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    The Wedding Party: 
 
    Adam Donovan – Zoe’s distant cousin and the groom  
 
    Jeffery Jones – Adam’s best friend and best man 
 
    Sean Donovan – Adam’s cousin and groomsman 
 
    Connor O’Donnell – Adam’s cousin and groomsman 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Wednesday, December 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Once upon a time, there was a beautiful young woman named Lady Catherine who was sent by her father, an English Duke, to marry a man she’d never met.” I recited a bedtime story to my daughter, Catherine Donovan-Zimmerman, as I fed her the bottle she still took before bed. “Lord Dunphy was the son of the Duke of Dunphy, who lived in a castle in Ireland and ruled over an entire village. The marriage of the English daughter to the Irish son was orchestrated by their fathers to create a political and military alliance between the families.”  
 
    She snuggled her head into my chest as I continued the true story of her namesake, Catherine Dunphy. “Lady Catherine was not only the most beautiful woman in all the land with her dark hair and piercing blue eyes, but she was also one of the strongest and bravest women of her time.” I gently rocked her toward sleep as I imagined the fiery ancestor my daughter was named after. “I feel quite certain the pairing was rocky in the beginning as Lady Catherine fought to make her mark in her new relationship, but I suspect that she eventually grew to love Lord Carrick, and he grew to love her. During their marriage, Lady Catherine bore Lord Carrick twelve children, all sons. Or at least at the time, all were believed to be sons.” 
 
    Catherine reached up and touched my cheek as I continued to tell the story. I was determined to wean her off the bedtime bottle once we returned to Ashton Falls from our quick trip to Ireland but to be honest, the evening ritual meant as much to me as it did to her.  
 
    “The love story of Carrick and Catherine is beautiful in many ways,” I stroked her cheek and continued to speak. “It is filled with love and passion, yet it’s also extremely sad. You see, life in the sixteen hundreds was hard, and like many people who lived during this period in time, several of Catherine’s children died early in life. In fact, it was Catherine’s fourth son who eventually inherited the title from Lord Carrick Dunphy. Catherine lost three sons in her lifetime, and Carrick lost two more before he passed.” 
 
    My heart hurt for Lady Catherine. I couldn’t imagine how I would feel if something happened to my Catherine. To lose so many children seemed unbearable. I glanced down at Catherine’s dark curly-haired head nestled against my chest and tightened my arms around the bundle in my arms just a bit. God, I loved her. I leaned over, kissed her gently on the forehead, and then continued my story. “The real twist to this story is that son number five, a baby boy named Donovan, was born while Carrack was away at war, but as it turns out, Donovan was not a son at all. He was actually a daughter.” 
 
    Catherine had stopped sucking, but she had not taken her eyes from my face. It appeared she was really interested in the story even though she couldn’t really understand anything I was saying. I smiled, and she began to suck again. I could see that she was losing her battle to stay awake as her eyes drifted closed, and her body softened. I continued to rock slowly back and forth, as I allowed my mind to wander to Lady Catherine and the difficult decision she’d made.  
 
    “You see, while Lady Catherine loved all of her children equally, she also loved her chauvinistic husband, a man she knew would not offer a female child the same advantages offered to his male offspring. Lady Catherine wanted more for her daughter than to be married off to a family with political ties as she’d been, so she told everyone the baby she’d delivered had died during childbirth. She named her daughter Amelia, swore the midwife to secrecy, and then she gave her baby to an educated and progressive couple living in the village. Conall and Deirdre Donovan gave their last name to Amelia, and it was from Amelia’s lineage that Pappy, Grandpa, you, and I are descended.” 
 
    Catherine had stopped sucking, and her mouth had fallen open. She hadn’t finished the bottle, but she appeared to be asleep, so I slowly removed the bottle from her mouth and set it on the table next to the rocker where I was sitting. I gently stood up with her in my arms. I’d already bathed and dressed her in a nighttime diaper and warm fuzzy bunny jammies. I carried her into the second bedroom of the two-bedroom suite Zak, Catherine, Charlie, and I shared. Zak had taken Charlie out for his final bathroom break of the day while I fed Catherine. The two of us were to join the wedding party and out of town wedding guests for a late meal, and we’d decided to get Catherine to bed first.  
 
    After I covered Catherine and made sure she was settled, I walked over to the window and looked out. I wondered where Zak and Charlie were. I’d expected them to be back by now. The section of the castle where we were staying looked out over the raging sea. It was dark now, so I couldn’t actually see the water, but the sound of waves crashing on the rocks below left no doubt that the ocean was very near.  
 
    I opened the window and paused to listen to the sound of rain hitting the stone walkway. Apparently, it rained a lot in this part of Ireland. The last time we’d been here, the sea had risen, and the river overflowed, causing the castle, which was accessible to the village below by a bridge, to become entirely cut off for several days. According to Lord Dunphy, being cut off by raging water was a frequent occurrence, and all we could do in such an instance was wait it out.  
 
    I hoped the rain would not return with the velocity it had the last time we were here. We’d only planned a short stay so we could be home with our family for Christmas, so if we were going to do any sightseeing at all, we were going to need the weather to cooperate. There was a village up the coast known for its Christmas traditions, and Lord Dunphy had told me there was a Christmas Market in the small village at the foot of the castle that featured booths that sold food and locally made crafts.  
 
    “Zoe.” I turned and looked toward the door as Alex Bremmerton knocked once and then came into the room. She was one of the two sixteen-year-olds living with Zak and me, and she’d come along on the trip to help with Catherine.  
 
    “Are you and Nona all settled?” I asked. Nona was Zak’s honorary grandmother, who also lived with us back in Ashton Falls and came along on the trip.  
 
    “We are. Nona was tired from the trip, so she turned in early.”  
 
    Nona was a leather-wearing, Harley driving, senior citizen, with energy to burn most of the time, but she’d had a stroke a while back, and her energy level just wasn’t what it used to be. 
 
    “How’s your suite?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s really great,” Alex answered.  “It has an old-world feel to it, yet it’s outfitted with all the modern conveniences anyone could want. I’m sorry Scooter wasn’t able to come along. He would have loved all the weaponry on the walls.” Scooter Sherwood, the other sixteen-year-old who lived with us, was in Los Angeles visiting his father but would return to Ashton Falls in time for Christmas. “What time is your dinner?” 
 
    “Not for another hour, but we really should head downstairs and mingle. Zak took Charlie out, so I suppose we’ll go down as soon as he gets back. I appreciate you sitting with Catherine.” 
 
    “You know that I’m happy to. I brought the book Ellie gave me, and it’s nice and cozy in here. I’m sure Catherine and I will be fine.” 
 
    Ellie Denton, along with her husband, Levi Denton, were my two best friends. At one point, we’d discussed having them come to Ireland with us, but then Ellie’s mother insisted she bring their children, Eli and Alya, for a visit, so the Denton family headed east for the holiday, while the Donovan-Zimmerman clan made the trip across the sea.  
 
    Alex sat down on the sofa and hugged a pillow to her chest. “I really love how the entire castle is decorated. So far, there has been a fully decorated tree in every room, including the thirty-foot tree in the entry. How on earth did they manage to decorate that?” 
 
    “I guess they must have used a lift of some sort. The huge double doors at the front of the castle would open wide enough to allow for scaffolding or some sort of equipment to be brought in.” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess that makes sense. If you take into account the number of trees on the premises, the garland that is strung along the stairway and over every mantle, the bright red bows, poinsettias on every table, and lights strung everywhere, it must have taken a whole lot of people a whole lot of time to create the magic they’ve managed to pull off.” 
 
    “It is pretty special. Like an enchanted fairytale come to life.” 
 
    Alex tucked a lock of her long hair behind her ear. “It would be pretty magical to be married here in this castle at Christmas. I’m really excited about the wedding on Saturday. I bet it will be like something out of Cinderella. And the fact that the wedding party is staying here at the castle, and there are events planned for the entire four days between today and Saturday, makes it even more special.” 
 
    “I am looking forward to the dinner this evening,” I agreed. “This will be the first chance I’ve had to meet my Irish relatives face to face.” 
 
    “Personally, I’m excited about the formal ball that will be held on Friday evening,” Alex countered. “I know there probably won’t be anyone my age attending, but Nona said she’d watch Catherine if I wanted to go for a while, and I did bring the red velvet dress you bought me.” 
 
    “You should absolutely go. I heard the ball is open to people from the village as well as those staying at the castle, so there might be someone close to your age.” 
 
    “I hope so, but if not, it will still be fun. This castle is so awesome. I can’t wait to go exploring.” 
 
    “It is a pretty great castle,” I agreed.  
 
    “And so big. I’m really not sure what I was expecting. Something grand for sure, but something that felt touristy. But this place has managed to maintain its old-world charm in spite of the upgrades.” 
 
    Alex voiced much the same sentiment I had during my first stay in Dunphy Castle. The floors and walls were made of stone, and every room had a fireplace, which served as the primary source of the heat in the huge structure. The castle had a moat, medieval weaponry on the walls, and a long, winding staircase leading to the roof. Still, in spite of the care that was taken to maintain the authenticity of the castle, the place had modern plumbing, electricity, internet, and even satellite television.  
 
    “Nona told me that she hopes we will be given a tour of the section of the castle that’s closed off to tourists,” Alex added.  
 
    “I’m not sure whether we will be allowed to gain access to the closed-off section or not, but I am sure we are going to have a wonderful time. I hope we will be able to go to the Christmas Market tomorrow, but it’s started to rain, and I remember from the last time we were here, that it can rain a lot once it gets started.” 
 
    Alex shrugged. “If we can’t do the market tomorrow, I’m sure there will be other things to do. Zak told me there is a huge library as well as an arboretum where one can read.” 
 
    I nodded. “Both statements are true. And the arboretum is really something. It seems Lord Dunphy’s grandfather built the arboretum for his wife, who was ill and unable to go outdoors. It contains a variety of plants and trees, a trickling waterfall, and climate control to ensure blooming flowers year-round.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing.” 
 
    Zak walked in with Charlie while Alex and I were discussing the different options that might be available to us should the rain continue.  
 
    “You’re both soaking wet,” I said. 
 
    “It was raining pretty hard by the time we started back,” Zak informed me. “I tried to hurry Charlie along, but he was having nothing of it. I guess I don’t blame him. It was a long flight over, followed by a long car ride up to the castle. I’m going to change my clothes, and then we can head down to dinner. When I came through the first floor, I noticed that everyone seemed to be gathering in the parlor.” 
 
    “Okay, great.” I looked down at the long red dress I wore. “I’ll just run a brush through my hair, and then I’ll be ready as well.” 
 
    The suites we’d been assigned were in the back of the castle on the second floor, and the dinner was in the formal dining room on the first floor, so once we were both ready, we made our way down the long staircase. When Zak and I arrived at the party, we were greeted by Lord Dunphy, who introduced us to Adam Donovan, the groom and my distant cousin,. Apparently, we shared a grandfather five generations ago, a man named Alby Donovan. Alby had five sons, the youngest of whom was my great, great grandfather, a man named Braden Donovan. Braden left Ireland and made the voyage to America when he was a young man. He married a woman named Celeste Brown and started the line of American Donovans from which I am descended. Adam is descended from Alby’s middle son, a man named David Donovan, who stayed in Ireland and worked as a blacksmith in the very village that still sits at the foot of the castle.  
 
    “I’m so happy to finally meet you,” I said to the man who I had exchanged several emails with before speaking to on the phone twice. “This is my husband, Zak Zimmerman.” 
 
    Adam gave me a warm hug. “You look a lot like her, you know. Catherine Dunphy.” 
 
    “I have some features in common with Lady Catherine, but wait until you meet my daughter. She looks like she could be Catherine reincarnated.”  
 
    Adam turned to his left. “This is my fiancée, Alyssa.” 
 
    I turned my attention to the red-haired beauty. “I’m so very happy to meet you as well.” 
 
    “Adam has told me so much about his cousin from the States who tracked him down after learning of her heritage. I have to admire your commitment to your project. I’m not sure I would have stuck with it for as long as it took for you to get your answers.” 
 
    “My trip to Ireland four years ago had a profound effect on me. I was really drawn in by it all, especially Catherine’s story. Once I found Adam, I knew I needed to meet you all, so when he invited me to your wedding, I knew I needed to rearrange things to attend.” 
 
    “I understand that we have you to thank for arranging for us to be wed in the castle. Thank you so much. Living in the village below during my childhood made the place seem magical, and it has always been my dream to be married here,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “It wasn’t a problem at all. Lord Dunphy and I have become friends since my last visit, and when Adam mentioned your dream to wed in the castle, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask. I was really happy that it worked out. I understand you no longer live in the village.” 
 
    “We don’t. Although we both grew up there. We live in Dublin now,” Alyssa answered. 
 
    “And your families?” I asked.  
 
    “My parents divorced when I was young,” Alyssa said. “My father moved to Belfast shortly after, but my mother stayed in the area until after I went off to college. She lives in Cork now. Adam’s parents lived in the area until maybe five years ago, when they decided to move to London. His brother, Tyson, still lives in the village, as does Adam’s uncle, Walter.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet everyone.” 
 
    “Let me introduce you to the other Donovans who are here,” Adam offered. “I’m sure they’ll want to welcome you as well.” 
 
    As I was to find out over the next several hours, the majority of the wedding party, as well as most of my Donovan relatives other than Adam, were an odd bunch with stories to tell and secrets to hide. Based on my first impression of the group, half the people in attendance had been or were currently in some sort of feud with the other half of the people in the room. There were a few instances when I half expected the room to erupt in violence, and I realized that if I didn’t want to end up with my foot in my mouth, I was going to have to figure out a way to keep everyone’s alliances straight. It seemed obvious that Alyssa’s mother, Carolina Mason, was not speaking to her father, Roderick Summerfield, who’d shown up with a woman closer to his daughter’s age than his. I seemed to remember her name as being Victoria. Or maybe it was Veronica. 
 
