed. Our very queen acknowledges her intellect and prowess. I do not think you have any right to make judgements based on such a nonsensical thing as breeding.”

Have I ever mentioned I really liked Henri? Seriously.

Ophelia was right up there with her son, also looking hopping mad. “I do not agree with that sentiment either, Lady Tredegar. You are distressing a young mother instead of helping her. After she’s given you a grandson, no less. I am thoroughly disgusted with such a poor display in manners. Henri, I’m of a mind that you don’t need to help them find their signet ring after all. They seem more concerned in pointing fingers than in finding it.”

“I do agree.”

Henri was pissed, guys. Seriously pissed. He looked dismissive, like he couldn’t care less, but I could tell he was one step away from cursing people. Jamie looked ready to throw kindling on that potential bonfire. I mean, technically, they could throw this over to local police and ignore it. Considering the signet ring had serious political and financial power, they were well within their rights to take the case, too. It all depended on how these idiots reacted next.

Lord Tredegar hastily backpedaled. “No, of course we must find the ring first. We don’t mean at all to give you an impression otherwise. Please, Royal Mage Davenforth, find the ring posthaste.”

Henri ignored him and turned to Miss Vere, gentling his expression and manner. “Miss Vere, would you like for me to do so?”

She seemed touched that he would take her word over someone as powerful as the Tredegars. And he insulted the Tredegars in the process. Henri, you the man. I had to take notes; this was the classiest way of insulting someone I’d ever seen.

“Please do,” she said shyly. “I don’t want that ring in the wrong hands. And this way, you can prove me innocent.”

“Then we shall do so.”

Jamie turned to me. “Go rally the troops. I want all my ducklings on this. Niamh first. Let’s see if we can track where our thief took off to. We’ve got a case to crack.”
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It just goes to show that if you try to do a good deed, your reward is more work. I sent Eddy off to do some training with the purest of intentions and what reward did I get for this? More work.

Come on, universe, cut me some slack.

The bright side to this was it got me out of the racetrack. Anyone with auditory issues could agree with me on this. Places where people were packed in and being really loud hurt the ears. After a half hour of this, I wanted nothing more than peace and quiet. Super hearing did not benefit me in such situations.

Still, I was sitting here in the queen’s own building, with an upset young couple right in the room next door and Eddy at the table with a sketch artist. Henrietta was very good at her job, but I could tell she was frustrated.

“Any other detail?” she pressed Eddy.

Eddy splayed his hands out in an elaborate shrug. “I told you, I didn’t get a good look at her face. She had vibrant red hair, looked natural to me. Petite figure. Had an upturned nose, I caught the profile of that. That’s about all I can tell you.”

Henrietta didn’t throw her pencil down on the table, but it was a near thing. “Well, you’re at least matching with what Miss Vere said.”

I’d actually come in here to see the sketches, as Eddy was the last one to sit with Henrietta. I made gimme hands. “Let me see.”

She flipped the sketchbook pages over so she could show me the first one. “This is Lord Beauregard’s. He said he didn’t really remember her face. He was more focused on making sure the baby wasn’t jostled.”

Made sense. It was a father’s instinct. I could tell that the sketch wasn’t very fleshed out. He’d gotten a general shape of her face, the hair, petite features, that was about it.

“Now, this is Miss Vere’s. She did get a good look and her memory has proven the best of the three.”

I accepted the sketchbook so I could study it. Yeah, I could see why Henrietta said that. This was much more detailed and refined. The nose upturned, eyes big and round, almost pixie-like features.

And for some reason, this face was ringing bells. I just couldn’t immediately place her.

Crap. Hate when that happened. It usually came to me at three in the morning. Hopefully that would happen this time.

While staring at her, willing my brain to produce at least context for this sense of familiarity, I asked questions. “Eddy, how smooth was she operating?”

“Smooth. Seriously smooth. If I hadn’t watched her do it, I wouldn’t have thought she was a thief. Like, she moved through the crowd as if she had every right to be there and was on her own business. No one gave her a second glance.”

“That’s the mark of a professional, alright. Why were you watching?”

He gave a shrug. “I saw a young couple with a baby, not paying attention to their surroundings, with jewelry being handed over in plain sight. That just spelled trouble to me. I was on my way to warn them when I saw her approach.”

“Ah. Well, turns out you were right.”

“I’d like to be wrong sometimes.”

I sighed in full agreement. “Preach, kiddo. Now, let’s go back out and talk to the couple.”

The couple in question was in our other conference room, to give them some privacy and to keep the nosy ones out of their business. Somehow, in the ten minutes I’d left the room, all three Felixes had managed to worm their way inside. They’d also managed to convince the couple to lay their child on a blanket on the table, and now the Felixes were curled up around the baby, purring. Very obviously purring, like, loud. The little tyke was fast asleep, one hand wrapped firmly around Tasha’s black tail. That was going to be fun to retrieve later, I could see it now.

Miss Vere gave me a wan smile as I entered with Eddy. “Your Felixes are wonderful. They put Pascal right to sleep. They said the sound is called purring?”

“Right. Purring actually has healing properties. The pitch and vibration soothe the nervous system. Hence it can drop a baby to sleep in seconds.” I took a seat and gave Clint a scratch behind his ears. He leaned into the touch, gold eyes closed in enjoyment. “Good job, bud.”

“Baby wouldn’t settle,” he explained, still begging for more scratches.

“You did good,” I reiterated. Then I focused on the couple. “Okay. Let me get better details now that we’re all settled. Miss Vere—just double checking my understanding—but you said that Lord Beauregard was loaning you the signet ring so you could purchase a house, furnish it, and set it all up so you could comfortably live there with your son?”

She nodded miserably. “I was with my sister, but she’s now pregnant, and I can tell she doesn’t have space for me and Pascal anymore. We needed somewhere else to go.”

Beauregard looked upset too, and embarrassed. He put a hand over hers in comfort. “I’ve been trying to marry her for almost two years now. My parents do everything in their power to stop it. They’ve bribed judges, clergy, you name it. The very least I could do until we found a way around them was to ensure that my future wife and child were comfortably cared for.”

Hoo. So he wasn’t some deadbeat dad taking care of his baby mama, but a man trying to take care of people he cherished. And fighting with his parents in the process. “This is probably not my business, so feel free to tell me to shove it, but Lord Beauregard, you’re not afraid of being disinherited?”

He shook his head, smile bitter. “No. I have a separate inheritance from my maternal grandmother that my parents can’t touch. Plus my own business I started five years ago. I can live quite comfortably on my own means. The ring is actually my signet ring, and she was accessing my account under my family’s name, not my parents’. My parents keep separate, individual accounts as well.”

“Oh. Well, crap, that puts a whole new spin on the situation. Was there anything about the signet ring that would suggest it was yours? Or…?”

“No. I’d given Lydia instructions on what to say to the bank clerk, and I’d given the bank notice yesterday that she would come in and draw out funds. But if someone walked in with that ring and said they wanted to access the Tredegar account, one would likely go automatically to the main family’s account.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Although it was fortunate for him. He couldn’t afford to suffer the loss, in my opinion, not with so much to protect and with crazy pressure from all sides. Still, Henri had gone straight to the bank two hours ago to hopefully mitigate the damage.

“His family has been so hard on him recently.” Lydia wasn’t crying but was visibly on the verge of it. “We barely get to see him. They lock down his movements more and more by the day. He sent word to meet him at the racetrack because his family was going, and we thought it was the best way to meet without drawing their suspicions.”

I was getting very strong Romeo and Juliet vibes from these two. It did explain why he wanted her to take money from the account and go buy a house without him, though. I had wondered about that.

“I suppose we were too careless by meeting there.” Beauregard was clearly kicking himself.

“By all accounts, this woman’s a pro. But yeah, in the future, choose a more secluded place to do this kind of stuff.”

The door to the conference room abruptly opened. I turned to see Henri enter, and he did not look like a happy camper. His mouth was in a flat line, jaw set, and that face alone told me all I needed to know.

“Things did not go well.”

Henri made a face and dropped into the chair next to mine. “We were too late. By a hair’s breadth. The thief must have gone directly to the bank from the racetrack, because despite our speed, she’d been in there some twenty minutes before. She pulled directly from the family account, which I don’t know if that’s fortunate or not.”

Henri had escorted Margrave Tredegar himself to the bank to speed matters along. For all the good that had done. I’d hoped they would at least beat the thief there to prevent the signet ring from being used, but no dice. “Tracking spell?”

“I’d had it removed,” Beauregard explained hollowly, still staring at the table like it was too exhausting to lift his head. “My family was using the spell to track my whereabouts.”

Ah. Well, crap. This just went from bad to worse. “Henri, tell me you at least notified the other bank locations.”

“I have, yes. Or at least, Kingston National is alerting all other branches.” He ran a hand over his face and blew out a breath. My Henri was not only frustrated but irked. “Lord Tredegar had some very unfavorable things to say about the bank staff. But I’m told you alerted them to Miss Vere coming in today?”

Miss Vere nodded jerkily. “He had. I’ve never been in there before, so they don’t know what I look like.”

“Ah. I thought that might be the case. Regardless, the clerks are not to blame, as they thought they were following instructions. A fact that I nearly had to shout in Lord Tredegar’s face to get him to calm down.”

Henri? Yelling? And I missed that? Darn, that must have been quite the show.

Phil lifted his head and offered, “I can go scratch him?”

“Don’t tempt me,” Henri growled.

It takes a special kind of talent to get under Henri’s skin. Lord Tredegar had managed it in under two hours. That was either genius level or rampant stupidity, maybe both.

“Sorry for my father.” Beauregard said this like he’d said something similar at least a thousand times. “He and my mother are very entitled people with short tempers.”