    And then there was Adam’s brother, Tyson. Adam had mentioned that he still lived in the village, which made sense since he seemed to know Lizbeth, the chambermaid, who had stayed to help serve the food, Maeve, the second server, and the bartender, a man named Buford. Tyson had come to the party with a woman named Heidi, who looked to me to be of Scandinavian descent, yet someone had mentioned that she, like Tyson, lived in the village.  
 
    There were a handful of others from the village who looked to be around the same age as the bride and groom, so I assumed they were friends or members of the wedding party. There were a lot of names and faces to put together, and I seriously wondered how I’d keep it all straight, although perhaps keeping everyone straight wouldn’t be necessary since Zak and I were only going to be here for five days.  
 
    By the time we returned to our room, Alex was asleep on the sofa, and Charlie seemed antsy. Zak agreed to walk Alex back to her room, and then stay with Catherine while I took Charlie out for a quick bathroom break. Luckily, it had stopped raining, and Charlie seemed motivated to do his business and get back inside, so hopefully, I wouldn’t need to be out long.  
 
    It was just after midnight, which meant that it would be late afternoon back in Ashton Falls. I’d meant to call my parents and let them know we’d arrived safely once the plane had touched down, but there had been a lot of activity involved in getting everyone settled in the limo and all the luggage transferred from the plane, and I’d forgotten. I decided that now was as good a time as any to check in, at least briefly. 
 
    “Hey, Dad. I’m just calling to let you know that we made it to Ireland safe and sound.” 
 
    “I’m glad you called. I figured you must have landed hours ago.” 
 
    “We did,” I answered. “I meant to call, but things were pretty hectic, and I forgot. I wish you and Mom and Harper could have come. I met a handful of Donovans tonight. I think you would like most of them.” 
 
    “Most of them?” 
 
    “Well,” I hesitated. “There were a few loose cannons in the group. Adam, the man who is getting married, is super nice, as are his parents, Harry and Gwen. Harry’s father is named Luke, just like Grandpa. I found it interesting that Adam and I both have grandfathers named Luke Donovan.” 
 
    “That is interesting. Was he charming like our Luke Donovan?” 
 
    “I didn’t meet him. Luke lives in the village at the foot of the castle and isn’t staying at the castle, so he didn’t attend the dinner, but I understand he will be here on Saturday for the wedding and reception. I guess I’ll meet him then. I did meet Adam’s brother, Tyson. It seems he is a bit of a black sheep. As far as I can tell, he doesn’t really get along with the rest of the family, and the rest of the family only seems to tolerate him. He lives in the village, but apparently, he’s staying in the castle with the wedding party and out of town guests.” 
 
    “It’s too bad that Adam and his brother aren’t close.” 
 
    “Yeah. I sense a story there. No one I spoke to really explained why Tyson seems to be estranged from the rest of the Donovans, but we’ll be here until Sunday, so I’m sure I’ll get the rest of the story at some point.” 
 
    “Be sure to fill me in.” 
 
    “I will. How’s Mom doing?” 
 
    “Better.”  
 
    The reason my parents hadn’t been able to come to Ireland with us was because my mother had come down with a bad case of pneumonia that had landed her in the hospital for almost a week. Everyone had been really worried about her, but eventually, she began to feel better, and she’d been released eight days before we left to make the journey overseas. Still, even though she was home now, there was no way she was up to a trip like that.  
 
    “I hope she’s feeling well enough to enjoy the holiday,” I voiced my concern. 
 
    “She tires easily, so we’ve been taking it easy, but she seems to be doing better with each day that passes. Harper’s Christmas Pageant is on Saturday, so we are hoping she’ll feel up to attending that. I know she really wants to. Harper is excited that she was able to accept a part in the pageant after our trip was canceled.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that I’m going to miss it. It’s been so much fun having a little sister who participates in such things. Please take a video.” 
 
    “She just has a small part, but we’ll film it.” 
 
    Charlie came running over to where I was standing. “It looks like Charlie is ready to go in. I’m exhausted, so I guess I’ll ring off for now. Kiss Mom and Harper for me. I’ll bring lots of photos to share at the family dinner Zak and I are planning to cook for everyone on Christmas Eve.” 
 
    “Do that. I’m really curious about our Donovan heritage now that I know there are relatives to meet and get to know.” 
 
    When I returned to the castle, I decided to head in through a side door, which had been left unlocked, and was closer to our suite than wandering in through the main living area of the first floor would have been. When I came to the end of the first hallway, I hesitated. There was a passage to the left, as well as one to the right. I suspected the hallway to the right led to the main part of the castle where the library, kitchen, and dining area were located, so I took the hallway to the left, figuring it would lead to the stairs to the rooms on the second floor. When I reached the end of the hallway, I found a door. I turned the handle and opened it to find that the door actually led to the old part of the castle that had not been occupied for generations. I was preparing to turn back, closing the door behind me, when Charlie squeezed through the opening and took off down the dark and dusty passage. 
 
    “Charlie, get back here,” I called. 
 
    He paused and waited, but did not come to me. 
 
    “This is the wrong hallway. Now come on back.” 
 
    Again, he didn’t move, which was both odd and alarming, since he was normally a very well behaved dog. In fact, in the past, the only times he hadn’t minded was when he had something to show me. Usually a body. It was late, and I was tired, and I really, really didn’t want to find a long-forgotten skeleton at this late hour, but Charlie seemed quite determined to show me something, so I pulled out my phone, which had a flashlight app, and started forward. 
 
    I’d explored the old and crumbling half of the castle when I’d been here before, and I knew it would be easy to get lost in the labyrinth of hallways, but I supposed I could trust Charlie to know instinctively where to go. At least I hoped his canine instincts would keep us safe. I was pretty sure this was the same hallway I’d explored the last time I was here while following the ghost of Lady Catherine to the room where she’d left items for me to find. Unlike the occupied part of the castle, the corridor I entered had no power and no heat. The flashlight on my phone only penetrated the darkness so far before the glow it provided was swallowed up in the void.  
 
    “Charlie,” I called. “Maybe we should do this tomorrow.” 
 
    He waited but still didn’t come to me, so I continued to follow him. When we came to a fork, he took the right-hand passage. I remembered the hallway would lead to stairs that would take us downward toward the dungeons. I slowly walked along the stairway as the echo of waves crashing onto the shore echoed up through the passage. The passage was narrow and made of stone, and there were no windows or exit points. I had to fight a feeling of claustrophobia as I made my way deeper and deeper into the inky darkness. After Charlie and I had traveled three or four stories downward, we came to a door at the bottom of the stairs. I knew exactly where I was. Just as I knew it would, the door opened into a windowless room. I stepped into the center of the room and looked around. This circular room was made of stone, with no windows or other exits.  
 
    “I remember you. Do you remember me?” I said into the void. 
 
    Charlie sat down at my feet and looked up at me. I supposed he thought I’d been talking to him, but I’d actually been talking to Catherine. I listened for an answer and was sure I heard voices, but they seemed to fade as soon as they sounded.  
 
    For a moment, I stood in the empty room, which should have felt hollow, barren, devoid of life and energy, but somehow didn’t. I could almost imagine the echo of music and laughter and memories of years gone by. I slowly walked forward until I reached the much smaller room that had been filled with childhood treasures the last time I’d been here. The room was empty now. I supposed Lord Dunphy might have moved the items that had been contained within. 
 
    I called to Charlie and turned to retrace my steps back toward the doorway that would lead me to the part of the castle currently in use. I’d just reentered the dark and cold hallway when I heard a noise. Charlie heard it as well since he began to growl deep in his throat. It sounded like it was coming from the hallway that had veered off in the direction away from the small room I’d followed Catherine to four years ago. I paused and listened, and then walked toward the sound. 
 
    “Hello,” I said as I walked along the dark, windowless passage. “Is anyone here?” 
 
    I supposed the noise I’d heard might have come from one of the resident ghosts. When Zak and I had visited the first time, we’d learned that the castle claimed five very active ghosts. Catherine, who I most wanted to connect with, but suspected had moved on; Megan Dunphy, who had been married to Lord Aiden Dunphy in the eighteen hundreds, but had fallen to her death less than a month after moving to the castle; Birte Dunphy who’d been married to the Lord in the mid-seventeen hundreds, and was rumored to run things even to this day; Rowena Dunphy, the current Lord Dunphy’s mother, who passed away ten years ago; and Finnian Newton, Rowena’s brother, who passed away six years ago. 
 
    “Hello,” I called again. I paused to really listen, but the noise I’d heard seemed to have passed even though Charlie had continued to growl.  
 
    I knew that Zak was waiting for me and would become worried if I didn’t return to our suite soon, so I was about to turn around and head back down the hallway when Charlie darted down the hallway in the other direction. I called him repeatedly. When he didn’t come back to me, I decided to follow.  
 
    When I got to the end of the hallway, I noticed something on the floor. It was a large lump, but at first, I couldn’t tell what it was. I continued slowly forward until the image became clearer. I shone the light on my phone toward the object and gasped when I realized that the item on the floor wasn’t an object as I had suspected, but a body. The body of Tyson Donovan, to be exact.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Thursday, December 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After I checked to make sure that Tyson was dead, I picked Charlie up and headed back to the suite where Zac was waiting. After I filled him in on the events leading up to Charlie and I stumbling upon Tyson’s body in the uninhabited part of the castle, he offered to inform Lord Dunphy of the murder while I waited with Catherine. I was exhausted by this point, so I gratefully agreed with his plan. Once he left, I changed into a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt. I would have just changed into my nightgown and robe, but I wasn’t sure if the cops were going to show up tonight and want to interview me, so I settled on the sweats. 
 
    The fire was still burning, and the colorful lights on the tree added an element of festivity to the room. Any other time, I would have enjoyed sitting on the comfy sofa and looking at the fire, but tonight, the fact that we’d been up for what amounted to two days, left me exhausted. I didn’t mean to fall asleep, but within minutes of tucking a pillow under my head and pulling the throw up over my body, I fell into a deep slumber. When I awoke the next morning, Zak had already showered and brought up a pot of coffee and a plate of muffins. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked as I slowly sat up. 
 
    “A little after eight.” 
 
    “Did Lord Dunphy call the police?”  
 
    “He did, but they didn’t show up until just a little while ago. I guess the rain we had last night temporarily closed the bridge between the castle and the village, but is has reopened now.” 
 
    “So, if the bridge was closed last evening, then someone who is staying in the castle must have killed Tyson.” 
 
    Zak nodded. “It looks that way. The police are interviewing guests and staff now.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense. Tyson lived in the village, and he seemed to know most, if not all, of the staff who lives in the village.” I accepted the cup of coffee Zak handed me. “Is Catherine awake?” 
 
    “Not yet. The poor thing must have been exhausted. I was going to let her sleep until she wakes naturally.” 
 
    “Maybe that will give me time to have my coffee and jump in the shower.” 
 
    “Take your time. If she wakes up, I’ll get her.” Zak sat down across from me.  
 
    “Do you know anything at all?” I poured a dollop of cream into my coffee. 
 
    “When we spoke last night, you mentioned that the door was unlocked between the part of the castle that’s being used and the part that has fallen into decay. I mentioned this to Lord Dunphy when I ran into him this morning, and he said that it hadn’t appeared that the lock was damaged. We both agreed that most likely meant that the person who dumped Tyson’s body where you found it, either had access to a key or they were skilled enough to pick the lock without damaging it.” 
 
    “It’s an old lock,” I pointed out. “I have a feeling it would have been easy to pick.” 
 
    “Probably, but that’s for the police to figure out. I know you found the body and will naturally feel it is your duty to solve this man’s murder but remember that we are guests here. Unless we’re asked to contribute in some way, I think it would be smart to stay out of it.” 
 
    I took a long sip of the hot coffee and swallowed slowly. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything to call attention to us with Catherine and Alex on the premises. In fact, I plan to finish my coffee, grab a shower, and then head into the village to check out the Christmas Market. Alex and Nona have both mentioned that they want to go. Do you want to come along?” 
 
    “I do.” Zak turned his head toward the bedroom, where Catherine could be heard babbling to herself. “Go ahead and grab your shower. I’ll get Catherine.” 
 
    By the time I emerged from the shower, Zak had Catherine up, fed, and dressed, and Alex and Nona had joined us in our sitting room. After I helped myself to a second cup of coffee, the four of us decided that Zak and I would go downstairs and try to determine the status of whatever was going on with the police while Alex and Nona waited with Catherine. If they wanted to speak to us, we’d ask to be interviewed sooner rather than later, and then once we were released to go, we would all go into the village for lunch and an afternoon at the Christmas Market. 
 
    I decided to dress warmly yet casually in a pair of new jeans, brown knee-high boots, and a bright red sweater. Zak had dressed Catherine in green denims and a red sweater with a Santa on the front, and Alex had on new jeans and a dark green silk blouse she planned to layer with a leather jacket when the time came to go into the village. 
 
    When Zak and I arrived on the main floor, we found that the local law enforcement had set up in one of the offices off to the side of the entry and were interviewing everyone one at a time. So far, Lord Dunphy had been interviewed as had Adam and Alyssa. Adam’s father, Harry, was currently speaking to the police while Adam and his best friend and best man, Jeffery Jones, were comforting his mother, Gwen.  
 
    “I guess getting out of here quickly might not be as easy as we hoped,” I whispered to Zak. 
 
    “Yeah. There were a lot of people in the castle last night, and most of them knew Tyson in one way or another.” He looked around the room. “I’m going to look for Lord Dunphy and see if I can get an update as to what to expect in terms of a timeline.’ 
 