“After spending two hours with them, I can agree with you wholeheartedly. In fact, your father said repeatedly that this happened because he let you out of his sight. May I interpret that to mean that he has actively kept you from your fiancée and child?”

I knew that look. Henri was about to do a Henri-ism, and I was going to love him even harder for it.

The couple nodded miserably.

I decided to add fuel to this fire. Nothing serious, just a few gallons of gasoline. “They’ve also kept these two from getting married by bribing clergy and judges to refuse them a ceremony.”

A visible tic started up in Henri’s jaw. He’d gone from pissed to murderous in two seconds flat. “Well. That won’t do at all. First, what I can do for you.”

From his pocket, he drew forth his fancy dancy royal mage badge, then the gold paper under it. I called it paper, but really it was a very stiff cardstock with a waxy texture. It was used to issue orders quickly in a royal mage’s name, but to my knowledge, Henri had never used one before.

Until now.

Ooooh, someone was going to be in trouble~ I sang the ditty in my head even as I grinned in approval.

Of course these two recognized what it was, and their jaws dropped as they watched Henri activate the spell.

Henri intoned, “By my word, under my authority, I issue this to Beauregard Tredegar. No one may bar his or Miss Vere’s way to wed. Attempting to do so will alert authorities immediately and the perpetrator will be either jailed or fined, depending on the severity of the offense. By my voice, Henri Michael Davenforth.”

Then he turned the card around, using the badge itself to stamp into the back of it.

He had just given Beauregard a get-out-of-jail-free card. I was seriously kissing this man later.

Miss Vere cried unabashedly, tears streaming down her face. Beauregard looked a second away from joining her as he took the card.

“Thank you,” he rasped, clutching the card to his chest. “Thank you so much.”

“Also”—the way Henri said this indicated he’d been thinking about it—“I might know of someone who can marry you.”

I literally had no idea who he meant. Then again, Henri knew a lot of people that I didn’t.

Their faces lit up hopefully. Miss Vere pressed, “You do?”

“I do indeed. Another royal mage, Sherard Seaton.”

Yeah, okay, now he’d lost me. “Wait, he can marry people?”

Henri gave me a nod and kept explaining. “It’s a little known fact about him. He became a registered officiant some years back because he wanted to marry two of his friends and officiate. His license is still in good standing. He’s also the type to be romantic. I have no doubt that once he hears your story, he’ll leap to assist.”

Eddy cackled—outright cackled—in glee. I was grinning too because Henri was dead right on this score. Sherard, despite working for the government, was entirely the type to stick it to the man. He’d missed his calling in life as a flower child.

In fact, I wanted to help this along. Somewhat for the entertainment factor, I admit. “Eddy, go get Sherard.”

“Already gone.” He popped up from his seat and flew out the door, laughing as he went.

Beauregard looked between us, lips parted in growing hope. “Will he really?”

“Oh, for sure,” I answered, still grinning evilly. “He’s totally the type to help star-crossed lovers. If he doesn’t, for whatever reason, I can promise you Henri will know someone else who will. He knows half the city. Your parents have no right to keep you two apart. Three, really.”

“Especially over something as stupid as class,” Henri growled.

He was really touchy about that. I had a feeling some insults about me might have been said, hence his ire. I personally didn’t care what the clown car said, but I could tell it touched a nerve with him.

“It is stupid,” Beauregard agreed just as fiercely. “I’m glad you agree, sir. Thank you so very much for all of this. I’ve struggled for years to free myself of my parents, but their influence is too far-reaching. No matter what I tried, they were able to outmaneuver me.”

“I assure you, they can’t outmaneuver me. Also, if you need a temporary place to stay, there is a unit in our apartment building that is empty at the moment. I can put in a word with our landlady.”

“Krikey, I should have thought of that.” I mentally kicked myself. “It’s furnished, so you can move right in. Good location, not far from the center of town.”

“Sounds delightful.” Miss Vere looked at her fiancé, and they did that thing couples did where they had a full-on conversation with their eyes alone. Then she nodded. “We’ll take it. Thank you.”

These two were very good with each other. For each other. I felt compelled to help them, too. Plus, I think my cats had adopted a baby because naptime was a key part of their lives.

I put a hand on Henri’s shoulder. “You handle this, I’ll go call our landlady before she rents out that unit.”

“Thank you, dearest.”

I left with a bounce in my stride. I, too, liked to stick it to the man sometimes. Helping out a young family was the cherry on my sundae. I wonder if Sherard would let me be a witness?

We seriously had to find that thief, though. And the signet ring. Bad things were bound to happen if we didn’t. And this couple had been through quite enough already.
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Two days rolled by without any kind of progress on the couple’s case. Which, honestly, was rather typical of casework. Rarely did it all go fast.

Still, I felt semi-good about where things stood now. The couple had moved promptly into the apartment, so at least they were together and had a nice place to stay. Sherard had not only agreed to officiate but insisted on throwing them a wedding, as his inner romantic was outraged. Even if he went over the top with the wedding plans, I had no intention of stopping him. That young couple deserved a grand party, in my opinion.

It did sit ill that we hadn’t found the thief. Niamh and Róis both tried tracking her, but they said she’d gotten into a vehicle, then another, and basically had masked her trail by burying it with a million other people’s auras. They were good trackers, but even they had limits. Right now, we were rather at a standstill in finding that signet ring and I didn’t appreciate it.

I sat at my desk, being a good little director, signing off on things like vacation requests, thinking all was right in my world.

Then Eddy pirouetted in, graceful as any dancer, an envelope in hand, and chaotic gremlin energy cloaked around him.

“No,” I told him firmly. “Whatever chaos you’re bringing to my door, I don’t want it.”

“But you need to know.”

“Don’t use that tone like a mother saying ‘eat your veggies.’ I would rather die of malnutrition.”

He ignored me. Because he was a brat that way. Eddy handed over the envelope, then threw himself casually into my guest chair. “She sent the ring back.”

For a split second, I was utterly lost. I had no idea what he meant. To be fair, I normally juggled several cases at once, and my brain was on staffing schedules, so I had to switch mental tracks first. Then it clicked.

“Wait. The thief sent the signet ring back? The one belonging to Beauregard Tredegar?”

“Yup,” he said, popping the p.

I threw on gloves, took the envelope, and opened it, then realized there was a ring and a note inside.

“No prints,” Eddy tacked on. He waggled his bare hands in illustration. “I checked with forensics before bringing it here.”

“Look at you, doing things by the book. Is it checked in with evidence yet?”

“Not yet. Wanted to show you first, then log it in.”

“Alright.” He knew the process, so I trusted him to do that. Since forensics had already looked this over, I dumped the contents onto my desk to take a better look. Signet ring looked fine, nothing even scratched on it. The note was simple in the extreme, an elegantly scrawled Thank you. Nothing else.

“Thank you? Seriously? Like, ‘thank you for the loan’?” I snorted and blew out an aggravated breath. “How did this get back to Beauregard?”

“Morning post. He promptly brought it to palace grounds.”

“Good. I’m glad he had the sense to do that. I suppose the thief sent it back to him because she was afraid of it being traced.”

“Probably. If she didn’t know the tracking spell had been removed.” Eddy shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal, but I could tell this irritated him. “I don’t know what to do from here. We don’t have any other leads. No one else but me even seemed to notice her in the crowd. Bank tellers gave the same description Miss Vere did, but no one knows this woman that I can find.”

I sympathized. Utterly and truly. “We’ve got a BOLO out on her. Right now, all we can do is wait. Honestly, it’s why we juggle multiple cases. It could take weeks or months, sometimes even years, for the right clue to pop up. Frustrating, but that’s kind of the way it all works.”

He slouched some more in the chair, running a hand through his sandy-brown hair. “I wish I could catch her. She made an already stressful situation worse for them.”

“Well, true, but because she snatched that ring, the couple met us, right? And we were able to help Beauregard extract himself from that wretched family.”

Eddy brightened. “Yeah. That’s true.”

“I know you’re frustrated with this case, but honestly, you did everything right.”

“I lost her, though.”

“Hey now, if Róis and Niamh both can’t track this woman? Then she’s a master. Don’t beat yourself up over that. I’m not sure if even the cats would have been able to catch her.”

Eddy made this frowny face like he knew I was right, but frustration wouldn’t let him admit to it. “I just wish, for them, that I’d been able to catch her.”

“We’ll catch her yet. Even master thieves make mistakes. Now, why don’t you take that note to evidence lockup?”

“Oh, sure. Wait. What about the ring?”

“You said forensics already cleared it? Then write out a form saying so and turn it back over to Beauregard. No sense in us holding on to it.”

“Okay.” Eddy popped out of his seat and scooped everything back into the envelope. “Seaton set a wedding date for them, did you hear?”

“What, really? When?”

“Next month. Mama Chanty heard the story too and wants to throw them a garden wedding. She and Miss Vere were busy talking decorations last night over dinner.”

Of course Sherard’s mother had joined in on this. Of course she had. Chantal and her son were two peas in a pod. “I take it they invited you over for dinner?”

“Sure did. Miss Vere’s a really good cook.”

Eddy made friends easy, so it didn’t surprise me he was already getting along with his new neighbors. Scamp.

He went back to slumping. “I guess nothing to do but wait.”

“Go do your studying while you wait,” I directed, holding out the envelope. “File this first, though.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Eddy took it and sauntered out of my office.

Teenagers, man. No matter the race or culture, they didn’t change.

Now, where was I? Oh, right, so if Gibs took off next weekend with Marshall, then that left—

My phone rang, interrupting my train of thought. I picked it up, putting the receiver to my ear. “Queen’s Own, this is Director Edwards.”

You know, come to think of it, I was going to have to change that greeting soon. The thought of saying Davenforth instead of Edwards brought a smile to my face.