    “I guess I’ll go and offer my condolences to Adam. The two brothers  didn’t seem close when I saw them last night, but they were brothers.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    I watched Zak head toward the rear of the first floor, where Lord Dunphy had a workroom and an office, and the staff could usually be found in a small seating area when not cleaning or serving a meal. The kitchen, as well as the laundry and staff quarters, were at the back of the first floor of the castle as well.  
 
    “I’m so very sorry,” I said to Adam. 
 
    He got up from where he was sitting and hugged me. “Thank you. Tyson was the wild sort who tended to make enemies. I hate to admit it, but I’m not all that surprised that he came to a violent end, but I am surprised he was killed by someone attending the dinner last night.”  
 
    “It seemed as if he knew a lot of people at the gathering.” 
 
    Adam nodded. “He lived in the village, so in addition to the family and wedding guests, he knew the castle staff as well.” He looked at his mother, who was standing completely still and seemingly oblivious to our conversation. “Why don’t you go and lay down. If the man doing the interviews wants to speak to you, I’ll come and get you.” 
 
    “Okay. Maybe I will,” she agreed.  
 
    I felt so bad for the woman. She appeared to be struggling to maintain the calm she apparently hoped to present to the world, and I couldn’t help but recognize the blank stare that usually accompanied a state of shock. 
 
    Adam looked around. He locked eyes with Alyssa and waved her over. He then asked her to walk his mother to her room. He didn’t want to leave his current location outside the room where the interviews were being conducted in the event his father emerged from his interview and needed him. It appeared that Adam was a loving and attentive son. I was happy to see that. Tyson, on the other hand, had spent most of his time at the bar the previous evening. Zak and I had arrived late, so I hadn’t been there the entire time, but I hadn’t seen him speak to his mother, father, brother, or uncle once during the event. It seemed as if Tyson had aligned himself with Alyssa’s half-sister, Tessa, in her effort to shut out her father, Roderick, and his much younger girlfriend, Victoria, although he spent most of the evening with Buford, the bartender, and one of the serving staff named Lizbeth. 
 
    Once Alyssa left with Adam’s mother, one of the men who I remembered being introduced as a groomsman but whose name I’d forgotten came over to chat with Adam and Jeffery, so I made my excuses and left to chat with Alyssa’s mother, Carolina. She’d come to the wedding alone, and I remembered that she had not been at all happy that her ex had come with his girlfriend, a woman half her age. She’d seemed equally unhappy that her ex’s daughter from another relationship was one of the bridesmaids, along with one of Alyssa’s friends. In a way, it had seemed odd to me that the woman was so angry and bitter since her marriage had broken up years ago, but some people were slow to forget and forgive. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged. “Not my loss.” 
 
    Okay. I guess I wasn’t expecting that. It seemed that even if the bride’s mother wasn’t all that fond of the groom’s brother, she’d hide her feelings about the man given the situation.  
 
    “Did you know Tyson well?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Not well. I met him for the first time at the engagement party this summer. He was drunk and belligerent the entire time. He brought a different girl than the one he brought this week, but that isn’t surprising since the girl he brought back then took off in a huff when she found him making out with Alyssa’s cousin, Tiffany.” 
 
    “Was Tiffany here last evening?” I wondered.  
 
    “No. After her behavior at the engagement party, Alyssa decided not to invite her to the wedding. Some felt that Adam should have refused to invite Tyson, but I guess he didn’t take that advice. Personally, I didn’t have a problem with Tyson. In fact, I kind of liked the guy. He certainly knew how to bring some life to the party. Roderick, his barely legal girlfriend, and his loser of a daughter definitely should not have been invited.” 
 
    Okay. Time to move on. It was clear that Carolina still hung onto some pretty serious grudges, but it didn’t seem as if Tyson was one of those grudges, so it seemed unlikely she killed him.  
 
    I was about to make my excuses when Adam’s father was escorted out of the room where they were doing the interviews. Adam greeted him, and then the two men walked upstairs. Carolina pushed her way to the front of the room and demanded to be interviewed next. The man doing the interviews invited her in, closing the door behind her. Just about that time, Alyssa came down the stairs after having escorted Adam’s mother up. She headed toward a pair of women who were chatting. I decided to try to join them to get an update on whether or not the couple planned to continue with the wedding. 
 
    “Did you see where Adam went?” Alyssa asked me. 
 
    “He escorted his father upstairs after his interview,” I answered. “Your mother is being interviewed now.” 
 
    “That’s good. Mom has been making everyone nuts. Maybe once she is interviewed, she can find a way to entertain herself.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen with the plans we had for the long weekend?” asked one of the women standing near us, who I seemed to remember had been introduced as Evette, the maid of honor.  
 
    “Adam and I talked about it, and unless someone tells us otherwise, we intend to continue with all our plans,” Alyssa answered.  
 
    My initial reaction was to think it odd that the bride and groom planned to continue with the wedding. A man had been murdered. Still, I guess they had been planning the event for almost a year, and a lot of people had flown in from not only other parts of Ireland but other parts of the world as well. Still, if it had been me in this situation, I’m not sure I’d simply continue with my plans as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Tonight is the rehearsal dinner, and only the wedding party will be attending,” Alyssa continued. “Adam and I both felt that the intimate nature of our dinner was a good thing so that Adam’s parents wouldn’t feel the need to make a public appearance.” 
 
    I’d heard that in addition to Adam and Alyssa, the wedding party consisted of Adam’s best man, Jeffery, his groomsmen, Sean and Connor, Alyssa’s maid of honor, Evette, and her bridesmaids, Tessa and Hillary. If only the eight of them planned to attend the dinner, I had to assume that family members and guests of the wedding party would be having dinner at the castle. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be allowed to go into village by the time the dinner rolls around?” Evette asked. 
 
    “I don’t see why we wouldn’t be allowed to continue with our plans,” Alyssa continued. “I’m sure the interviews and lockdown will be wrapped up by then.” 
 
    “Lockdown?” I asked. 
 
    Alyssa looked toward me. “I guess you hadn’t come down yet when Lord Dunphy announced that no one could leave the castle until the interviews had been completed. He estimated that we’d only be inconvenienced for today.” 
 
    I guess that meant we’d need to put off our trip to the Christmas Market. 
 
    “The wedding is Saturday, and everyone will check out Sunday, so if we can get through today, and Lord Dunphy is given the okay to have the Christmas Ball tomorrow, we should be okay,” Alyssa continued. 
 
    “I know that Walter and Heidi and the castle staff live in the village, but who else here lives in the village?” I asked. 
 
    “Sean and Connor do,” Alyssa answered. 
 
    “As do Daniel and me,” Hillary volunteered.  
 
    “I used to live in the village, but I live in Dublin now,” Evette added. “Still, I pretty much know everyone who lives in the village if you’re curious about anyone.” She smiled. “It’s true that our main export is gossip.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Thanks, I’ll remember that.” 
 
    Although Harry’s interview had lasted at least twenty minutes, Carolina came back through the door where the men doing the interviews had set up shop less than five minutes after going in. 
 
    “I’d better go and check on Mom,” Alyssa said. “I hope you’re able to enjoy the rest of your day.” 
 
    I said my goodbyes and headed toward the kitchen. The castle’s cook, a woman named Bonnie, was the only staff member still at the castle from my first visit four years ago. I hadn’t had the chance to say hello to her yesterday, so decided to do so now. 
 
    “Ms. Donovan. I’m so glad to see you again,” she greeted me. 
 
    “It’s Mrs. Donovan-Zimmerman now, but you can call me Zoe.” 
 
    “Okay. Zoe, this is Maeve,” Bonnie introduced me to the woman I’d observed serving the previous evening.” 
 
    “Happy to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise.” She smiled. 
 
    “Zoe here is responsible for there even being a Dunphy Castle to work at,” Bonnie informed the serving girl. 
 
    She looked at me. “You are the chosen one?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would put it quite like that,” I countered.  
 
    “But you are the one whose arrival was prophesized.” 
 
    “Prophesized?” I glanced at Bonnie for clarification. 
 
    Bonnie set down her stirring spoon, crossed her arms over chest, and began to explain. “There is a long-held legend in these parts that has been passed down from generation to generation. The legend originated centuries ago, and states that one day, a stranger to our land would arrive from a distant shore to save the castle and the village from total destruction.” 
 
    “Total destruction?” 
 
    “I believe the legend refers to the financial destruction of Dunphy Castle. As you know, the Lord was on the verge of having to sell to developers, who would have made changes not only to the castle but also to our way of life in the village when you visited us the last time.” 
 
    “Yes. I remember. And you think that since I found the gems that allowed Lord Dunphy to keep the castle, I am this chosen one?” 
 
    Bonnie nodded. “The legend states that the stranger from a foreign land who would save the castle would be a direct descendant of Lady Catherine and Lord Carrick,” she explained. “From what I have been led to understand, you have found evidence that you are indeed that descendant.” 
 
    “Well, sure. Along with a lot of other people. Lady Catherine and Lord Carrick had many children, and their children had many children. Over the past several hundred years, their family tree has become extensive.” 
 
    “That may be true, but you are from a distant land, and you are the one who found the jewels which allowed Lord Dunphy to save the castle,” Maeve pointed out. 
 
    “Well, yes. I suppose I did find the jewels. With Lady Catherine’s help, of course. But, at the time, no one said anything about a prophecy.”  
 
    “Perhaps not, but a prophecy does exist.” 
 
    Okay, this was news to me. I wasn’t sure if I should be flattered or terrified that my role in the area had been predicted years before I was even born. “So, when exactly did this legend begin?” 
 
    “I don’t have all the facts,” Bonnie admitted. “Lord Dunphy might know more about it. What I do know is that the prophecy originated centuries ago when the then-current Lord of the Castle brought a psychic to live there to help him make strategic decisions that would help him gain power and build his empire. Unfortunately, the psychic ended up predicting, not an expansion of assets, but a decline in both power and wealth for Dunphy Castle.” 
 
    “I bet that didn’t go over well,” I said. 
 
    “It did not,” Bonnie answered. “In fact, the Lord of the Castle had her beheaded, but not before she predicted that after years of decline, a chosen one would come and change the fate of the castle and the village.” 
 
    “He killed her?” I screeched. 
 
    Bonnie nodded. “In the history of Dunphy Castle, there have been kind Lords like the current Lord Dunphy, who actually cares about the village, and there have been cruel Lords, who cared only about power and wealth.  
 
    I thought back to my first trip to Ireland. Now that I thought about it, I did remember Lord Dunphy talking to his ghost mother about his certainty that I was the one they’d been waiting for. I supposed there might have been a prophecy at play that no one had happened to mention at the time. Being labeled with such a grand title was making me uncomfortable, so I smiled and mumbled something about being happy to help, and then I changed the subject. “It smells wonderful in here. Is that roast?” 
 
    “I’ve got a pot roast cooking for those guests who won’t be attending the rehearsal dinner. If you want my opinion, my pot roast with potatoes and baby carrots will be the superior meal when compared to the restaurant in the village the bride and groom have chosen for their dinner.” 
 
    “I remember your pot roast,” I said. “And I remember that it was the best pot roast I’d ever eaten. I, for one, am happy to be one of the guests staying behind this evening.” 
 
    “I’ve got a cobbler planned for dessert as well if the men conducting the interviews will allow me to go and pick up the fruit as I’d planned.” 
 
    “So, you live in the village?” I asked Bonnie.  
 
    “I actually live in the castle, but I’m originally from the village. I was born there, and my sister and her family still live there. We are a small village, but a close-knit group. The death of young Tyson will hit everyone hard. He was a scoundrel that is for certain, but he was also one of us.” 
 
    “Any idea who would want to kill Tyson?” I asked. 
 
    “My money is on Daniel,” Maeve said.  
 
    “Daniel is here as a guest of Hillary,” I confirmed as I tried to picture the man in my mind. “Thick red hair, green eyes, and a heavy accent?” 
 
    “That’s right. I don’t really understand why he was here at the dinner or why he is staying at the castle,” Maeve continued. “I mean, he lives in the village so he’s not an out of town guest in need of lodging, and he’s not a family member, nor is he part of the wedding party. There really is no reason for him to be here except for the fact that he probably didn’t trust Hillary with Tyson unless he was around to keep an eye on things, so he wormed his way into an invite.” 
 
    “Tyson and Hillary had a thing going on?” I asked. 
 
    “They did in the past. In fact, Tyson is the reason that Hillary dumped Daniel for a bit a while back,” Maeve informed me. 
 
    “So, Hillary was with Daniel, but then Tyson came into the picture, so she broke things off with Daniel to be with Tyson, but then at some point, she got back with Daniel?” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” Maeve answered. 
 
    “What do you mean one way to put it?” I asked. 
 
    “If you ask me, Tyson and Hillary didn’t actually break things off. For some reason, they wanted everyone to think they had broken up, but I am pretty sure they continued to see each other right under Daniel’s nose. I even saw the two of them in the arboretum last night.” 
 
    Bonnie snickered. “And what were you doing in the arboretum?” 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business, but if you must know, I had arranged a go around with Larson.” 
 
    “Go around?” I asked. 
 
    “Date,” Bonnie supplied, but it seemed obvious that by date, she meant something more.  
 
    “Larson is the stable hand,” I clarified. 
 
    Bonnie nodded. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Maeve.  “So, what were Tyson and Hillary doing when you saw them in the arboretum?” 
 
    “They were just talking,” Maeve answered. “But that doesn’t mean they didn’t have something more than talking on their minds. There is something about a wedding that tends to get one’s  motor running.” 
 
    I supposed that much was true. And it also seemed that if Daniel had come to the dinner last night in order to keep an eye on Hillary and she’d snuck off with Tyson anyway, that might very well give Daniel a motive for murder.  
 