The voice on the other end of the line was deep, worn-in, like jeans that were all broken in. Soothing, comforting to listen to, but gravelly and rough. His accent was distinctly Singhish, with that singsong quality to it.

“Director Edwards, my name’s Agent Green. I’m with the ISB agency.”

This man had my complete and undivided attention. The International Standard Bank was literally one of two banks that worked worldwide. Every major business used them because they were that reliable. Like a Swiss bank. In fact, they were so large, they had their own agents to investigate things like fraud, thefts, etcetera. I’d bumped into them before on other investigations and they were good people to work with. Judging from his accent, he was either from Singh or assigned to the main headquarters there.

If he’s calling me, though, crap had hit the fan somewhere.

“Yes, sir, what can I do for you?”

“Director, I hope it’s not rude of me to call you up like this. I know you’re a busy lady.”

“Sir, if you’re calling, I know something has gone very wrong. I’m happy to take a phone call, trust me. What’s going on?”

“I understand you were on vacation recently and came across Lady Annette Ellsworth?”

Um. Y’all ever get that little tinging bell in the back of your head? The one that suggested that whatever was coming was about to be your problem? “Yes…?”

“She was actually an undercover agent for our agency.”

Oh, look, the bell has a friend!

I didn’t face-plant over my desk in despair, but it was a near thing. “Noooo. Oh my god, I am so sorry. I had no idea. I did think the multiple passports thing was weird, but…”

“No, no, she was in very deep cover. If you had figured it out from what she had on hand, that would have been very alarming in a different way. She was relatively new to solo cases like this, but she was still seasoned enough that we don’t know what went wrong. She’d been working as an agent for three years.”

Ah. That stage. I knew that stage painfully well. The seasoned enough to know what you’re doing, but not seasoned enough to avoid all the potential pitfalls. Still, you could only train someone so much before you had to let them go.

“Alright, I understand the situation better. What can I do to help you?”

“We received your initial report of the situation. You and your partner advised it as likely accidental death. Can I ask why you thought that?”

We’d written up a kind of summary of what we’d done, just for the record, in case the Sussams police ever figured out what had actually gone down that night. Honestly, only an autopsy would’ve given them a better clue. Our summary wasn’t official, really, just our findings. Green was trying to get my take on the case, so I didn’t take offense at the question.

“Well, for one thing, we could find no obvious motive for murder. We didn’t have enough evidence at the time to support a partner’s involvement. Secondly, a ghost hunting group had a camera set up in the cave where she was found. It took pictures every five minutes. There was no indication that anyone else was down there with her, just pictures of her strange behavior. Thirdly, the large dose of passionflower in her system was explained by the sleeping pills and tea she ingested. Without a coroner on hand, that was our best guess. I take it we’re wrong?”

“Quite wrong, unfortunately. Our coroner did another examination on her. She was murdered.”

I winced. “I am very sorry to hear that. How?”

“By passionflower. First of all, she wasn’t on any kind of sleep medication. That was added into her tea.”

“Uh. We found her medication bottle…I’m guessing that was planted?”

“Yes, it must have been.”

“Crap. There was a very heavy dose of benzodiazepines in her system. We assumed it came from the medication.”

“If she took it, it wasn’t by her knowledge, I assure you.”

“So someone really did poison her. Okay, now I feel bad.”

“You also suspected she was the thief?”

“We only said so because of the four passports and the jewelry found right next to her body. All the jewelry was accounted for, nothing missing, so we didn’t think to question it. But if she was your operative…”

“Ellsworth—her real name was Anna Thatcher, by the way—was investigating an international thieves’ ring. They’ve hit various countries for years now, costing our clients quite a lot, and in turn costing us. We’ve found it impossible to track them, but we got a break about a year ago. An in. We sent Anna undercover because she wasn’t a known face, and they were looking for another new face themselves to hit high society with.”

“How long was she under?”

“Five months.”

Huh. I recalled a certain conversation with the elderly aristocrat I’d had tea with. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Lord Bressett introduced her into high society three months ago.”

“Correct. He’s our connection into that world.”

I let out a low whistle. Oh really now, Bressett was connected to the underworld? As a thief, no less? Oooh, I did not see that plot twist coming. “Can you prove that?”

“At the time, no. But introducing Thatcher to the ring is proof enough he’s involved.”

“Heh, true. Well, that’s very good for me to know. I’ll keep my eye on him. What else can I do?”

“Right now, I’d like to give you the theft group’s MO, describe their ringleader to you. I have heard noise about the group hitting up Kingston next. I don’t, at this time, know how much basis to give this information. But if it’s true, I want you cued up. You might well recognize some of the players.”

I grabbed a notepad and pen. “Hit me. I’ll take notes and pass it along to my people.”

“First, the group’s MO. They love to hit high-society parties, charity events, that sort of thing. They’ll attend events for two days or so, sweep the area for jewelry on people or in their rooms, and then they move on to the next country. Thatcher was in trouble because of the storm, I think. With them bogged down, the jewelry became harder and harder to hide, hence they had to get rid of it somehow.”

“And because she was the new kid on the block, she became the scapegoat?”

“That’s my best guess. Nothing indicated that she had given herself away. If not for the fact she was our operative, pinning the thefts on her would have gone off without a hitch.”

“Very true. Poor woman. Alright, so they like high-society functions. Got it. Anything else?”

“We believe they work in a team of four to six people. I can’t give you a number on that, as it seems to fluctuate depending. Their leader, though, is a constant. She’s a short woman, has that innocent look to her, looks to be early twenties.”

“Hair color?”

“Changes for every job. So does eye color.”

“Anything distinctive?”

“Sadly, no. She’s something of a chameleon.”

Reminded me of Irene Adler. I might start calling her that. “Got it. If you’ve got a sketch of her, I’d love to have a copy of it.”

“I’ll put that and a dossier of their better-known cases together, send it to you via one of my agents in Kingston. If you get wind of something, I’d really appreciate it if you call me in. I’m heading your direction tomorrow morning.”

“Consider it done. I have quite enough work on my desk. I’m not adding your case onto the pile.”

He chuckled, the sound low and catchy. “Fair enough. Thank you, Director. It’s always a pleasure working with a professional like yourself.”

“Feeling is mutual. I’ll alert authorities in Kingston to keep a special eye out, don’t worry. And if anything else comes up, just call.”

“I will, thank you. Good day to you.”

“And you. Bye.”

I hung up. Stared at the phone and felt bad. That poor woman, dying on a case like that, and here I’d painted her as a thief. I might send flowers to her grave, once I knew where she was buried. Oooh, when I told Henri about this, he was going to lose his marbles. I could picture it now.

One thing was for sure, if “Irene” showed her face around here, I’d catch her and her accomplices. I wouldn’t tolerate those kinds of shenanigans on my turf. Murderers were no no.

But that was a later me problem. I had to get through this scheduling before it became too late to do it.

I lifted the calendar in front of me. Then frowned.

Where was I, again?
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My Girls’ Night had turned into a bachelorette party and I wasn’t even sorry. Everyone was there. I did mean everyone. I had Regina perched on the island, her usual immaculate bun MIA, dark hair in a messy braid over one shoulder, consuming crackers and cheese all with an innocent smile. She had an agenda, I just hadn’t figured it out yet. She’d also brought Khan, who was in his cute chibi tiger form, wrestling with my cats on the floor near the window and having a grand ol’ time.

Colette and Penny were on the couch, already wearing comfy clothes, glasses of wine in hand. Colette had her hair redone recently and now had bright green strands braided in with the black, which honestly looked great with her ebony skin. Penny was now to the point all her injuries were healed, although her usual tan skin was pale after being on bedrest for several months. They were both giggling over something Colette had brought with her. She claimed it was a present. I did not trust the present.

Ellie had her hands full with the cats. Phil was with Henri, of course, but Tasha and Clint were here tonight. Clint had dubbed himself one of the girls and was currently belly up, boneless under the belly rubs. Considering Ellie was so petite, having both cats on top of her meant I could barely see more than her head and legs.

All in all, I had myself a full house. We also had a smorgasbord of finger foods, alcohol, and cake.

What could possibly go wrong?

Okay, a lot, it was a rhetorical question. Sheesh.

ANYWAY we were all here having a good time. I poured myself half a glass of wine before trying to join the girls on the couch. Note the word try. I did not make it far.

“Jamie.” Regina’s bright smile did not quite mask her scheming. “About you finding a new place to live. You can always live on palace grounds, you know. I have wonderful houses available for my staff.”

Ah. That’s what she was angling about. Hmm, how to reject this politely?

“Over my cold, rotting corpse.”

Ladies, gents, and fellow cryptids, I have officially landed in the “too much wine” category.

Regina wasn’t at all offended. She just cackled. “You’re afraid you’ll never leave work.”

“Uh, I’m not afraid that I would never leave work, I KNOW that I would never leave work. Two different things. I’m not starting off my married life sabotaging it.”

“Fair enough.”

I linked arms with her and pulled her to the sitting area. “Enough scheming, you. Come. Be good and eat cake.”

“You think with my mouth full, I won’t be able to get myself into trouble?”

“Yup.”

Regina’s grin was unapologetic. “I mean, you’re not wrong.”

I sat her on an ottoman, took the only one still open, all while eyeing the giggle boxes. “And what are you two up to?”

“Presents!” Penny flourished two boxes like a magician at a magic show.

On the one hand, I was glad to see Penny back to her usual self. She was lively again, moving far better, and clearly healed up. She wasn’t back to fieldwork just yet—she was in therapy to rebuild the stamina she’d lost while bedridden—but by next month she would be. It made my heart happy to see her like this.

That said, she sus. “Nothing in this box is going to leap out at me, right?”

They laughed and didn’t even try to reassure me.

There wasn’t, like, a confetti bomb or something in those boxes, was there? Honestly, I didn’t trust either of them. No one in their right mind would.