    “Does anyone know where Daniel was while Hillary and Tyson were in the arboretum?” I asked. “I seem to remember him sitting at the table next to that huge Christmas tree in the corner talking to Alyssa’s half-sister, Tessa, at one point.” 
 
    “I stopped by the table to pick up the empty glasses and overheard them discussing Hillary, but I really didn’t pay a lot of attention to the context of the conversation,” Maeve said. “However, if Daniel was chatting with Tessa and Hillary was not with him, then the chances were they were talking while Hillary was with Tyson.” 
 
    I supposed Hillary being with Tyson did give Daniel a motive. “So, other than Daniel, does anyone else stand out as being a suspect?”  
 
    “I noticed Tyson flirting with the young woman the bride’s father brought as his date,” Bonnie said.  
 
    Maeve snickered. “Can’t blame Tyson for that. The woman is a real looker, and the man she’s here with is old enough to be her father. I guess she must be after his money, but if she is sleeping with the old guy, you know she’s getting something on the side.” 
 
    I supposed Maeve did make a good point, even if she had put things somewhat crudely. Roderick was a lot older than Victoria, so it did seem likely she was in it for the money and most likely had been open to a romance on the side. If she had been flirting with Tyson and Roderick had seen her, he might have confronted the younger man, and that confrontation might have ended in violence. Of course, I didn’t see how Roderick would have been able to move the body into the passageway of the old part of the castle or how he would have even known about the passageway. Given the location of the body, it seemed more likely the killer was either a member of the castle’s staff or a village resident who might have been inside the castle at some point. Of course, Alyssa did say her parents had lived in the village at one point. Maybe Roderick had been inside the building in the past and remembered how to get around. 
 
    I was about to ask Bonnie about Tyson’s relationship with Buford when Zak walked in. He informed me that he’d spoken to Lord Dunphy and had confirmed that the castle was on lockdown until the interviews were completed. He also said that Jeffery and Evette were organizing a card tournament to keep everyone occupied and had asked if we wanted to play. Normally, I’m not a fan of cards, but a card tournament might be just the thing to get to know the other guests a little better, and my experience had shown me that the better I knew a person, the more likely I was able to determine their level of guilt. 
 
    Of course, I did have Catherine to see to, so I supposed I should check in with Alex before I agreed to anything. 
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    Alex was content to stay in the suite with Catherine and Charlie, but Nona wanted to enter the card tournament, so the three of us headed downstairs. When we arrived in the lobby, the man who was conducting the interviews met us and indicated that he would like to speak to me, so Zak and Nona went on ahead. I was actually surprised that he hadn’t wanted to speak to me sooner, given the fact that I was the one to find the body, but I supposed he’d wanted to get the interviews with those who’d known Tyson the best out of the way first. 
 
    “State your full name for the record,” he started off. 
 
    “Zoe Donovan-Zimmerman.” 
 
    “And your reason for being here at the castle?” 
 
    “I am here to attend the wedding of Adam Donovan to Alyssa Summerfield. Adam is my cousin. A distant cousin, but still a cousin. I met him in person for the first time last night, but we have exchanged emails and had a couple of telephone conversations before our arrival at the castle.” 
 
    “You said that Mr. Donovan is a cousin, yet you only recently met him. How exactly are you related?” the man asked. 
 
    “We share a great, great grandfather. I didn’t even know I had cousins in Ireland until I visited four years ago, found out about Lady Catherine Dunphy, and began tracing my ancestry. Lady Catherine and I are related, you know.” 
 
    “Related? In what way are you related to a woman from England who married an Irish Lord back in the seventeenth century?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but basically I uncovered information that indicated that Catherine’s fifth child, a baby she told everyone had died at birth, was actually a girl who she gave to a couple in the village with the surname of Donovan. They gave the baby, who was named Amelia, their name and raised her as their own. Eventually, Amelia married a man named Timothy O’Donnell. They had five children, including a daughter named Aislinn. Aislinn married a man named Keegan Donovan, who was actually a cousin many times removed. Apparently, there are a lot of Donovans and O’Donnells in the area.” 
 
    “That much is true. In fact, I’d be willing to bet that a third of the people currently living in the village have the last name Donovan or O’Donnell. So, I am assuming you are descended from Aislinn and Keegan.” 
 
    “Yes. Aislinn and Keegan had five sons. The eldest son was named Kieran Donovan, and I’m descended from Kieran.” 
 
    “Have you met any of your Irish relations other than those at the dinner last night?” 
 
    “No, but I hope to. I’d love to make a trip to the village once we are able to leave the castle.” 
 
    “And when exactly did you arrive at the castle?” 
 
    I paused to think back. “I guess it must have been around five o’clock yesterday afternoon. We flew in from the US on an overnight flight, which was grueling, grabbed a limo, and made the trip north from Dublin. I know it was dark when we arrived. The dinner was at nine, and the guests began gathering in the parlor for a drink around eight. I guess we might have arrived at the castle as late as six. I really didn’t look at the clock, and to be honest, I was so exhausted by that point, I’m surprised I even managed to make it through the dinner without falling asleep.” 
 
    “And what time did you leave the gathering to return to your room?” 
 
    “I guess it was around eleven-thirty. Maybe a little later. We returned to our suite, and my husband, Zak, walked our daughter, Alex, back to her suite. She’d been hanging out in ours to keep an eye on our almost-two-year-old daughter, Catherine.” I decided not to explain the complicated relationship that was associated with the label of “daughter” I’d attached to Alex. I figured it wasn’t important to the story. “When he returned, I offered to take our little dog, Charlie, out for a final bathroom break since I figured we’d probably sleep in a bit the next morning. I noticed it was just after midnight when I was standing out on the back patio waiting for Charlie since I’d looked at the time on my phone and decided to call my parents. They’d asked me to call and let them know I had arrived okay. I was supposed to do that when we landed, but I forgot.” 
 
    “And then. After you spoke to your parents?” the man asked. 
 
    “Charlie and I returned to the castle. We came in through the side door since it was closest to where we’d taken our walk. I got turned around on the way back to the staircase that leads to the second story and opened the doorway that leads to the uninhabited part of the castle. Before I could close the door, Charlie scooted in, so I had to go after him.” 
 
    “That section of the castle is dark and dangerous. How were you able to get around?” 
 
    “I have a flashlight app on my phone, plus I’d been in the closed-off section of the castle once before. Zak and I were here four years ago. In fact, I’m the one who found the gems that allowed Lord Dunphy to keep the castle and not to lose it to developers.” 
 
    The man’s brow furrowed. He didn’t say anything, but I could see that he was processing what I’d just said. Eventually, he continued. “So, tell me what happened after you entered the closed-off section of the castle.”  
 
    “I wandered around a bit, trying to keep up with Charlie. I actually ended up in the same room where I’d first learned that Lady Catherine was actually my ancestor. The events leading up to that discovery is a long story, which I can tell you at another time if you’d like. Anyway, I knew Zak would be worried, so I headed back toward our suite, and it was when I was on my way back that I heard voices. I thought they might have been voices from the past.” 
 
    “Voices from the past?” he raised a brow. 
 
    “You know. The echoes of those who have been this way before. Anyway, I also heard a noise that was something other than voices. Charlie heard it too and took off toward the noise. I eventually caught up with him in the hallway, where we found the body of Tyson Donovan. By the time we got there, the noises had stopped, and the place was deserted.” 
 
    “Do you believe the noise you heard could have been the killer dumping the body?” the man asked. 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know for sure. No one passed me coming out as I went toward the body, so if it was the killer I heard, he or she left through the dungeons.” 
 
    “The dungeons?” 
 
    I nodded. “There’s a maze of hallways in the old section of the castle. One of them leads to an underground level where the old Lords kept dungeons. The dungeons are no longer used, of course, but they are accessible from the castle if you know which hallways to take.” 
 
    “And you’ve accessed these dungeons in the past?” 
 
    I nodded. “Lord Dunphy and I were locked up in one when I was here four years ago. Again, another long story, but one I am willing to tell if you’d like.” 
 
    The man jotted down some notes but didn’t alter his facial expression in any way, which was curious, since, in my mind, the fact that Lord Dunphy and I had been locked in the dungeons was a pretty juicy piece of information.  
 
    “Do you believe that what occurred four years ago has any relevance to what is going on now?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “Then I think we’ll move on.”  
 
    Nope, not the curious sort, which again, was odd given his job description. I watched as he jotted down a few more notes.  
 
    “So, what did you do after you found Mr. Donovan’s body?” 
 
    “I picked Charlie up and hightailed it back to our suite,” I answered. “When we arrived, I told Zak what I’d found, and he went and tracked down Lord Dunphy. I guess Lord Dunphy must have called you since here you are.” 
 
    “Did you notice anyone lurking around after you came in from taking your dog out? Maybe someone in the kitchen or party-goers who hadn’t gone up to their rooms yet?” 
 
    I slowly shook my head. “Like I said, I came in through the side door, so I didn’t walk through the main living area of the first floor. I suppose you can ask the others what sort of timetable everyone kept.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, still holding the pen and small note pad. He paused, looked me in the eye, and then continued. “So, did you notice Tyson Donovan interacting with anyone at the dinner last night?” 
 
    “Yes. He actually spoke to several people, mostly staff. I only spoke to him briefly after Adam introduced me to him. He didn’t seem interested in my story about my ancestry, and I wasn’t interested in the conversation that he was having with the bartender about some sort of tax. Or maybe he said text. I’m really not sure. What I do know is that I said my hello’s and moved on.” 
 
    “The bartender. Are you referring to Buford?” 
 
    “I am. He tended bar before and after the meal and helped serve during the meal, which was excellent, by the way.” 
 
    “And you think that Tyson and Buford were discussing a tax or possibly a text?” 
 
    I lifted a shoulder. “I think so. I’m not really sure. Like I said, I didn’t stop to listen. When Adam walked up to Tyson to introduce Zak and me, I heard him mention something about a tax or a text, and then he stopped talking. Actually, a text probably makes more sense now that I think about it. Anyway, as I’ve already indicated, after a very brief hello, Zak and I followed Adam to meet Walter, and I never spoke to Tyson again.” 
 
    “Walter Donovan?” 
 
    “Yes. I understand he’s Harry Donovan’s brother.” 
 
    “And did you spend much time chatting with him?” 
 
    I slowly moved my head back and forth. “No. Not really. He was already pretty drunk by the time we met him.” 
 
    The man took a full two minutes to gather his thoughts before he continued. I had to admit his silence made me squirrely.  
 
    “Other than Buford, who did you notice Tyson Donovan talking to last night?” 
 
    “Zak and I were late joining the group, and by the time we arrived, Tyson was already chatting with the bartender. He sat next to Tessa Summerfield during the meal, even though he’d brought someone named Heidi to the event as his date. After the meal, everyone retired to the parlor for an after-dinner drink. I noticed him chatting with one of the staff, Lizbeth. She’d come in to clean up a bit, and the two of them entered into a conversation. It seemed like they knew each other well.” 
 
    “Both Tyson and Lizbeth lived in the village, so I would imagine they did know each other. Did you see him speak to anyone else?” 
 
    “No, not that I can think of offhand. I heard that he spent some time with Hillary, but I didn’t personally witness that. To be honest, I’d barely met the guy, and I wasn’t paying attention who he spoke with. If I’d have known what was going to happen, I might have paid more attention to the events of the evening.” 
 
    The officer sat back in his chair. He clicked his pen opened and closed as he stared at me as if trying to make up his mind about something. After a moment, he spoke. “Do you remember seeing where Heidi Farley was during the evening?” 
 
    I paused to consider this. “No. I remember someone telling me that she’d come to the dinner as Tyson’s guest, and I do remember that Adam pointed her out to us when Zak and I arrived at the cocktail hour, but I never had the chance to speak to her. She was seated at the opposite end of the table from Tyson during dinner, and I don’t remember her being in the parlor after dinner when the rest of the group gathered for drinks. She may have left early. If she did, I don’t blame her. It sounds like Tyson spent the entire evening flirting with other women.” 
 
    “Such as?” the man asked. 
 
    “I personally saw him chatting with Victoria on more than one occasion. I also noticed him speaking to Tessa after dinner. Others have mentioned that he was with Hillary in the arboretum, and I remember someone saying that Tyson left the party with Lizbeth, but I don’t know that for certain since I haven’t been able to verify anything I didn’t witness personally.” 
 
    “Were you still at the party when Tyson left?” 
 
    I frowned and tried to remember. “Honestly, I’m not sure. We left the party toward the middle. Some had left, and some hadn’t when we said our goodbyes to Adam.” 
 
    He closed his notebook. “Okay. I guess that is about it for now. How long will you be staying here in Ireland?” 
 
    “We leave on Sunday.” 
 
    “And will you be staying here at the castle the entire time?” 
 
    “We will. We might make a day trip to see the Christmas Market, but we’ll mostly be here.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll contact you if I have follow-up questions.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    I’d stood up to leave when the man voiced one final question. “Just out of curiosity, who do you think killed Tyson Donovan?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Who did I think killed Tyson? “I really don’t know at this point. On the surface, it appears that Tyson was a bit of a ladies man, and I suppose that fact, in and of itself, would provide plenty of motive for the men in the room to want him out of the way. I spent some time observing the group as a whole, and it seems to me that there was a lot more going on than might have been evident on the surface.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “In my opinion, Tyson was a bit of a black sheep who’d managed to make a lot of people angry for one reason or another. If you want to know who killed him, it’s my opinion that you should cast a wide net when looking at suspects. I tend to have a sense about these things, and my sense is telling me that the killer won’t turn out to be someone as obvious as a jealous boyfriend.” 
 