Still, I was a brave woman, so I set my glass aside on the coffee table and accepted the boxes. Gingerly. They didn’t feel heavy, so there was that? Nothing fragile inside, either. I honestly had no clue.

Best to just get it over with.

That determination in mind, I undid the ribbon holding the top and lifted the lid. Oh. Not something to pop out at me, but it was pretty. A very shimmery, lightweight material with ribbons—wait. Wait a second.

I lifted it out and held it up in the air before me. That was a very see-through negligee. No wonder those two were giggling mischievously.

“Oooh,” Ellie crooned from her spot on the floor. “That’s pretty.”

“Open the second box,” Penny urged. “That one’s from me.”

I had only slightly more faith that this wouldn’t blow up on me either. I draped the nightie over my shoulder as I opened the second box. Ah. Flared high heels of a shimmering dark blue to match the negligee. I see those two had coordinated.

“It is pretty,” I admitted. “I might blow Henri’s mind wearing it, but it’s pretty.”

“It’s to facilitate you two having a wonderful honeymoon.” Colette was all lecherous smiles.

That rascal was having too much fun with this. “Oh, I’m sure it’ll come in handy at some point.”

“Maybe it’ll lead to kids, who knows?” Colette waggled her eyebrows up and down in a suggestive way.

Oh. Had no one told her? The way everyone else froze meant I couldn’t gloss over that. And really, I had nothing to hide from Colette, I just thought she’d been told at some point.

“Um, Colette. I can’t have kids.”

She froze this time, jaw dropping. “Gods above, Jamie, I’m so sorry—”

I held up a hand. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Part of the side effects of what Belladonna did to me. I was never the type of woman dead set on having kids to begin with, and honestly my focus was on everything else happening to me. Really, my priority at the time was just surviving. I’m really fine.”

Regina made a face and sat up more, her hands stilling. “Truly. Your core was so unstable, you saw Sherard practically every other day for weeks. Thankfully he figured it out.”

“Yeah. My lifespan went from ‘maybe to the end of the year’ to ‘I should die of old age now.’ That alone was a huge win. I can’t ask for more, you know?” I could see Colette was still upset about this, so I assured her again. “It’s really okay. Henri and I have thrown around the idea of perhaps adopting a kid when we felt ready for it. Now is absolutely not that time. My schedule is insane as it is.”

She gave a nod, then got off the couch to come hug me around the shoulders. “Still, I’m sorry.”

“It’s not like you knew.” I hugged her back. I wasn’t hurt by this, not at all. Life happened. I’d made peace with it. And there were so many kids out there in the world who needed parents, I had no problem adopting one.

Regina piped up. “When that time comes, you’ll have lots of godmothers on hand to help you two.”

Envisioning what my life was like on a regular basis, I winced. “Yeah. I’ll need it, too.”

“Good.” Regina’s voice went desert dry. “Now, we all know what Ophelia’s vision for your wedding is like. What do you want?”

“Oooh, are you going to help me wrangle her?” My heart sang with hopeful joy. Not that I disliked Ophelia’s ideas, but she was thinking on a much grander scale. Neither Henri nor I were pomp and ceremony kind of people, so frankly, we’d be much happier with a small wedding.

Colette let go of me, mostly so she could see my face. “Does she need wrangling?”

I tilted my head back to look up at her. “Her initial wedding guest list had a thousand people on it. Does that answer your question?”

She made a high-pitched eeeeek sound. “Uh. Yeah. Wow, Henri would not do well in that situation at all.”

“As reserved as he is? Nooooope.”

“Okay, the wrangling will now commence.” Colette maneuvered her way back to her couch.

“Appreciated. I honestly think she’s trying to compensate somehow for my family not being there for it. I mean, we would all love for that to happen, but it’s not feasible.”

Penny reached out to take one of my hands in hers, expression sympathetic. “I know it has to be hard. On you and them. Have you talked to anyone about this?”

I shook my head, the sadness a dull pang in my heart. “No. I can’t bring myself to say something to either Henri or Sherard. They did the impossible as it was just connecting me to my family every three to six months. Telling them that I want more makes me feel like I’m being a greedy brat. Besides, even mentioning it to them, it would make them feel guilty that they can’t bring my family here.”

“I can see that.” Ellie shook her head. “It’s the way it is, sadly. Although I could probably rig up a black box to film the wedding. At least your family could watch a recording of it later.”

My brain tried to go through the logistics of that. Failed. “Wait, you can make a recording that is compatible with Earthian technology?”

“Uh, sure? I mean, it’d likely be visual only, but yeah. Do you doubt my genius?”

A thrill went through me. I’d of course love to have my family there for the event, but a video was a very good consolation prize. I felt misty eyed that she’d go through so much effort for me. I seriously had the best friends ever. I lunged and hugged her, pillowing my head on her thin shoulder. “I dare not. Oh my god, Ellie, that would be seriously amazing. That’s your wedding present for me.”

She gave me a pat on the shoulder. “Done. But seriously, what do you want for your wedding?”

“Well, not a thousand people attending, to start with. Something smaller and more intimate.”

Regina grabbed pencil and paper from somewhere, balancing the paper on her knee. “I’m taking notes. We’re all too tipsy to remember details tomorrow.”

Probably wise, yeah.

I sat there and spitballed ideas with my girlfriends. We talked practicalities, hopes, dreams, possibilities. All while stuffing our faces with far too much food and wine. I’d have a whopper of a hangover in the morning but you know what? It was precisely what the doctor ordered.
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Being a member of the Davenforth family, I was of course invited to many social functions. I normally used work as an excuse to get out of most of them. In this case, however, I was invited not because of who I was. Rather, what I had done.

Some while ago, I had investigated the case of Luther and Mariel Atwoods’ murders. It had been a very strange case indeed from beginning to end, with charms being used in rather creative if ridiculous fashions. I also knew the family personally, so the case had been a very emotionally charged one for me. They’d been good people but had a penchant for suing that had led to them making enemies, and that had been their downfall in the end. At the time, two of their children were married. The engagement party tonight was for the third and youngest child, Gwyneth Atwood.

Ruthe, her eldest sister, lived in Kingston, or I should say in a very upscale neighborhood on the northern end of the city. She was the one hosting the engagement party tonight and she had quite obviously spared no expense. Brilliant swathes of silver-and-blue ribbons were tied around every lamppost, stunning arrays of flowers lined the paths and decorated every table, and the garden outside had been trimmed and fluffed to within an inch of its life. Tonight was a garden party, and it was the perfect temperature for it, the skies were clear, and the evening air was pleasantly cool upon the skin.

I held out my hand to my fiancée as she descended from the carriage, an involuntary surge of affection and pride welling up within me as she took my hand and stepped down.

“You look resplendent, my dear.”

She truly did. She wore a dark forest green dress made of crushed velvet, and it flattered her figure in all the best ways. Her silky black hair lay in a waterfall of curls over one shoulder, doing nothing to hide the very expensive pearl necklace she wore. A pearl necklace I recognized, as it had been my grandmother’s, and was my mother’s engagement gift to her.

Jamie took my arm, smiling at me in turn. “Thank you. I do try. Henri, I don’t know where you’ve been hiding this suit, but you must wear it more often. That dark blue, and the way it’s cut, fits you to a tee. You look very dashing in it.”

I preened a little. “It’s in fact new. My mother took me shopping.”

“I take it you had no choice in the shopping?”

“None. I do like the results, however. My wardrobe was rather tired.”

“Yeah, not shopping will eventually result in that.”

I snorted at her droll tone.

She snapped her fingers and turned. “I almost forgot the present.”

“No need, my dear, Albert has it. It’s his excuse to enter the kitchens and get a snack.”

Our coachman tonight was on loan from my parents, and one I knew well, as Albert had been with the family since my teens. He tilted on the seat so he could see us and gave Jamie a wink. “Think of it as my entrance fee, Miss.”

“Ah. In that case, I won’t insist. Snack away, Albert.”

“Thankee, Miss.”

The cats, naturally, ran ahead of us. They were all in their best collars, already gleaming with mischief. Our invitation had said quite firmly to bring them too, and considering they had been instrumental in that case, I wasn’t surprised. I also expected it to take a good half hour to locate them toward the end of the party. Even with magic.

Jamie and I made a more dignified entrance, our hostess standing in the foyer, greeting each guest as they came in. When Ruthe spotted us, her face lit up with delight.

“There you are! Oh, and the Felixes. How are you, little ones?” Ruthe bent to pet them all, the ringlets of her dark hair swaying partially into her face at the angle, getting purrs and bumps in response. She didn’t seem to care one whit that she’d just gotten fur all over her silver evening gown. “I prepared a very high spot for you on the balcony so you can listen to the music there, if you’d like.”

If Clint had a tail, he’d have wagged it. “Balcony! Yes, please.”

“You follow Charlie. He’s assigned to you tonight and will bring you anything your hearts desire.”

I spied her son, who was likely only ten years old, and realized that she had neatly given her son a task that would keep him out from underfoot, all while managing the Felixes and their penchant for trouble. Oh, well done. She was a premiere hostess in high society for a reason.

Charlie knelt to say hi, eyes wide with wonder as he greeted the Felixes. He’d likely never seen one of them up close before.

“Show us, show us,” Clint urged his escort.

In a bound, they were off, all four of them merrily bounding along without care for anyone else. Hopefully her plan worked.

Ruthe gave first Jamie, then myself, a warm hug. “I heard of your engagement. I’m thrilled for both of you. And thank you for coming. It meant the world to Gwyneth when she heard you’d be joining.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Jamie assured her brightly. Then again, she loved a party. “Where is she? Somewhere in this throng?”

“‘Throng’ is the appropriate word, yes, and I believe she’s in the garden. You’ll quite like her fiancé. Have you met John Clarence?”