    The man frowned at me as I left the room. Why was it that no matter where in the world I was, I seemed to find myself smack dab in the middle of a murder investigation? 
 
    After my interview was finished, I headed to the main lobby area where I knew the group had divided into teams for the card tournament. The teams had already been selected, and the tournament was underway when I arrived, so I decided to head up and check on Alex and Catherine, and maybe grab Charlie and take him for a walk. Nona was at one table, and Zak was at another, so I figured we could meet later and discuss whatever they managed to find out during the tournament. I texted Zak and let him know what I was doing and then headed toward the stairs. 
 
    “That was fast,” Alex said. 
 
    “I was pulled away for an interview, so I didn’t get placed on one of the teams for the tournament. I’m sure they would have found me a place if I would have asked, but I realized I’d rather get some fresh air. I think I’m going to take Charlie for a walk. Is Catherine sleeping?” 
 
    She nodded. “She just went down. Like two minutes ago, so I’m sure if you want to poke your head in, she’ll still be awake.” 
 
    “No. If she sees me, she’ll want to get up. Are you okay staying here with her while I walk Charlie?” 
 
    “More than okay. The book Ellie gave me is really good. I could use something to eat, though.” 
 
    “I’ll stop at the kitchen and pick up a sandwich on my way back in. I’ll have my phone, so text me if you need me.” 
 
    “I will. And have fun. It looks like the break in the rain is going to be a short one.” 
 
    Alex was right about that. It wasn’t currently raining, but it had been raining off and on since we’d been here, and the sky was still dark and heavy with moisture. I figured Charlie and I would stay close to the castle just in case the sky opened up, and we needed to make a dash for it. In spite of the heavy overcast, the temperature really wasn’t that bad, which made for a pleasant stroll. 
 
    I didn’t have a direction in mind, but somehow I found myself at the cottage where Zak and I had found a dead body the last time we were here. Back then, the cottage had been unoccupied, but I could see that someone was in residence now, given the stream of smoke coming from the old stone chimney. I paused to consider who might be living in the cottage. Perhaps one of the staff? The last time we’d been here, the stable hand resided in a room within the stable, but perhaps someone serving as a groundskeeper or even security occupied the quaint little structure. 
 
    “Can I help you?” A short man with a little round frame and bushy beard and eyebrows asked after coming out onto the front porch. I supposed he must have noticed me standing in the distance, staring at the structure. 
 
    I took a few steps forward. “I’m sorry for staring. My name is Zoe. I’m out walking my dog, Charlie. I was actually here four years ago and remembered the cottage, which I guess gave me pause.” 
 
    “My name is Ronan. I take care of the grounds and repairs and such. Are you part of the wedding party staying in the castle?” 
 
    I nodded. “Adam Donovan is a distant cousin.” I glanced at the ocean just beyond the cottage. “This is a beautiful spot you have here.” 
 
    “Yes, I consider myself to be quite lucky. I don’t mind the work, and the peace and quiet suit me. Can I offer you some tea? Perhaps a whiskey?” 
 
    “That is very kind, but I really should get back to the castle.” I paused. “I guess you heard about the murder.” 
 
    “I did. Lord Dunphy was by to speak to me earlier. He wanted to know if I noticed anyone lurking about last night.” 
 
    “He thought the killer might have come all the way over here?” 
 
    The man glanced off into the distance. “I guess the body was found in the old castle ruins at the end of a hallway that leads to the passage that leads down to the dungeon. There has been some speculation that the killer actually escaped through the dungeon. If they had, he or she would have needed to pass by the cottage on their way from the beach, where the entrance to the dungeon is located.” 
 
    “I guess that is true.” I glanced at the narrow footpath that led down the moor to the beach. “I remember taking that same path myself the last time I was here.” I turned and looked behind me to make certain that Charlie was still sniffing at the base of the same tree he’d been sniffing at the last time I’d checked. “So, did you see anyone?” 
 
    “Actually, I did. Two people. It was much too dark to make out faces or other distinguishing features, but I am going to guess that it was a man and a woman who passed by based on height.” 
 
    A man and a woman. Interesting. Could there have been two killers? 
 
    I spoke to the man for a few more minutes, called Charlie, and then returned to the castle, where I headed toward the kitchen to get sandwiches for Alex, Catherine, and myself. When I arrived in the kitchen, I found it deserted except for Lizbeth, the chambermaid, who was sitting at a table drinking a cup of tea.  
 
    “I don’t think we were formally introduced last night,” I jumped right in. “I’m Zoe, and this is Charlie.” 
 
    “Happy to meet you. My name is Lizbeth. I hope you won’t tell Bonnie that you found me in here. It won’t be my break time for another hour, but I feel a bit under the weather today and needed to spend a few minutes off my feet.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me. I hope you aren’t getting ill.” 
 
    “No. Not ill. I just strained my back. I’m sure I’ll be fine in a day or two. Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “I’m actually here for a couple of sandwiches for my daughters and myself.” 
 
    “Food has been served in the lobby where the card game is taking place,” she informed me. 
 
    “I was being interviewed when the groups were selected, so I decided to skip the tournament. Do you think Bonnie would mind if I made something to take up to my room?” 
 
    “Not at all. Would you like some help?” 
 
    “I can make the sandwiches, but I might need help finding everything.” 
 
    Lizbeth got up and headed toward the large refrigeration unit. She began pulling out meat and cheese, olives and pickles. 
 
    “I was sorry to find out about Tyson,” I said as I began slicing bread. “I understand the two of you were friends.” 
 
    “Distant cousins, actually.” 
 
    “Really. And how are you related?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m an O’Donnell, and he was a Donovan. There has been a lot of intermarriage between the O’Donnells and Donovans in the past, which means there are a number of residents from both families living in the village in current times.” 
 
    “Yes. I did notice that in my research. In fact, I have both Donovan and O’Donnell blood myself. So, were you and Tyson close?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I suppose we were at one time. We were close to the same age, so we had a lot of friends in common, although as we grew into adulthood, our core beliefs and philosophies took different paths. Still, I liked the guy okay. I know some people will have bad things to say about Ty, but I can assure you that he was a good man. A bit of a ladies man for sure, but a good man.” 
 
    “I understand that he used to date Hillary.” 
 
    She nodded. “Ty used to date a lot of women, me included.” 
 
    I raised a brow. 
 
    “Remember, we are distant cousins. In these parts, we tend to avoid relationships with first and even second cousins, but if you look beyond that, it would be hard to find anyone you aren’t related to. Anyway, what I had with Ty wasn’t serious. He wasn’t the sort to settle down, and tended to flutter from one flower to the next if you know what I mean.” 
 
    I did know what she meant. “So, is the woman he brought to the dinner his current flower?” I asked, even though I knew it was really none of my business. 
 
    “Heidi? No. Ty and Heidi were just friends. She wanted to come to the dinner and asked Ty to bring her as his date, so he did, but I’m pretty sure each went their own way once they arrived.” 
 
    “So, she wasn’t staying here at the castle?” I asked. 
 
    “She was planning to stay, but Ty told her that he had someone coming to his room that evening, and to make herself scarce, so she left early.” 
 
    “I understand the bridge was closed last night.” 
 
    “It was, but not until after Heidi left.” 
 
    “And the rest of the village staff? Where did you all sleep?” I wondered. 
 
    “There’s a bunk room for the village staff when the bridge to the village is inaccessible.” 
 
    “And did everyone sleep there last night?”  
 
    “I slept there, along with Maeve and Buford. I didn’t see Bobby, but he may have decided to bunk with either Ronan or Larson. They each have their own place outside the castle walls.” 
 
    I made a mental note to determine exactly where Bobby had gone. Not that he was a suspect, but the fact that he hadn’t slept in the bunkroom with the other staff who lived in the village was notable. “So, I guess you must know everyone who was here last night that lives in the village.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure. I guess. It’s a small village, and not only is most everyone related but even those who aren’t Donovans or O’Donnells pretty much know everyone else.” 
 
    “Do you know if anyone from the village had a particular problem with Tyson?” 
 
    “Danny Parker,” she answered decisively. It seemed like his name kept coming up. “Tyson was sweet on his girl, and that never ends well.” 
 
    “Did you notice when Daniel left the party?” I asked. 
 
    “No. After dinner, I was sent to the kitchen to help with the cleanup. I didn’t notice when anyone left. Buford made the drinks, and Maeve helped to serve them, so I imagine if you want to know what happened after everyone left the dining room, you should ask one of them.” 
 
    After I made the sandwiches and cleaned up my mess, I headed up to the suite, where Alex was curled up in front of the fire, reading her book. 
 
    “Oh, good. You’re back. I’m starving.” 
 
    “I have turkey and roast beef; you can have your choice. I brought peanut butter and jam for Catherine when she wakes up.” 
 
    “She’s been restless, so I imagine she won’t sleep long. How about we cut the turkey and roast beef in half, and we can each have some of each sandwich.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Did you hear anything more about the Christmas Market?” Alex asked as we ate. 
 
    “I don’t think it is going to work to attend today. I’m hoping tomorrow. If you want, we can bundle Catherine up and take a short walk outdoors after she wakes up. The rain has stopped for the time being, and I don’t think you’ve left our suites since we’ve been here.” 
 
    “A short walk would be nice.” 
 
    “I was going to call Jeremy later anyway, and the cell service is much better outdoors than it is here in the castle. It’s too muddy for the stroller, but Zak brought the backpack. Maybe we can walk down to the stables. I’m sure Catherine would love to see the horses.” 
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    When Alex, Catherine, Charlie, and I walked through the castle toward the large front doors, I noticed that the door to the room the investigator was using was still closed. I supposed, given the number of people in attendance last night, it was going to take a good part of the day to talk to everyone. At this moment in time, based on the statements made by others, it seemed as if Daniel Parker was the prime suspect. Of course, I’d been involved in my share of murder investigations, so I knew that, more often than not, the first suspect to appear didn’t necessarily turn out to be the killer.  
 
    “It looks like someone is walking along the moors,” Alex said after we set off down the trail that led to both the beach and the stables.  
 
    “It looks like Walter Donovan. Walter is Adam’s uncle.” 
 
    “Who is that with him?” she wondered. 
 
    I squinted to better focus in. “It looks like Roderick Summerfield. Roderick is Alyssa’s father.” 
 
    “I guess it makes sense that the two families would want to spend time getting to know each other. They might very well be spending Thanksgiving and Christmases together at some point.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but it seems there may be some personality differences at play that might prevent a family get together.” Knowing what I did about the Donovans and Summerfields, I highly doubted there would be any huge family gatherings, although once a child was introduced into the mix, I supposed those at odds with one another might set aside their differences.  
 
    “So, Alyssa’s father and mother are divorced, right?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Yes. It seems as if the two separated quite a while ago. Alyssa’s father Roderick is here with a date named Victoria, and her mother, Carolina, came to the wedding alone.” 
 
    “When I walked down to the arboretum to have a look this morning, I overheard two women talking. They said something about Alyssa’s father’s date being almost the same age as his daughter.” 
 
    “There is a significant age difference between Roderick and Victoria,” I acknowledged. “Alyssa also has a half-sister, Tessa. She is the product of her father’s relationship with someone other than Alyssa’s mother. I also heard a rumor that Tessa and Walter might have had a thing going on at the engagement party.” 
 
    “Tessa and Walter? Isn’t she in her twenties and he in his fifties?” 
 
    “As far as I know, those ages seem accurate. If you ask me, the whole family seems to be living out roles in a complicated soap opera.” 
 
    Alex chuckled. “It was brave of Adam and Alyssa to even try to have everyone together for the wedding. I think if my family had that many crazy relationships, I would have eloped.” 
 
    “Right there with you.” 
 
    By the time we reached the stables, the sun had actually peeked out from behind the clouds. I doubted it would stay out long, but it was nice to have the sun on my shoulders if only for a moment. The stable hand, Larson, was brushing a tall black horse with dark eyes when we entered the stable. I tightened my hold on Charlie’s leash, introduced myself, and let Catherine down out of her backpack. 
 
    “Dat.” She screeched as she pointed at the horse. 
 
    “That is a horse,” I said.  
 
    “His name is Titan,” Larson informed us. 
 
    I handed Charlie’s leash to Alex, slipped the baby pack I’d been wearing off, and picked Catherine up. We weren’t all that close to the horse, and Larson seemed to have a firm grip on his bridle, but I wasn’t taking any chances that my baby would get too close to those lethal hooves. 
 
    “He’s so pretty,” Alex said. “Do you think we could ride while we’re here?” 
 
    “Titan is Lord Dunphy’s personal horse, but we have some gentle mares you can try out if you’d like. It’s late today, but if the rain holds and your mother here says it is okay, I can find the perfect horse to take you on a stroll.” 
 
    Alex looked at me. “Would it be okay?” 
 
    “As long as the weather holds, I wouldn’t mind taking a ride. Maybe Zak will keep an eye on Catherine in the morning. I’ll ask him.” 
 
    “Best to come early. I hear the storm will have rolled in by midafternoon,” Larson informed us.  
 
    “How early are you here?” I asked. 
 
    “I live here in the stable, so I’m always here, but I tend to be up and about by six. It won’t be light until later in the morning, but if you come by at eight, I can show you a real nice spot to watch the sunrise.” 
 
    Sunrise over the sea sounded perfect. I just hoped the weather would cooperate.  
 
    After we left the stable, we continued on to the beach. I set Catherine down so she could run around and play, while I called my assistant, Jeremy Fisher. Alex was a good babysitter, but I did remind her to stay well back from the rolling waves. You never really knew when a rogue wave might make its way ashore. 
 
    “Hey, Jeremy, I’m just checking in,” I said after he answered. 
 
    “How’s Ireland?” 
 
    I looked out toward the dark sea. “It’s beautiful. We’ve had our share of rain, but that’s to be expected.” 
 