“I haven’t.”

The name rang a bell with me. “I believe I have, socially. Isn’t he the one who funds the doctor’s scholarship programs? The one for Kingston Medical.”

“The very one. He’s a doctor himself, quite brilliant. And a very sweet man. Do meet him. I feel like you’d be friends if you did.”

I nodded, realized we were holding up the line, and silently urged Jamie along. “I’ll do so. And talk with you more later.”

“Yes, let’s.” Ruthe turned to the next guests with a welcoming smile.

I left her to it, Jamie’s arm still in mine. I knew something of the house, having been here before, and led the way out the side glass doors and into the garden. Which smelled heavenly, a wonderful combination of flowery scents and aromatic foods.

Jamie inhaled a deep lungful and sighed like a glutton who’d had her fill. “Utterly delightful. I could stay here all night.”

She truly would do better in the country. Less polluted air, less sound, more nature. I knew she liked the hustle and bustle of people, but for the sake of proper rest, I highly suspected a country house really was the better choice.

We mingled, picked up glasses of punch and delightful petit fours, mingled some more. I chatted with people I knew, many of whom I hadn’t seen in years. Jamie made friends wherever she went, as per usual. All in all, it was a delightful party, and I found myself relaxing as time went on. Social engagements were never really my forte, but when meeting up with old friends, I didn’t mind it. If my own engagement party could be like this, I’d have not one word of complaint. My mother was planning a formal one, which would be much more extravagant than the casual get together we had with friends and family, so I might drop a word in her ear. Assuming she ever got here. It looked like my parents would be more than fashionably late tonight.

A hand caught my elbow and pulled me in. I was almost alarmed until I realized it was Irvine Atwood. I hadn’t seen my childhood friend since working his parents’ case, so for a moment I entertained a friendly hello.

Then I observed the look on his face and realized he wasn’t here to say hello. He had that grimace on his face, like his nervous stomach was acting up again, a sure sign he was stressed. And he kept reaching up, like he wanted to tug at one of his ears, and then restrained himself from the childhood habit.

“What’s on fire and how bad is it?” I asked quietly.

“We’ve had a theft,” Irvine whispered urgently. “I know you’re here as guests, but—”

“No, no, lead me to it.” I’d spoken too soon, apparently. This evening would not be the genial party I’d hoped for.

I looked around for my better half, realized I’d lost her somewhere in the crowd, and grimaced. “I don’t see Jamie anywhere.”

“It’s fine, I’ll have someone look for her.”

With a nod, I acquiesced and followed him toward the house. This was not the location to demand particulars. While walking, however, I spied the three Felixes lounging on the balustrade of the balcony above me. They were quite at their leisure. Clint was even playing some kind of game with his child chaperone, which involved a lot of giggling.

I put a hand on Irvine’s back, pausing him there, and called up to Phil. “Phil! Find Jamie for me.”

Phil peeked out over the edge, spied me, and perked right up, black ears at attention. “Jamie?”

“Right. Have her meet us in—” I looked to Irvine for our destination.

“The study,” Irvine supplied.

“Got it.” Without care or even more than a glance down, Phil leapt off the balcony, hopping from windowsill to a decorative arch to another windowsill like it was no effort at all, until he lightly landed on the ground below and took off.

I felt Irvine jump under my hand. He put a hand over his heart and huffed out a breath. “I think I almost lost my stomach watching him do that. Felixes are incredible athletes.”

“That they are. Which is both fortunate and unfortunate, depending on the circumstances.”

I urged Irvine along. If there was something drastically wrong, it was best handled quickly. Anything left to fester never ended well.

He had pep in his step as he led me into a deeper part of the house, toward the far corner. This section of the house abutted the back wall and was well away from the guests in the garden. An admirable choice for a private conversation.

I found Ruthe, her husband Steven, Gwyneth, and I assumed her fiancé, John Clarence, already gathered. Ruthe looked furious, high spots of color in her heart-shaped face. Gwyneth was I think on the verge of either murder or tears, it was hard to tell. She too was red in the face, and with her fair skin and red hair, she rather resembled a boiling pot about to go off.

Clarence stood next to her at the window, and he was by far the calmest person in the room. He was incredibly tall, a head above me at least, with a broad body and thick brown hair styled in a sweep from his face. Not a striking man in the face, per se, but certainly one who gave the impression of a good fellow.

“Henri!” Ruthe spied me and darted right for me, hands reaching for mine. “I’m so glad Irvine found you quickly. You must help. Gwyneth’s jewelry set has been stolen.”

My heart sank. A thief? Oh no, not again. “You’re sure it was stolen?”

“It’s actually a gift from my parents,” Clarence explained, his voice a deep rumble. “It was displayed with the other betrothal gifts in the main hall. It’s a set that includes a necklace, earrings, a bracelet, and a tiara. We’ve got a flower vase sitting there at the moment to disguise it’s missing, but that won’t hold for long.”

I wanted to swear, but I couldn’t think of any words strong enough. “Please tell me there’s a tracking spell on it.”

“Not on the jewelry itself, but on the case.”

“Then I give it fifty-fifty odds I can locate it. If they were smart enough to ditch the case, then we’ll have to track this down a different way.”

The door opened again and my fiancée walked in (I did enjoy that word far too much). Jamie was escorted not only by Phil, but Clint and Tasha. By which I assumed curiosity had overcome the other two.

“What’s on fire?” Jamie demanded as she entered, closing the door sharply behind her.

Irvine snorted. “You two have been together too long. Henri asked me the exact same question. To answer, my sister’s betrothal gift was stolen right off the display table in the main foyer. It’s a jewelry set gifted by her fiancé’s parents.”

“Not again.” She let her head fall back in despair.

So she too saw the echoes of the case from our own tumultuous vacation. Glad I wasn’t the only one.

“Again?” Steven looked confused, eyes darting between the two of us. He kept clasping and unclasping his hands over his prominent belly, a nervous tic.

I held up a hand. “We’ll tell the story later. Let me try and find your jewelry now.”

Fortunately, I had my wand on me. I kept one—this one a smaller version that could slip into a formal coat pocket—on me at all times these days. Not exactly because of situations like this, but…well, those unforeseen emergencies that liked to plague my social life. Lifting it out, I spoke the seeking spell and held my breath, praying it would work.

It failed instantly.

Blowing out a breath, I imparted the bad news with a grimace. “It won’t connect. They ditched the case somewhere and likely destroyed it.”

Swear words and grimaces echoed around the room.

Jamie, however, clearly had her thinking cap on. She pondered for a moment before asking, “Who had the jewelry last? Who spent the most time with it?”

Clarence lifted a hand. “Me. I carried it in personally and put it in place. Why?”

“Then we might have a chance yet of finding it before it leaves the grounds. Assuming it hasn’t already. Kitties?”

Scent. I cottoned on instantly to what she meant. The jewelry would carry Clarence’s scent. Nothing short of a strong chemical could remove or mask that. A Felix’s nose was too keen to fool.

All three cats came in closer, sniffing him for a full second, getting their target locked into their nose. Then they were off, through the open door Jamie held for them.

“What in the—?” Clarence looked confused by this.

But the siblings, they knew exactly what the Felixes were doing. They’d seen them in action before, after all. I saw the hope rekindle on their faces and they were quick to dash after Felixes.

Not faster than Jamie, however, who was right on the Felixes’ heels.

After years of chasing criminals, I was in better shape than ever. Please note that I did not actually advise this method of getting into shape. Still, I was almost able to keep up with those four. At least, I wasn’t very far behind.

Shh, let me keep my delusions.

I ran, and ran, and puffed for breath, and resolved once again to finish my fitness potion before I had to chase another criminal. I slipped past guests, exited the building altogether, and then ran into the garden. Not where most of the party guests were, but right beside it, in the miniature labyrinth.

Lo and behold, for there I spied a familiar face. One of the Ghostbusters from our vacation, the one who had been in charge of the equipment. Ginger, a minor baron, if memory served. He did not look like a ghost hunter in that moment. In fact, he was finely dressed in an evening tux, curly red hair tamed with oil, and looked much like a high-society guest.

And the Felixes were heading straight for him.

I saw the shadow of a woman next to him, conversing with him, but he blocked my view of her. I saw nothing more than a skirt and the top of her head, the dark hair piled up in an elaborate bundle of curls. Who was this?

Ginger startled as the cats formed a guard around him. He looked down, then up at us, blinking for a moment before breaking out into a smile as if nothing at all was wrong.

“Why hello, fancy meeting you here.”

To look at him, you’d think he didn’t have anything to hide. And yet Phil, Clint, and Tasha were all hissing at him. They were sure he was the thief.

And they had never been wrong.

“Uh, I take it these are the famous Felixes? The ones I see in the papers all the time?” Ginger looked down at them, easing a foot back. “Why are they mad at me?”

“Ginger.” Jamie let out a sigh. “Just give it over. Save us all some time.”

Ginger spread both hands. “Give what over. I have nothing on me.”

“The cats say otherwise. And your companion—” Jamie tilted her head, then frowned. “Wait, where did she go?”

I did the same, tilting my head to look past him, only to realize the woman really was gone. “I don’t see her either. Ginger, who was with you?”

“I’m sorry, who?”

His denial made him all the more suspicious.

Jamie swore and took off running, right into the party guests. I let her, as I had a criminal right here to deal with, and she was far better at chasing down perpetrators than I. Even in an evening dress.

Irvine leaned in to whisper, “Are you sure about this? Lord Reiter is John’s friend.”

“The Felixes are never wrong.” Best to show and not tell. I hadn’t been able to use a tracking spell, but I had the perfect reveal spell now that the object was right in front of me. I lifted my wand once more and intoned, “Reveal what was stolen, return to the owner.”