    “And the Donovan clan? Have you met your overseas family?” 
 
    “I have. At least the family members who are staying here at the castle. Adam is really nice. Just as nice as I expected he’d be, after exchanging emails and phone calls with him. And his fiancée seems really nice as well. The rest of the family is interesting, to say the least.” 
 
    “Interesting how?” 
 
    “Let’s just say the relationship dynamics between individual members of both families and the various friends who’ve shown up for the affair have been entertaining, although not necessarily entertaining in a good way. I’m afraid that after dinner last night, Adam’s brother was found dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” Jeremy gasped. “What happened?” 
 
    I explained things as I knew them to this point. 
 
    “Wow. I’m so sorry. I’m sure that a death in the family has put a damper on things.” 
 
    “Adam and his parents are, of course, very upset, but to tell you the truth, the others in attendance seem to be taking Tyson’s death with a grain of salt. It almost seems as if the whole thing is just some sort of huge inconvenience.” 
 
    “That seems odd.” 
 
    “I agree. Although, based on what I’ve learned, it appears that Tyson wasn’t a very popular guy.” 
 
    “So, the wedding is still on?” he asked. 
 
    “As far as I know, all the events are still on. Like I said, the overall vibe seems off to me, but I don’t really know these people, nor do I know why they might feel the way they do, so I’m just trying to do my part and stay out of things to the extent I can.” 
 
    “Zoe Donovan is actually planning to stay out of things?” He chuckled. 
 
    “To the extent I can,” I emphasized. “So, how are things at the Zoo?” 
 
    Zoe’s Zoo was the wild and domestic rescue and rehabilitation center I owned, and Jeremy helped me operate. 
 
    “Things are fine. The adoption clinic is this weekend, so Tiffany and Aspen have been working on getting ready for that. I’ve had a lot of new applications turned in this week, so we’re working on processing those as well. I’m hoping to get as many residents placed in permanent homes as I can before the holiday. I realize that dogs and cats don’t necessarily care about Christmas, but I do, and I hate to think of any of them spending the holiday in the shelter.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” One of the reasons that Jeremy and I worked so well together was because we tended to look at the world in a similar manner. “Whatever happened with the litter of kittens you found just as I was leaving on my trip?” 
 
    “Still no sign of the mom. The kittens are tiny but healthy. We’re all taking turns with the bottle-feeding. Even if the mom isn’t found, the babies should be fine, but I really would like to find her. It’s been three days, so the odds of her showing up are pretty low, but we set a live trap and have been checking it several times a day.” 
 
    “I guess all we can do is try. Instead of food, try putting a blanket her babies have been lying on in the trap. Maybe she’ll smell them, and decide to check it out.” 
 
    “Okay. Good idea. I’ll try that today.” 
 
    “Text me with an update later. It would be so nice to reunite the mom and babies.” 
 
    After I hung up with Jeremy, Alex, Catherine, Charlie, and I headed back to the castle. When we walked through the castle, things were quiet. It appeared as if the card tournament had wrapped up. I was curious to see if Zak and Nona had picked up any juicy tidbits relating to Tyson’s murder during the tournament. Not that I was really looking into it, because I wasn’t, but I did have to admit I was curious. Based on what I’d heard, it sounded like there were two or three decent suspects. It would be interesting to know what sort of conclusion local law enforcement had come to after a full day of interviews. 
 
    Zak and Nona were chatting in the sitting area of our suite when we arrived. I unwrapped Catherine from the layers I’d piled on her in preparation for our walk while she chatted with Zak. Okay, maybe chatting was a generous term, but like her daddy, she had the genetic potential to be a genius, and actually had an excellent vocabulary for an almost-two-year-old.  
 
    “Orse.” She said, grinning widely. 
 
    Zak looked at me for help.  
 
    “We saw a horse named Titan. Catherine was quite impressed with him.” 
 
    “I bet you were.” Zak picked up his daughter and lifted her into the air. She giggled in delight when he pretended to nibble on her tummy. 
 
    “Alex and I thought we might go for a sunrise ride if you don’t mind getting Catherine up in the morning,” I said to Zak. 
 
    “I’m happy to. I actually think the clearing trend we are currently enjoying is supposed to last through tomorrow afternoon, so there may even be a sunrise.” 
 
    “I really hoped to go to the Christmas Market tomorrow,” Nona said. “I spoke to Lord Dunphy about it, and he said he could arrange for a van to take us. I thought we might leave here around eleven, and then have lunch in  the village.” 
 
    “Alex and I will be back from our sunrise ride by then. I wouldn’t mind going to the market.” I glanced at Zak.  
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Do you know if the lockdown has been lifted?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “We are free to come and go. While no one said as much, I think the man that was here has a strong suspect in the murder of Tyson Donovan. I noticed he asked Bobby Collins to go down to the station in the village with him, and someone mentioned that Daniel Parker had been picked up and taken in for an additional interview as well.” 
 
    “Bobby Collins? Are you referring to the same Bobby who helped out with the serving and cleanup last night?” 
 
    “I heard that Bobby and Tyson were childhood rivals,” Nona jumped in. “Both boys played sports, and both excelled academically, so they went head to head a lot of the time, but that sense of competition only seemed to strengthen their friendship.” 
 
    “Excelled academically?” I asked. While Tyson had a body build that would indicate he might be good in sports, nothing about him indicated he might be smart. Although to be perfectly fair, I really hadn’t exchanged more than a few words with the guy.  
 
    “According to Evette, Bobby and Tyson were the number one and two students in their high school. Both had plans to go off to college and make their mark in the world, but neither did. I asked her why she thought that was the case, and she said that Tyson used to date Bobby’s sister, Siobhan, and was quite serious about his relationship with her, but she died in an accident when they were in their last year of high school. Apparently, her death hit both Tyson and Bobby hard. For some reason, each blamed the other, and in Evette’s opinion, their feud caused such a huge distraction in both their lives that neither went to college.” 
 
    “So, they both still lived in the village.” 
 
    “They did,” Nona confirmed. “Bobby took over his father’s print shop, and Tyson worked as a laborer for a construction company.” 
 
    “And did the men ever make up?” I wondered. 
 
    “Not according to Evette. Initially, she was surprised that Bobby was a suspect in Tyson’s murder, but after she thought about it, she decided that perhaps the anger Bobby had been holding at bay erupted, and he finally took out his anger on the man he blamed for his sister’s death.” 
 
    “And why did Bobby blame Tyson?” I asked. 
 
    “Bobby blamed Tyson because he felt it was an action taken by Tyson that led to the fight that caused his sister to leave a party with a friend, which resulted in her death,” Zak explained.  
 
    I supposed he must have heard the same story. 
 
    “Maybe you need to back up a bit,” I suggested. 
 
    “On the night Siobhan died, Tyson had taken her to a party,” Zak began. “While they were at the party, Bobby showed up, and he and Tyson got into a fight about an activity Tyson had listed on his college application that he hadn’t actually participated in. Bobby called his rival a liar and a cheat. Tyson made it seem like it was no big deal that he’d padded his application, and he even called Bobby a few choice names for bringing it up, which made Bobby even madder. Eventually, a fistfight broke out, and Siobhan became angry with both her boyfriend and her brother and left with a friend. Shortly after Siobhan and the friend left the party, they were in an auto accident. Both died.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” I gasped. “That is so tragic.” 
 
    “It really was,” Zak agreed. “It seems to me that the fight and the accident destroyed a lot of lives.” 
 
    “So, Bobby blamed Tyson for lying on his application, which started the fight that led to his sister’s death.” 
 
    “That’s the way it seems,” Zak confirmed. 
 
    “As far as motives go, I suppose that is a good one. Tyson is what twenty-five? If he was eighteen when Siobhan died, why would Bobby kill him now?” I wondered. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Zak admitted. “Perhaps the man doing the interviews has more of the story.” 
 
    “Alyssa was sitting at my table during the tournament, and she did mention that Bobby seemed to have become angry after speaking with Daniel,” Nona informed us. “We’ve all heard that Daniel was angry with Tyson over his relationship with Hillary, so maybe Daniel said something to Bobby that he knew would get him riled up.” 
 
    “I suppose if the local law enforcement has taken both men in, they will figure it out,” Zak said. “Dinner isn’t for several hours. What should we do with the rest of the afternoon?” 
 
    “Since we’re going to the Christmas Market tomorrow, perhaps we should explore the rest of the castle today,” Nona suggested.  
 
    “I’m not sure Lord Dunphy wants his guests rattling around in the uninhabited part of the castle,” I said. “It hasn’t been lived in for more than a century, and I have to admit that it’s in serious disrepair.” 
 
    “I’d really love to see the dungeons,” Nona insisted. 
 
    “Me too,” Alex seconded. 
 
    “There is access to the dungeons from the beach,” I informed Nona. “It’s a long walk to the entrance from the castle, but if you feel up to it, I think I remember how to access the dungeons.” 
 
    “I’m up to it,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Me too,” Alex said. 
 
    I glanced at Zak.  
 
    “I’ll stay here so Catherine can have a nap,” he offered. “She’s been rubbing her eyes since you returned from visiting the stable.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” I said. “We’ll take the beach path and just take a quick look.” 
 
    The path from the castle led to a staircase, which took us to a boathouse, which opened out onto the beach. I remembered that the path along the sand wound back in the direction of the castle, which from the beach, sat high up on the moor. I told Nona and Alex the story of how Zak and I had found the hidden entrance to the dungeon the first time we’d been in Ireland. The beach ended beneath the spot where the castle was located up on the bluff. I remembered that the entrance to the dungeons was located behind a wall of shrubbery. As there had been before, there was an iron gate across the entrance, although it was open. Once we entered the gate, I remembered there would be a dark hallway that led to the dungeons. The dungeons were also accessible from a stairway that could be accessed from the old and uninhabited part of the castle. 
 
    “Wow, this is really cool,” Alex said as we made our way down the cold and narrow hallway lined with cells. 
 
    “It is pretty awesome,” I agreed. “I’m not sure the prisoners who were kept here in the past would agree with the term awesome, but I remember my fascination with the whole thing the first time we were here.” 
 
    “It looks like this passage goes quite a way back,” Nona said. 
 
    “It does. The dungeons occupy the space under a good part of the oldest section of the castle. I don’t think we should venture beyond here, however. The integrity of the walls seemed to be questionable at best when I was here the last time.” 
 
    “It looks like someone has been here recently,” Alex said, pointing to a pair of footprints on the sandy floor of the walkway. 
 
    “One large print and one small,” Nona said. 
 
    “You did tell me that Ronan mentioned seeing a man and woman walking around last night,” Alex reminded me. 
 
    “I suppose that whoever dumped Tyson’s body in the old section of the castle could have come out this way,” I agreed. “Maybe we should inform Lord Dunphy about what we’ve found.” 
 
    Everyone agreed that was a good idea, so after Nona took some photos of the cells with her phone, we turned to head back the way we’d come. We were halfway back to the entrance when I heard a noise. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” Alex said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Nona added. 
 
    “It sounds like singing way off in the distance. Or maybe humming. I’m picking up a distinct melody.” 
 
    Everyone stood perfectly still. 
 
    “I still don’t hear anything,” Nona said. 
 
    I glanced at Alex, and she shook her head. 
 
    I turned back toward the dungeons and began to walk further into the interior. I was sure I heard the distant echo of someone singing. I wasn’t sure why Nona and Alex couldn’t hear it. 
 
    “It’s pretty freaky back here,” Alex said, wrapping her arms around her body. “And dark, even with the flashlight.” 
 
    It was true that the cells at the entrance to the dungeon were a lot less intimidating than the cells located in the bowels of the castle’s lowest level. 
 
    “The footprints come all the way back here,” Alex said, shining her flashlight on the ground. 
 
    “I guess we should go back, so we don’t disturb them,” I said, realizing too late that we’d already disturbed a lot of the prints that had been left in the sand that had blown in from the beach. 
 
    I could see that Alex was happy to exit the dark tunnel. I supposed it was pretty intimidating. We slowly walked back along the beach, enjoying the sunshine that managed to penetrate the clouds that threatened from a distance.  
 
    “It would have been awful to be locked up down there,” Alex said as she wrapped her arms around her torso. “Barbaric even.” 
 
    “Things were different in the past than they are now,” I pointed out. “Prisoners taken in battle were seen as little more than animals.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I wouldn’t lock an animal up down there, let alone a person,” Alex countered. 
 
    I couldn’t agree more.  
 
    The trip up the steep stairway was a lot harder on Nona than the trip down, so I took it slow and helped her every step of the way. It took a while, but we eventually made it to the top. Once we reached the top, we turned and looked out toward the sea. It really was lovely, but even the sea in all its vastness seemed primitive and brooding today. 
 
    I was anxious to tell Lord Dunphy about the prints, so I suggested we continue back toward the castle. If Tyson had been killed by a pair of killers, rather than a single person, that would introduce a new element to the current suspect list. Perhaps once we returned to the room, we should go over what we knew with Zak to figure out which pair of last night’s dinner guests might have teamed up to eliminate the man who seemed to have angered most everyone present in one way or another. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Friday, December 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dinner the previous evening was delicious as expected. Adam, Alyssa, Jeffery, Sean, Connor, Evette, Tessa, and Hillary all went into the village for the rehearsal dinner, while the rest of us stayed behind and enjoyed Bonnie’s meal. I noticed that Gwen didn’t come down to dinner, which I supposed was understandable. Her son had just died, after all. Harry tried to put on a brave face, but he’d seemed distracted. Walter drank too much and diverted a lot of the attention from everyone else by acting like a complete and total moron. Carolina got into an argument with Victoria, which resulted in hair pulling on both sides. All in all, it was a very entertaining evening. 
 