A ripping sound preceded the jewelry flying out of Ginger’s coat, heading directly to Gwyneth. She had to act quickly, hands snatching them out of the air as they flew to her.

He’d even sewn them into his coat lining? Or perhaps had a hidden pocket fastened there and the jewelry had just taken the expedient route. Either way, it could not be more obvious where they’d been, and in front of six witnesses to boot.

Ginger grimaced, hands falling to his sides. “It never ends well when I’m around you.”

“It would if you weren’t breaking the law,” I retorted mildly.

Clarence stepped up to my side, his hands balled into tight fists. “You bastard. I invite you to my engagement party, and you dare steal from me? If you needed money, I’d have loaned you it, you know that!”

Ginger scoffed, looking away while shaking his head. “A loan I’d have to pay back? No thank you.”

There would be time to question him and learn who his accomplice was later. Right now, cuffs were called for. I didn’t have those, of course—this was a party, after all. Instead I silently urged him to a nearby bench, making him sit, then cast a paralytic spell. His limbs immediately went lax, leaving only his neck able to turn.

His glare up at me was lethal. “You don’t need to go this far.”

“For all I know, you murdered Ellsworth.” I had no sympathy for him whatsoever. “Certainly, I can’t trust you. Now, sit tight. We’ll have you in a proper jail shortly.”

Ruthe put a hand on my arm and begged, “Please handle this discreetly. I don’t wish Gwyneth’s party ruined.”

“I’ll do it to the best of my abilities,” I promised. “Attend to your guests and reassure them if they noticed something.”

“Alright.”

I urged the rest on as well. “Go on, enjoy the party. Irvine, if you could attend me, I’ll need your help to get him out of here without prying eyes.”

“Of course.”

Irvine looked ready to punch Ginger. I could not blame him.

Pulling my pad from my pocket, I called the First Precinct, reporting the crime. I’d need their holding cell and we were too far north of the city to readily transport him to our offices. While I did that, Jamie returned in a huff, eyes snapping fire. It was never good when she looks like that. I ended the call, lifting a brow in question.

“She got away.” Jamie pinned Ginger with a glare hot enough to melt steel. “Tell me. Why was Ellsworth’s maid with you here?”

What now?! I perked up, mind already racing with possibilities. “Wait, she was the woman? Are you sure?”

“Oh, I’m sure. I got a look at her face as she ran through the crowd. Unfortunately lost her in the crowd, too, and I’m not sure how she pulled that off.”

That was quite the feat. Not many could outrun Jamie. She must have been quite the pro to be able to evade Jamie’s speed and enhanced senses. Now this just got curiouser and curiouser.

Ginger sighed as he looked down. “I don’t want to tell you anything.”

I had no doubt he had some loyalty to his ringleader, but hopefully we could crack that loyalty. At the very least dredge some clues from him.

Either way, for us, the party was over.
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Everyone was irate with Ginger Reiter, and I did mean everyone. Me included. I got him into the nearest station’s holding cell, and yes, I did feel a little ridiculous marching him in while wearing a velvet evening gown, but that was neither here nor there. I got him into an interrogation cell and called up my ducklings. Niamh was fortunately hanging out with Róis when I called, and I got them over to the estate ASAP to track down the thief/pretty sure murderer. Next, I told my other ducklings to get details of how exactly Reiter and Clarence had become friends. I wanted info on how Reiter slithered his way into the party. Then, with the ducklings dispatched, I called my agent friend from the ISB.

Green got there in a half hour flat, which had to be a speed record. I mean, I knew he was coming my direction because he said so several days ago, but he wasn’t in the city when I called earlier. I had a feeling he’d been portaled over here but didn’t care enough to ask.

He met me at the door of First Precinct with another agent in tow, both of them in conservative dark suits. I didn’t know which was which, so I just stuck a hand out and said, “Agent Green?”

The stockier of the two, with grey at his temples, took my hand in a firm shake. “That’s me. Thank you so much, Director, for immediately calling us in. This is my colleague, Agent Davis.”

I shook his hand, too, noting he was likely a few years older. A seasoned partnership, this one. “Agent Davis, nice to meet you.”

“And you, Director,” he returned in a pleasant baritone.

“Come this way. I’ll fill you in on what little we know as we go.” I turned, leading them through the bullpen, both men on either side of me. “I was at a party for the Atwoods, an engagement party, when this went down. They’re friends of Henri’s, so when a betrothal gift went missing, they immediately turned to him for help. I fortunately brought my Felixes with me tonight, and they were the ones that actually found the culprit. I’ve met this man twice now. He was at Seapoint Resort with us, too. There, he was introduced as Ginger, a minor baron who liked to moonlight as a ghost hunter. Your guess is as good as mine if that identity is real.”

Davis was scribbling down notes as he walked. Which took a lot of talent, not to mention practice. “What exactly did he steal?”

“A jewelry set. It consists of necklace, earrings, bracelet, and tiara. Meant for Gwyneth Atwood’s wedding day. Stolen right off the gift display table. We found it on Ginger’s person, so there’s no denying he stole it.”

I paused at the interrogation room’s door to throw in, “And with him was a petite woman with dark hair. She vanished into the crowd, sadly, but I recognized her. She was the maid who attended Ellsworth at the resort. I’ve got two agents, both Woodland Elves, trying to track her down.”

Now Green looked all sorts of interested. “Well, well, well, that’s interesting indeed. You’re sure it’s the same person?”

“Dead sure. I’m also fairly certain my apprentice saw her at the racetrack not too long ago. I reviewed the sketch done after that theft, and there’s some very poignant similarities. She’d stolen a signet ring then.”

“So she’s been quite active in this area. Ha! Good, that means we’ve got more clues to follow.”

I hoped it turned out that way. And not her disappearing into thin air again. With a shrug, I opened the door to the interrogation room and stepped in.

Ginger had lost his coat at some point—likely to evidence lockup—and cuffs now kept his wrists together. He sat at the wooden table in the room, a very unhappy set to his mouth as he stared down at his hands. At my entrance, he looked up, spied the two agents in my wake, and then he grimaced.

Oh? Looked like he knew these two. Now wasn’t that interesting.

Henri had kept watch on him and hadn’t met the agents yet, so I did quick intros. “Henri, these are ISB Agents Davis and Green. Gentlemen, Royal Mage Henri Davenforth.”

They all shook hands cordially, then Green turned to our perp and his grin was downright unholy. “Ginger Reiter, huh? Interesting. We know him as Daniel Dupont.”

“Oh, do tell,” I encouraged. “I love a good story, and since my evening was ruined, I deserve one.”

“My pleasure.” Green kicked back, leaning against the wall, all while training that evil smile at Ginger. “Our friend Dupont made an appearance about six years ago in Singh, practically in my backyard. At an evening party, actually. He was a friend of a friend and somehow wormed his way in. We can prove he stole several sets of jewelry there, but we sadly weren’t able to cuff him, as he disappeared immediately after. Then he popped up again six months later, different country—Parreira. Same deal, an evening party, stolen jewelry, but this time he had an accomplice: a pretty, petite woman who was his escort for the evening. Mind telling us who she was, Dupont?”

Ginger stayed quiet but you could tell he was not a happy camper.

“Then we have a string of thefts every three to four months from there on out. All over the world. Ciparis, Dolivo, Tahhan, Naese. Literally all over. Kept us busy chasing after you, isn’t that right?”

With a sigh, Ginger finally lifted his head. “You’ve got me dead to rights now. What are your terms, Agent?”

This man had played this game before. He was far too used to dealing with police with cuffs on his hands. And to think, I’d thought he was a nice guy at first.

“Plea deal,” Green countered smoothly. “You answer our questions, I get the judge to cut your sentence in half. Whatever it is they decide to give you.”

Ginger’s nose wrinkled up in distaste. “Can’t you do better than that?”

“I’ve got you on eighteen crimes on an international scale, Dupont. No. I can’t.”

Eighteen? Geez, he had been a busy little boy.

Apparently, he saw Green’s point, as he just sighed in defeat. “Fine. Fine, agreed. What do you want to know?”

I chose to sit down as my feet were starting to hurt. Running in heels across grass: not recommended. “Green, you mind if I ask a few questions to start?”

Green waved me ahead. I mean, technically this was his case, but he was gracious enough to let us sit in. Being as we were currently in my jurisdiction.

“Thanks. Ginger, people know you as a minor baron. Are you really?”

“Yes and no.” He looked absolutely done with this conversation despite the fact we’d just started. “No as in I was born to a very impoverished family. Yes in that I bought my way into a baron’s family. Not all nobility are rich, as you know. I paid an aging couple to ‘adopt’ me so that I could carry their name, and they’d agree I was their son. It gave me the in I needed for all those social circles and parties. No one really tracks the fallen nobility of another country, Tahhan especially, so no one questioned me much about who my family was.”

“And they only got money out of this deal?”

“It’s all they wanted. They were living in poverty, so they didn’t really care why I wanted their name. They didn’t ask any questions, either. I was a meal ticket into a better life, so they took it.”

“Fair enough. Is this a standard MO for all your colleagues?”

“Eh, sorta. We all have different ways in. Sometimes, we bribe someone into pretending we’re a friend of so-and-so’s, and they’re escorting us about as a favor or something.”

That rang a bell. Ellsworth had done that with Lord and Lady Bressett. Of course, in her case, she was an agent…no, come to think of it, that wouldn’t have been Green’s or Davis’s doing. It would have been the thieving ring. Meaning… “Lord Bressett did that for Ellsworth.”

“Yeah. He’s not an accomplice, just someone easily bribed.”

I’d believe that only when I could prove it. Ginger could be lying to cover for him. I was irked, honestly, that two people I’d liked turned out to be super shady. But those were my private feelings and I needed to focus on the here and now. “Okay. Why kill Ellsworth?”