    The morning dawned clear of the overcast that had blanketed the area since we’d been there. I had to admit it was hard to leave Zak cuddled up in the nice warm bed even though I was anxious to spend this time with the young woman who’d first come into my life six Christmases ago. Alex showed up early for our trip to the stables, and it seemed obvious to me that she was more than just a little excited. We were both bundled up in multiple layers. 
 
    As we rode along the beach, we discussed the suspect list the four of us had come up with yesterday. Like me, Alex had an active mind that worked a problem from all the various angles until she was able to make sense of things. 
 
    “Based on what we know, I still feel like Bobby and Daniel make the best suspects,” Alex voiced her opinion. “However, if Tyson was spending time with both Tessa and Victoria, that seems to give Roderick a motive as well.” 
 
    “I agree. I can see how he might be upset that this man, who is obviously a player, would be hitting on his daughter and his date.” 
 
    “I know Zak didn’t think it was him, and maybe it wasn’t, but in my mind, he should still be on the list,” she insisted. 
 
    “I agree. What do you think about Walter as a suspect? He doesn’t seem to have a specific motive, but he has been drunk the entire time he’s been here, and people under the influence of alcohol, can be impulsive and do things they might not otherwise do.” 
 
    Alex paused. I imagine she was thinking it over. “I haven’t been around Walter much at all, and I haven’t heard a lot of gossip about any motives he might have, but I agree about the influence of alcohol. Personally, I would add him to the list.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if Zak added him when we were coming up with our list yesterday, but if not, I do think I’ll add him when we get back. Buford too.” 
 
    Alex turned and looked at me. “Buford is the bartender?” 
 
    “Yes. He tended bar and helped to serve dinner,” I answered. 
 
    “Why do you think he is a suspect?” 
 
    “No particular reason except it seemed to me that Tyson spent more time with him than anyone else. Perhaps there was a reason for that. When I was first introduced to Tyson, he’d been discussing a text with Buford. Maybe there was something significant about the text that we don’t know about.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me. Anyone else?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of offhand.” I adjusted my position in the saddle. 
 
    “What about the female suspects?” Alex asked. “I know you said that it would have been hard for someone to have stabbed Tyson in the back from the angle at which he was stabbed unless they were at least as tall as he was, but let’s consider the motives for the female guests anyway.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “According to what you told us yesterday, Heidi came to the castle with Tyson, but it sounds as if once they arrived, he gave her the brush off.” 
 
    “That is correct.” I pulled in my horse just a bit since he had started to trot, and this conversation demanded a nice gentle walk. 
 
    “The rumor you shared with Nona, Zak, and me is that Heidi and Tyson were just friends, but were they? Could Heidi have actually hoped for more? And even if they were just friends, and Heidi didn’t have a romantic interest in Tyson, she couldn’t have been happy about coming to the castle thinking she had a room to stay in, and then being told by her roomie that he had a better offer and she needed to make other plans.” 
 
    “I agree,” I smiled at Alex, who had obviously given some thought to the discussion we’d had as a group the previous day. “You do make a good argument for Heidi being upset by the series of events. I’m not sure she would be upset enough to kill the man, but I can see that she would have had reason to be angry.” 
 
    “And then there’s Hillary,” Alex continued. “The rumor you heard was that she had an on-again/off-again thing going with Tyson, but I have to wonder if that was on both parts, or just on his. Could she have been secretly harboring deeper feelings for Tyson and been upset that he was chatting up the other women in the room the night of the dinner?” 
 
    “So, you think that when Maeve saw Tyson and Hillary in the arboretum, she might have been complaining to him about the amount of attention he was paying to other female guests?” 
 
    “I think it’s a possibility. If the rumor about Heidi being just a friend is correct, I wonder why Tyson brought her in the first place. It seems that Tyson was a popular sort, who could easily come up with a plus one who would have something other than friendship on her mind.” 
 
    Alex made a good point. If Tyson was the sort to flutter from flower to flower as Maeve indicated, why would he have brought someone who was just a friend to the wedding? 
 
    “Does anyone else come up as a suspect in your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “You said that Tyson was seen chatting with both Tessa and Victoria. That was the reason used for Roderick being a suspect. But you also said that most of the family members, as well as the wedding party, had previously met at the engagement party.” 
 
    “Yes. Carolina mentioned that she’d met Tyson at the engagement party, and it sounded like other family members and close friends were there as well.” 
 
    “So, what if Tyson met Tessa and/or Victoria at the engagement party and they entered into a flirtation of sorts? What if one or both of these women came to the castle expecting to take up where they left off, but Tyson had moved on to other women?” 
 
    I brushed a wisp of hair from my face. “Wow. You’ve really thought about this.” 
 
    “I have. Nona fell asleep early, and I was bored, so I decided to make my own suspect list after the four of us had spoken.” 
 
    “Did you come to any conclusions?” I wondered. 
 
    “Not really. As we discussed, Bobby and Daniel do make the best suspects, but Bobby came back to the castle yesterday and helped serve the dinner, so the local police must have released him. I assume they wouldn’t have released him if they didn’t believe he was innocent. I didn’t notice if Daniel returned.” 
 
    “I didn’t see him, but since Hillary went to dinner with the others, she wasn’t at the castle last night. If he really was there just to keep an eye on her and since he lives in the village, he may have figured there was no reason to come back to the castle after his interview.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. There are a lot of interesting ways to look at the situation, and I know that it isn’t really up to us to figure this out, but I am interested.” 
 
    I smiled. “Me too. I’ve gone over things again and again in my mind. The idea that there may have been a pair of killers complicates things. I can see Daniel being angry enough to kill Tyson, but who would he pair up with? Certainly not Hillary if she was still seeing Tyson on the side as the rumors indicate.” 
 
    “Unless Tyson was caught with someone else, which made Hillary mad,” Alex pointed out. “Let’s not forget that Tyson was seen chatting up both Tessa and Victoria. We discussed the fact that his flirting might have angered her.” 
 
    “That’s true.” I pulled on the reins and brought my horse to a stop. The sun was just about to peek over the horizon. It was a beautiful morning. The heavy clouds had cleared, leaving behind wispy remnants, which were sure to brighten the sky with tendrils of red. The air was still, and the waves lazily lapped onto the beach, which contrasted sharply with the pounding waves we’d experienced when we’d first arrived. 
 
    “This is really breathtaking,” Alex gasped as the sky turned red.  
 
    “It really is. I’m glad there was a break in the weather so we could experience this.” 
 
    Alex pointed to a location down the beach. “Someone is coming.” 
 
    I looked in the direction she pointed. “It looks like Titan, so I am going to guess the rider is Lord Dunphy.” 
 
    We waited for him to arrive. 
 
    “I see that you’ve found my favorite spot to watch the sunrise,” he said. 
 
    “We have. It’s beautiful,” I answered. 
 
    “You were lucky to be here on such a perfect morning. We have a lot of overcast days on this part of the coast, so we don’t always get to enjoy the sunrise, but today was exceptional.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a while and watched the sun climb into the sky.  
 
    “So, what do you have planned today?” he asked after a while. 
 
    “We’re going to the Christmas Market in the village. I guess Nona arranged for a van.” 
 
    “She did request transportation. I’ve scheduled the van to be out front at eleven to take anyone who wants to go into the village today.” 
 
    “And then the ball is tonight,” Alex added. “I’m really looking forward to that.” 
 
    “It should be a wonderful event,” Lord Dunphy agreed. “Although, Mother has been going on and on about the lack of poinsettias in the ballroom. It seems to me that with all the decorations we already have, live plants aren’t necessary, but I guess I’ll have to have some brought in, or I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    I glanced at Alex and winked. Lord Dunphy’s mother had been dead for ten years. 
 
    “It seems to me that the entire castle is decorated perfectly,” I said. “I think I have to agree with you that the additional plants really aren’t necessary.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lord Dunphy said. “Maybe if you see Mother, you can tell her that.” 
 
    “The whole place really feels like a fairy castle,” Alex agreed. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Lord Dunphy huffed out a breath. “But, as I’ve indicated, Mother has very particular tastes.” He glanced at the sky, which was filled with sunshine now. “I suppose I should get back. I have an appointment to meet with the inspector about the footprints you found yesterday. We are hoping that we can match shoe sizes to staff or guests who were at the castle at the time of the murder.” 
 
    “Even if you can figure out who made the prints, will you be able to prove that the people belonging to the prints were the ones who killed Tyson?” Alex asked. 
 
    “No. In fact, matching sizes won’t necessarily prove who made the prints, but it will give us a path of investigation. Enjoy the rest of your ride.” 
 
    Alex and I watched Lord Dunphy ride away and then started back ourselves.  
 
    “The footprints we found seemed significant when we found them, but the truth is that the pathway we explored isn’t one that’s used often, and the tunnels are protected from the rain and the wind,” Alex pointed out. “It may be that the prints were left months ago by some other guest who found the hidden entrance and was curious.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” I admitted. “But, as I’ve said in the past, it isn’t really our job to figure that out. Let’s head back and have some breakfast. I’m starving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m Cain. I’ll be your driver today.” A man standing in front of the van introduced himself later that morning.  
 
    “I’m Zoe.” I looked at the baby in my arms. “This is my daughter, Catherine.” I glanced to my left. “And my husband, Zak; daughter, Alex; and grandmother, Nona.” I chose not to explain the relationship tags assigned to Alex and Nona. The man was a stranger, and I’d pretty much decided it was easier just to skip the explanation about honorary titles. 
 
    “Climb on in and get comfortable. It looks like you will be the only guests going into the village today.”  
 
    I was somewhat surprised we were the only guests heading into the village, but many of the wedding guests lived in the village, and I could understand why those guests wouldn’t be interested. Adam and Alyssa had expressed interest in the Christmas Market, but they were busy with wedding plans, while Adam’s parents, Harry and Gwen, said they preferred to stay in. I supposed I understood that as well. Tyson’s death had affected most everyone associated with the wedding in one way or another, so in a way, it surprised me that any of the planned events were attended. 
 
    “I understand that you’ve been to Ireland and Dunphy Castle before,” Cain said as we wound our way down the steep and twisty road from the castle to the village. 
 
    “Zak and I were here four years ago,” I answered, “but this is the first trip for Nona, Alex, and Catherine.” 
 
    “And how are you liking our little corner of the world?” Cain asked. 
 
    “I love it,” Alex gasped. “It’s really beautiful. I’m so grateful to Lord Dunphy for having us and to Adam for inviting us to his wedding.” 
 
    The man slowed a bit as he negotiated a sharp curve. “I’m sure Lord Dunphy is happy to provide lodging for your mother,” the man said. He turned slightly and looked at me. “I understand you are the chosen one. The prophesied one who found the jewels Lady Catherine had hidden before she died. You are the one who saved the castle and probably the village as we know it.” 
 
    I really wished this would stop coming up. “Yes. The last time I was here, Lord Dunphy and I tracked down the jewels. Do they have the Christmas Market every year?” I asked, hoping to change the subject. 
 
    “They do indeed. In fact, the tradition of the market has been around since before I was born. Be sure to visit all the booths. There are so many wonderful things to discover.” 
 
    Thankfully once the market had been brought up, Cain jumped onto that wagon train and forgot about the whole “chosen one” thing. I was happy I was able to help Lord Dunphy save the castle, and it did seem that Catherine’s ghost had led me right to the jewels even though people had been looking unsuccessfully for centuries, but I didn’t feel all that comfortable with the level of adoration my discovery seemed to have brought me.  
 
    Cain pulled to a stop and opened the door. “Enjoy the market. I’ll be waiting right here when you are ready to return to the castle.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for the ride,” I said. “We won’t be long. Maybe a couple of hours.” 
 
    I loaded Catherine into the backpack, and we set off down the street that was crowded with booths manned by local vendors, visitors shopping for handcrafted items, and enough holiday decorations to warm the hearts of everyone who visited. I had to admit the festive air of the open-air market made for a memorable experience.  
 
    “Wow, this is really pretty,” Alex said as she paused at a booth selling wool products.  
 
    “I really want to try some of the local food items that are offered,” Zak said. “I noticed a few folks walking around with bowls of stew. I’m not sure how it tastes, but it looks fabulous.” 
 
    “When we first arrived, I noticed a booth that was serving bangers and mash,” Nona added. “Oh, and the corned beef sandwiches look delicious as well.” 
 
    “And the pastries,” Alex headed over to a booth that was selling a selection of pies, cakes, and tarts. 
 
    The five of us continued to wander the street, sampling the food, and looking at the crafts. I’d made the decision to leave Charlie in the room since I wasn’t sure how crowded the street would be, but the reality was that it would probably have been fine to bring him. I knew our trip to the village was going to be a short one, and I suspected that he’d simply sleep the whole time, but I missed him all the same and decided to buy him a treat he could enjoy when we returned to the castle. 
 
    “Oh, look, it’s Daniel and Heidi,” I said as we passed one of the many pubs that lined the main street. I supposed the fact that Daniel was in the village answered my question as to whether or not he’d been detained or released after he was questioned. 
 
    “Are they a couple?” Nona asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered. “Heidi came to the dinner with Tyson, although I understand they are just friends, and Daniel came to the dinner with Hillary, although based on what I’ve heard, she ended up spending time with Tyson. They both live here in the village, so I’m not surprised they are friends.” 
 
    “They look like more than friends to me,” Nona chuckled. 
 
    Nona was right. The pair did seem to be involved in an intimate exchange that included handholding and a very intense conversation. The rumors I’d heard indicated that Daniel was in a relationship with Hillary, but I’d also heard that Hillary and Tyson had been messing around, so maybe he’d finally given up on her and turned his attention to Heidi. Again, I told myself that whatever was going on between Daniel and Heidi was none of my business, and I needed to redirect my attention to my family, and let the locals figure out their own love triangles. 
 