“I didn’t. Honestly, I was surprised as you when she was found dead that morning. It’s why I offered the camera’s photographs.”

Okay, that did make more sense. I had wondered about that. “No one else working with you killed her?”

“You sure it was murder?” he countered, growing more upset. “I thought it was an accident.”

“No. Coroner proved it wasn’t. She had been given a lethal dose of passionflower.”

“But that was an accident, surely,” Ginger insisted. “She maybe drank too much of the tea—”

Davis interjected. “The tea couldn’t explain all of it. Too diluted. Frankly, you’d need to drink an insane amount of tea to pull that off. A bottle of sleeping pills were planted in her room. She didn’t take sleeping pills. She didn’t have any issues with insomnia.”

“How would you know?” Ginger challenged.

“Because she was our agent.”

For a moment, he looked utterly betrayed, jaw dropping in shock. “One of yours? She was an agent?”

“Yup.”

With an angry snarl, Ginger sat back. “I trusted that witch, too.”

He hadn’t known. His reaction said that. Whoever killed Ellsworth, didn’t look like it was Ginger. Either that or he was very, very good at acting. Considering he’d fooled me once already, I wasn’t ready to swear on a bible he was telling the truth.

“Okay, so you had no suspicion of Ellsworth—Agent Thatcher—whatsoever?”

For some reason, Ginger looked cagey. I had a good idea why. He was putting the pieces together and figuring out it was the maid—or in his case, his accomplice. Still, he played innocent.

“No. None.”

“And you don’t know who killed her?” Green looked at him the way a parent would a child, when they expected a whopper of a lie instead of a confession.

“I didn’t even know she was murdered!” Ginger shot back. “So obviously, no.”

“Really? Your friend, who was playing the part of her maid, was the one who told us our agent took sleeping pills and drank passionflower tea. And you don’t know who killed her?”

Ginger went mutinously silent. It was obvious to all of us but he wasn’t going to admit to anything. Loyal to a fault, this one.

I shook my head, knowing it was futile to get hung up here. “Why ditch the jewels, then?”

“No way to get them out.” Ginger was still mad but he looked tired, too. “We were supposed to hide the jewels in my ghost hunting equipment to get them out. But with the storm descending on us so fast, we had no chance to do so. And Henri was in an absolute tizzy because of his ring. If we’d known it was so important, we’d never have snatched it. He was ignoring the thefts up until it became personal.”

Davis and Green turned to look at Henri in question.

“I was on vacation,” Henri reminded them pointedly. “And it wasn’t my jurisdiction.”

“Fair enough.” Davis turned back to Ginger and gestured for him to continue. “So you chose to leave it behind?”

“Not worth getting caught. I figured Ellsworth, or whatever her name was, was dead anyway. Might as well use her as a scapegoat. No point in keeping the jewels if it was just going to land me in prison. We had the freaking Shinigami Detective on our heels, what else did you expect us to do?”

Ah. So it had been fear of me, too. “Who else was with you?”

Ginger abruptly clamped his mouth shut.

“Ah c’mon, we were doing so well. Who else was with you aside from Bressett and the maid?”

“I said he was just a dupe, didn’t I?”

“Not sure I believe that, but let’s move on. Who else?”

More silence. He wouldn’t even look at us now.

Green caught my eye and jerked his head toward the door. Yeah, it was about time I bowed out. It was not my case, not really; I’d just once again been in the right place at the right time to lend a hand. I’d called these agents in for a reason.

I nodded and followed them out. Henri came with us, closing and locking the door behind him. The second I was out, my pad rang. I answered it promptly, hoping fervently it was good news.

“Niamh, tell me something good.”

There was a gusty sigh and it did not sound happy. “I wish I could. She’s long gone, Jamie. In fact, I’d swear this woman knows how to go invisible. Not a single person at this party remembers her. Even the security at the door barely remembers letting her in.”

I groaned. Of course she was gone. Of course she was. Excuse me while I scream internally. “Okay. Wrap up there, then head home. It’s late.”

“Will do.”

I gave the ISB agents a shrug. “Sorry. I tried.”

“I know you did, and we appreciate it. Don’t beat yourself up over this. We know precisely how wily she is. We’ve been chasing her for years.” Green grimaced, the expression both unhappy and resigned. “I was hoping for a break, but the only one I get tonight is Dupont, apparently.”

“Got it from here?” I asked Davis and Green.

“If you don’t mind.” Davis did look uncertain whether or not I’d continue trying to investigate.

I assured him with heartfelt sincerity, “I do not want another case right now. He is all yours. I’ll help you by testifying when you take him to court, but my workload is insane enough.”

Both men looked relieved. Green held out a hand. “I’ll hold you to that. Thank you, again, for calling us in immediately.”

“No problem. Have fun untangling the rest of it. I imagine with as stubborn as Ginger is, that’ll take a few days.”

“Likely so.”

Henri shook hands with them too, we gathered up cats from where they’d been entertaining the cops in the bullpen, and out we went. While standing on the corner, trying to flag down a taxi, I asked my fiancé, “Where to? Back to the party?”

“Dearest.” Henri looked pained. “I’ve had all the excitement I can stand for one night. Please, let’s just go home.”

“Bed actually sounds good to me too at this point. Home it is.”
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A velociraptor sounded near my ear, loud and wailing.

Mom?

Oh, no, wait. That was my pad. I’d forgotten I finally got the concept of ringtones across to Ellie and she’d put this one in as a joke.

I was being woken up with a phone call.

Any first responder can tell you that was not a good thing. I don’t know what it was about the hours between midnight to four a.m., but more people got killed in that window than any other. Didn’t murderers sleep? At least have some compassion for the people who had to respond immediately to the scene, sheesh.

I digressed.

Rolling over, I slapped at the pad until it answered the call and then groggily muttered something that could, charitably, be called a greeting. “Whatzit?”

A very timid male voice spoke. “Uh, is this Director Edwards?”

I got one eye open. Took willpower. I put more effort into sounding awake. Okay, that failed, let’s aim a little lower. Try coherency. “Yeah, this is her.”

“Oh, good. Um, Director, I hate to be the bearer of bad news. Uh, this is Officer Barry from First Precinct.”

First Precinct rang some bells. Mostly the “this is about to be your problem” bell. I didn’t like this bell for a lot of reasons but especially not at—my eyes found the clock on my nightstand and I winced—quarter past three.

It took a second longer than it should have to remember why First Precinct rang the bells. Then I flopped back on the bed. “Officer Barry, please tell me the criminal I left in your charge is alright.”

“Ma’am, I’d dearly love to say that. He’s unfortunately dead.”

I felt like swearing. Maybe punching something. I was too tired to do either. “Of course he is.”

“Ma’am, I’m so, so sorry. We’re investigating right now, of course, but we’re not sure what happened. He was fine at the midnight check-in, sitting on the edge of his cot, staring at the floor. Then at the three o’clock round, he was found dead in his cell. No obvious injury, but from the hue of his face, we suspect poison.”

This just went from bad to worse. I’d rather a prison break than this.

Feeling the need for something comforting, and knowing full well I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep after this, I rolled out of bed. Or attempted to. Clint was on my feet, Tasha taking up one side of the bed, so I had to pull out limbs and scoot around furballs to manage it. Anyone who lived with cats could appreciate my struggle.

“Poisoned how?” I asked as I did my early morning stretches/gymnastics.

“Through the window? We’re assuming that part since he hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since dinner.”

“Some poisons do take hours to set in,” I pointed out drolly. “Or days. Or weeks. Or months. Not all of them are instant, not like you read or see in plays.”

This apparently was news to Barry. “Oh.”

“Barry, how new are you to the job?”

“Uh, started this week, ma’am.”

“It was very mean of your colleagues to make you call me. I will slap them for that.”

“Naw, I volunteered. How many get the chance to talk to you?”

I sensed a fan and chuckled. “Fair enough. I’ll be down there shortly. Let me wake up my partner. Have you reported this to ISB Agents Green and Davis?”

“Not as yet, ma’am. I called you first.”

“This is technically their case more than mine, so call them now. Actually, no, I’ll call them. You secure the scene. Tell everyone to stop and leave it alone until we get there.”

“Yes, ma’am. Can I have your autograph when you do come?”

Definitely a fan. “You provide coffee, I’ll sign whatever you’d like.”

“Deal. See you soon, ma’am.”

I hung up and promptly called Green. Then I set the pad down on the island while I filled the kettle. It would take something hot and caffeinated just to get me motivated enough to dress and leave my apartment to go get that promised coffee.

Green answered, Singhish accent thick in his groggy state. “This is Green.”

“Green, it’s Edwards. I do not call with good news.”

“No one does at…ye little gods, it’s three a.m. Tell me my perp is fine.”

“I wish I could. He’s dead. Found dead in his cell about fifteen minutes ago. They reported to me first.”

Green went from groggy, to awake, to swearing like a stevedore. Pretty sure he invented a few curses on the spot. It was rather impressive, really.

“I’ll need to come down with you to the station,” I said as a kind of apology. I carried the pad with me as I talked, heading to get dressed. “Because Ginger was killed on our turf, it’s now our case too.”

“Understood. I just…” He trailed off with a low groan. “How? Do we know?”

“Officer who reported to me said it looked like poison. There’s no obvious wounds on Ginger.”

“Poison. Of course. Just like how they did in my agent.”

“It does ring the same, doesn’t it? I now wonder if Ellsworth was murdered on purpose. Just to give them that scapegoat.”

“It’s entirely possible. And kept from the others. I’d swear Dupont really had no idea she was murdered. He wouldn’t have offered you that film if he had suspected it wasn’t accidental.”

“Yeah. I agree with you there.”

Hmm, what was clean in my closet? I hadn’t had a chance to do laundry yet. Oh, look, that suit looked and smelled okay. I started pulling it on.

“At this point, it’s all conjecture. We’ve got no concrete evidence, our only witness is dead, and I don’t even know if we’ll catch the one who killed him.”

“It’s not looking great so far, yeah. I suspect the woman who played Ellsworth’s maid was the one who killed your agent. She was there with Ginger tonight, so my guess is she killed him too. Poison seems to be her weapon of choice.”

“I wouldn’t bet against that. Even if we can’t prove it. Frankly, this woman is good. She’s the best I’ve ever seen. Which is why I’ve been chasing her for years without any results.” He sighed, the sound long and weary. “I’ll throw on clothes and meet you at the precinct with my partner.”

“Same. See you there.”

I tossed the pad onto the bed, deliberately waking up Tasha, because if I must suffer, all must suffer. She slitted one golden eye open to glare at me.

“We’ve got a case,” I informed her. “Up. And go wake Henri for me.”

Tasha grumbled, stood, did a big stretch to get the blood flowing, then went for the window. I let her go, poking at Clint even as I searched for a hair tie. “You too.”

My other cat rolled over for belly rubs, which I obliged, just because he was cute. Only then did he deign to get up.

I didn’t actually expect anything to come of this visit. I just had to investigate the station to make sure they hadn’t killed the perp or done something stupid to result in his death. Then, once they were cleared, it was out of my hands again. This was still under ISB jurisdiction. Which meant I had a cold case on my hands.

Since coming to this world, this was my first cold case, and it was a bitter pill to swallow. No cop ever liked it when the case dead-ended. Unfortunately, situations like this occurred. Sometimes, you didn’t get enough clues or evidence to get the culprit. I also felt bad for Eddy, as this was also his first case. The news that it had gone cold would go over like a lead balloon. Unless there was some evidence on Ginger we could use to catch the accomplice, but I seriously doubted that. The killer was too much of a pro.

But I could at least clear the guys at the station so they could work before handing the case over to Green and Davis once again.

I’d find that woman, though—the slippery one I had now dubbed Irene. It might take years, but I was definitely going to get my hands on her and lock her up.

She and I had a score to settle.
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One month later

I sat in a quaint little café on the outskirts of Kingston with my beloved fiancée, feet throbbing, a cold lemonade in hand, and honestly wanted to be done for the day.

Sadly, I could not.

Jamie, I think, felt the same. She lay draped over the table, a cold cloth resting on the back of her neck. Rather like a wilted flower in need of water or more shade.

“Henri.” Her voice was muffled against the wooden tabletop. “Why did we do this to ourselves?”

“Stacking all the house showings back-to-back in a two-day span?”

“Yes, that.”

“It seemed like an efficient method at the time?”

“Ugh. So we did have a logical reason for it. I thought it was because we’re crazy.”

“I think we only feel crazy because we’ve had a startling lack of results.”

“Maybe that’s it.” She lifted her head enough to swipe some of my lemonade.

I let her, as she was no doubt as parched as I.

It was an unseasonably warm day for fall. It hadn’t started as such; it had started out rather cool, so we’d dressed for that weather. Unfortunately, we were in that season where the temperature could change twenty or more degrees within a few hours. A false fall, as it were. As a result, we were far too warm in our clothes, and walking about outside to look at the exterior of houses did not help one iota.

She sipped my lemonade, expression growing thoughtful. Jamie also studied my expression as if to gauge my reaction. “I think at this point we’ve seen enough houses in town to solidify that in town won’t work.”

Ah, I understood her expression now. “Agreed. The yard is the problem.”

“Not enough property.” She sipped some more. “If you want lab space at home, and a greenhouse, and me a garden to relax in, we just can’t do in town. Our original idea of buying a country property and then portaling is it. That’s what we need to go with.”

“Most of the good country properties are already owned,” I pointed out. “Which means we’d have to find a vacant lot and build. If you really want to be married before the end of the year, there’s no way for that to be done before the wedding.”

“Nothing says we absolutely must move into our new home the same week we get married, either.”

Now that was a good point. I don’t know why I had that lodged in my head. “True. We could very easily share an apartment until ready to move into the house.”

“I’ll move down to yours if we do that.”

I didn’t expect that at all. “You will?”

“I am not moving all of your books.” Jamie gave me a pointed look.

Ah. Yes, let’s avoid that for as long as possible. “Point taken, my dear. In that case, let’s wait for our realtor and tell her that we’ve switched paths. Although we might get lucky and find a country house we can renovate to suit our tastes.”

“If we can, I’d honestly prefer that option. It’ll be both faster and cheaper.”

“Agreed.”

I was rather glad that we’d be in the country. Truly, I think the environment there would suit Jamie far better. Besides, Phil, Tasha, and Clint would love the ability to run about in the forests and grass. They’d have far too much fun.

I think the same thought hit us both at the same time. Jamie met my eyes and we both groaned.

“They’re going to be bringing so many field mice to us as presents.” Jamie let her head thunk back on the table. “I don’t want prezzies.”

“Perhaps another explanation of why we don’t want their kill will stick.”

“You do it, then. I’ve tried all the words. None of them sank in.”

I’d certainly give it my best. Or better yet, rope Jules Felix into this. He was the one who’d installed the prey drive; surely he knew how to fine-tune it.

Yes, I realized that was wishful thinking, but a man could hope, couldn’t he?

Our realtor had been across the street at an agent’s office, looking at their listings. She came back with an armful of flyers and a smile on her face. She, at least, was having fun today. Or perhaps she felt like she had more good options for us.

Miss Mattie dropped into the only other chair at the small table, still smiling. “I have some leads.”

Jamie straightened fully in her chair. “Mattie, change of direction. We really need to look at country properties.”

“I thought you might say that after hearing ‘the yard is too small’ with every house we’d seen this morning. So, I have about a dozen options that are country properties. Two vacant lots, in case you want to build, ten others that are either older homes or vacation homes being sold.”

Oh? I hadn’t thought people would liquidate the vacation properties. Those tended to stay in the family somehow. Intrigued, I held out a hand and she promptly handed half the stack over.

Jamie took the other half, riffling through her selection as I looked through mine. Two of the properties I set aside, as I could tell from the listing details they wouldn’t be suitable. But some of what I had in hand were really quite attractive. One of them especially looked appealing.

“Dearest, I think I have some solid possibilities over here.” I lifted my head to look at her. “You?”

“Yeah, same. At least four properties I want to look at. Mattie, how far out are these?”

“That’s the nice part. A twenty-minute drive should get us to most of them.”

I glanced at my watch and did some calculations. It was barely one in the afternoon now. We could quite feasibly see four or five houses before needing to stop for the day. And twenty minutes in a car, resting my feet, appealed strongly. “I’m for it.”

“So am I.” Jamie stood, taking purse and listings up with her. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

I knew that we were both tired from all the house shopping, but what kept me going was the excitement. My anticipation of the future was so keen, I couldn’t imagine stopping now, not when more possibilities awaited us. I wanted that future house, where I could live with my wife and our three Felixes. I wanted that life together. My proposal might have been an unmitigated disaster, but this? This would be our dreams combined.

If I couldn’t find the perfect house, I’d make it. But either way, I promised myself that I would give Jamie the home she deserved. That we both deserved.

And I wouldn’t settle for anything less.
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Trousseau – Okay, so I’ve heard of this in old movies but apparently this is still a thing here on Draiocht. Like, a woman is supposed to have a certain amount of clothing, linens, house stuff, etc. before getting married. I…have none of this. Ophelia is set to take me shopping to get all of it. Help? Someone?

Kingston wedding customs – totally different from Earth’s in a lot of ways. I played a movie with a traditional wedding scene to Henri and Eddy to show the differences. Eddy is now determined to be my flower girl. He has promised to dance down the aisle. Honestly, I kind of want to let him.

Rupert’s wedding gift to me will be a portrait painted of me in my wedding gown with Henri at my side. He’ll have a smaller version made up to send to my family. Honestly, it’s the best idea ever, and I hugged him for it.

Everyone needs an Ophelia. Praise be that she’s taking on all the planning. I just can’t stare at five shades of the same color without going cross-eyed. In saying that, everyone needs a Regina, to rein in their Ophelia.

Do you think I could convince Henri to add a sauna to our house? Heating charms should do the trick for temp control.

Felixes are never allowed to stay with Ophelia again. They now INSIST I give them mini massages every day “just like Grandma did.” How did she even think of that? And the brats only drink the “special water” now. I don’t even know what that is.

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


Thanks for reading A Matter of Secrets and Spies! Henri did it! They’re engaged! It’s been a long haul but they finally made it. Now all that’s left is a house and a wedding. Until next case!

Guess what? I’m returning to the world of The Human Familiar! It’s been 5 years, and it’s time for a new chapter in the lives of Rena and Bannen and to pass on the torch. 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.

I’ve also started a new penname, Allie Brahms! It’s urban fantasy/paranormal, so if that’s your jam make sure to check it out.

What’s the life of a ghost matchmaker like? Interesting to say the least. Waking up magically soul-bonded to the sexy demon slayer Zhen? -incoherent hand waving-

Read Tie Me Knot 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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Honor Raconteur was born loving books. Her mother read her fairy tales and her father read her technical manuals, so was it any wonder she grew up thinking all books were wonderful? At five, she wrote and illustrated her first book.

At *mumbles age* she’s lost count of how many books she’s written and has no intention of stopping before she climbs into a grave. Right now, she lives in Michigan in a wonderful old Craftsman house with two dogs, three cats, and a fish.

For more information about her books, to be notified when books are released, or get behind the scenes info about upcoming books, sign up or visit her at:

NEWSLETTER or honorraconteur.news@raconteurhouse.com

www.honorraconteur.com

FB: Honor Raconteur’s Book Portal

Patreon (for ARCs and goodies!)
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