    “I think I’m going to buy one of these shields for Scooter,” Alex said as we passed a stand with a good display of authentic Irish souvenirs.  
 
    “Those are family crests,” Zak informed her. 
 
    “Do you think they have Sherwood?” Alex asked. 
 
    “I think Sherwood is English and not Irish,” Zak answered. He picked up a crest. “They do have Donovan.” 
 
    “I’m going to get one for my father and Pappy,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe Scooter would like this replica of an ancient sword,” Zak suggested. 
 
    “Can we bring that on the plane?” Alex asked. 
 
    “As long as we check it.” 
 
    “Are you sure we want Scooter to have a sword?” I asked. 
 
    “It has a covered tip and isn’t sharp,” Zak said. “We can make sure he knows it’s to hang on his wall and not to battle with.” 
 
    I really couldn’t see any scenario where Scooter would actually leave it on the wall and not try to stab someone or something with it, but I decided to stay out of it if Zak felt the sword was an appropriate gift. 
 
    After we purchased our gifts, we decided to stop for a beverage at a pub, which, coincidentally, was named Donovan’s. I had to admit that it was an odd experience to see my last name plastered on businesses and street signs.  
 
    “Can I help you?” the bartender asked. 
 
    “Two ales and two soft drinks,” Zak ordered. 
 
    “The name of the pub is Donovan’s,” I said. “Does someone named Donovan own the place?” 
 
    “That would be me,” the man said. He held out a hand. “Killian Donovan.” 
 
    I smiled and returned the handshake. “Zoe Donovan.” 
 
    “Ah. You must be one of the American Donovan’s here for the wedding.” 
 
    I nodded. “I am.” I turned toward the others. “This is my husband, Zak; daughter, Alex; daughter, Catherine; and grandmother by marriage, Nona.” 
 
    “Happy to meet you all,” Killian said. “I heard there has been a bit of excitement up at the castle.” 
 
    “I guess you heard about Tyson. I assume you knew him. Were you close?” I asked. 
 
    “Not at all. We were very distantly related, and we never really got along. Adam is a nice enough guy, but that brother of his was a trouble maker. I’m sorry he is dead, but I’m not at all surprised that someone finally did him in.” 
 
    “That seems to be a popular sentiment.” I furrowed my brows. “I don’t suppose you have any idea who might have stuck a knife in the man’s back?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t want to speak out of turn, but yeah, I have a few ideas. I’m not, however, inclined to voice those ideas.” He pushed the ales across the bar and then went to the cooler to fetch two soft drinks. “The drinks are on the house. It is always good to meet a Donovan relation, even if they are from across the sea.” 
 
    “Thank you. And it was nice to meet you as well. Can you recommend anything that we definitely must see while we’re in the village?” 
 
    “The old church. It was built as a place of worship for the villagers who supported the castle around the time the castle was built.” 
 
    “Wow. That is old. How do we get there?” I asked. 
 
    “Just follow the main road that goes through the village to the end. Take a left. You will see the church sitting up on a little knoll.” 
 
    “Is it far from here?” 
 
    “About a mile, but it’s an easy walk, and there are benches where you can rest along the way.” 
 
    I asked Nona if she felt up to it, but she admitted to being tired, so she opted to spend some time in the tea room we’d passed by earlier while the rest of us made the trek. I figured that Alex, Zak, Catherine, and I could make it to the church and back in less than an hour, and Nona assured us she would be fine. 
 
    Zak had Catherine in the pack on his back, which made for a quicker walk than if I’d been the one carrying her. We made it to the church in less than twenty minutes. 
 
    “Wow. This place is really awesome,” Alex said. 
 
    “I love the windows.” I reached a hand up to touch the stained glass. “They look old, but not as old as the church. I bet they were added after the church was built.”  
 
    The windows were beautiful stained glass that each told a story of sorts about the area. One featured the castle, one an open field with sheep and shepherds, and one a village street with open-air booths. The artistry was exquisite. 
 
    “Check out this mural,” Alex said as she walked toward the back of the church.  
 
    It really was stunning and took up the entire back wall.  
 
    I walked over to a glass showcase. An old bible that looked to have been written in Latin was inside the case. A parchment of some sort was next to the bible. The parchment looked like animal skin to me, and the text on the parchment was some sort of foreign language I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Do you recognize the text on the parchment?” I asked Zak. 
 
    He looked at it and shook his head. “No. It isn’t familiar.” 
 
    “Cow,” Catherine said. 
 
    I smiled at my daughter. “I think the parchment might be made from cowhide, but I doubt that’s what you’re talking about. Do you see a cow?” 
 
    She pointed. 
 
    I looked closer. Some of the words on the parchment were nothing more than a series of geometric shapes, while others looked like chicken scratches. A few images looked like pictographs, although nothing looked like a cow.  
 
    “As interesting as this is, we should probably start back,” Zak suggested. “I don’t want to keep Nona waiting too long.” 
 
    Everyone agreed, so we took a few photos and started back toward the village. When we arrived, Nona was waiting for us in the tea shop as she indicated she would be. When we returned to the van that would take us back to the castle, I noticed the driver talking to a boy who looked to be about Alex’s age. The driver waved me over and introduced the boy as his nephew, Liam. Apparently, Liam planned to attend the ball that evening, and Cain thought it would be a good idea to introduce Alex and Liam since they were close to the same age. I could see that Alex was interested in Liam, and he in her, and was glad that Cain had taken the initiative. I figured that Alex would have a much better time if she had a friend close to her own age. Then I noticed the scowl on Zak’s face and knew that the tradeoff of introducing a seventeen-year-old boy to a sixteen-year-old girl was dealing with the sixteen-year-old girl’s very protective papa.  
 
    Everyone was tired by the time we returned to the castle, so we all decided to have a nap before it was time to get ready for the ball. I took Charlie out for a quick walk while Zak put Catherine down, and Nona and Alex returned to their suite. Nona planned to babysit Catherine that evening, so we made arrangements for her and Alex to come to our suite two hours before the ball was to begin. Zak had arranged for a quiet family dinner to be brought up to our suite rather than trying to juggle dinner with the group and getting Catherine ready for bed. 
 
    Having gotten up at the crack of dawn and still trying to adjust to a major case of jetlag, I knew I should be exhausted, but somehow I felt wound up. I supposed that having a murder investigation going on right under my nose and not being able to be involved was wearing on me. If there was a murder to solve back home in Ashton Falls, you could bet that I would be right there in the middle of it, but this wasn’t my home, and local law enforcement didn’t know me the way Sheriff Salinger did. Chances are if I tried to insert myself in the investigation, the locals who were in charge of investigating such things would not take kindly to it. Plus, I didn’t really have the background on the individuals involved the way I did at home. I was sure I was doing the right thing to take a step back, but that didn’t mean it was easy for me. 
 
    “This is going to be a quick walk,” I warned Charlie the minute we left the castle. The clear sunny skies we’d enjoyed earlier in the day had given way to overcast skies that looked as if they were going to unburden themselves of the moisture they held at any moment. I hoped the rain wouldn’t keep people in the village who planned to attend the ball from making the trip. It had been a fantasy of mine since I was a little girl to attend a formal ball in a castle. Who would have thought that particular dream was one that would come true? 
 
    I followed Charlie down the front steps toward the walkway that would eventually take me to the garden, which I assumed was beautiful in the spring through fall. I’d only been to Dunphy Castle in the winter, but based on the winding walkways, artfully placed arches, and dormant shrubs and trees, I could almost imagine how it would look in full bloom. Larson had said he tended to the grounds. I wondered if he tended the garden as well or if they brought in someone seasonally who specialized in such things. 
 
    I was walking along the pathways that wove through the dormant shrubs when a text came through from Jeremy, letting me know they’d found the mama cat the previous afternoon and that mama and babies had been reunited. 
 
    I glanced at Charlie. “Jeremy found the mama cat.” 
 
    He barked once as if to say he was as happy about that development as I was. I texted Jeremy back to let him know that I was thrilled to hear his news. 
 
    Charlie and I continued through the dormant garden until I noticed someone sitting on a bench. It was Bobby. I hadn’t met or spoken to the man, but with everything that was going on, I knew who he was. 
 
    “Hello,” I said as Charlie trotted over to say hi. 
 
    “You’re Adam’s cousin.” 
 
    I nodded as Bobby bent over to pet Charlie. “I seem to remember someone saying that your name was Bobby and that you worked part-time here at the castle.” 
 
    “Yes.” He sat up straight and looked in my direction. “I help with the serving and cleanup when there are guests.” 
 
    “I was sorry about what happened with Tyson. I guess if you live in the village, you must have known him.” 
 
    His smiled faded. “My whole life.” 
 
    “Were you close?” I asked, even though I knew the answer. 
 
    “We were once, but no, we haven’t been close for a while.” The man paused and looked me in the eye. “In fact, we’ve had quite the feud going on, him and I.” He took in a long slow breath. “But you know, in spite of how angry I’ve been, now that he is gone, it all seems sort of silly.” 
 
    “Silly?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. The reason I was angry was not silly. My sister was killed in an auto accident, and I blamed Ty. I’ve been sitting here thinking about that for the past couple of hours, and I realized if I was honest with myself, there was no denying that I was just as responsible for her death as he was.” 
 
    I decided to sit down on the bench and see if I could get more of the story. “I understand that your sister was in an auto accident, but it doesn’t seem to me that an auto accident was Tyson’s or your fault.” 
 
    He picked up a twig and began to twirl it around in his hands. “Perhaps not directly, but the only reason my sister was in the car when it crashed was because Ty and I argued, which angered her, and she left the party we’d all been attending. In my mind, to this point, the argument was totally Ty’s fault. He’d lied, and I’d called him on it. But the reality was even if I had a good reason for being upset, I didn’t need to confront him at the party that night. I could have waited until the following day when the two of us could have discussed it rationally. If I had, my sister would still be alive.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but it is hard to know how things would have turned out if you had waited.” 
 
    “You’re being kind to let me off the hook, but until Ty died, I’d been totally unwilling to accept any part of the blame for what happened. But there are some events in life that demand that you pause and take stock of the truth. This is one of those events.” He wiped a tear from his eye. “I’m sorry I’ll never be able to make things right with him. At one time, we were as close as brothers in spite of our competitive natures.” 
 
    I placed my hand over his in an offer of comfort. “I think Tyson knows what is in your heart.” 
 
    He looked doubtful. “Tyson knows how angry I was. He knew that I blamed him for my sister’s death. When he died, we were enemies. The man doing the interviews thought I might have killed him. I’m sure others think that as well. And I understand that. Until I took the time to really think things through, I had enough hatred in my heart to have been the one to carry out the deed.” He paused and really looked at me. “I have no idea why I am telling you all of this.” 
 
    I shrugged. “People say I’m easy to talk to. And I do understand regret. I’ve had regret in my life, and I know how hard it can be to move on.” 
 
    He nodded and hung his head. I could see that he really didn’t want to talk about this any longer, so I decided to leave him with his thoughts. I said my goodbyes and continued down the path. By the time I came to the end, I found myself behind the castle, so I decided to go in through the back door. As I passed through the castle, I stopped to say hi to Bonnie. 
 
    “Did you enjoy the Christmas Market?” she asked. 
 
    “I did. I bought some gifts for my family back at home, met another of my Donovan cousins, and visited the old church, which I have to admit was my favorite part. The windows look newer than the rest of the building. Were they added later?” 
 
    “A French artist who came to Ireland for a visit and ended up staying added them in seventeen ninety-two.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful. I was really impressed with everything I saw. The marble altar, the well-maintained wooden pews, the old bible under the glass. How old is the bible?” 
 
    “It’s believed to have been penned in the late sixteen hundreds. The parchment in the case is even older than that.” 
 
    “I was wondering about the parchment. I didn’t recognize the text.” 
 
    “It’s an ancient language that no one living today has been able to decipher.” Bonnie paused.  
 
    “Really?” That surprised me. “Have you had linguists and scholars take a look at it?” 
 
    “Many have tried to read it, but legend tells of a text that can only be read by the one it was meant for.” 
 
    Another legend. It seemed like this particular village was rich with legends. 
 
    “Was Alex with you when you visited the church?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    “She was. We all made the trip except for Nona, who opted to wait at the tea shop.” 
 
    “Did she say anything about the parchment?” 
 
    “No. Not really. She was more interested in the mural on the back wall. Was it painted by someone local?” 
 
    “It was painted by an artist named Finn O’Malley back in the early seventeen hundreds.” 
 
    “It is really exceptional. You’re lucky to have such a breadth and depth of history to draw from. I love my home back in Ashton Falls, but the oldest building in the whole town was built in the nineteen forties. It must be interesting to live in a place that is so rich with history.” 
 
    “I do love my home,” Bonnie said. She smiled as if enjoying a memory, but there was a look in her eye that told me she had something more on her mind. I was about to ask her what it was when Lizbeth came in. I took that as my cue for Charlie and me to leave and to head back up to our suite to prepare for the festivities that evening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was getting worried,” Zak said when I walked into our suite with Charlie. “You were gone a lot longer than you indicated you planned to be.” 
 
    “I ran into Bobby in the garden and stopped to chat. The poor guy is really grieving. If I thought he might be the killer before, I don’t think that now.” 
 
    “Were the rumors we heard relating to his feud with Tyson inaccurate?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I answered. “I just think that Tyson’s death has caused him to reflect on his actions and his decisions, and he has found his choices lacking. He told me that he was sorry he’d never have the chance to make things right with Tyson. He seemed really sincere.” 
 
    “I suppose a death, any death, can be a catalyst for us to take a close look at our own motives and actions.” 
 
    I took my jacket off and tossed it on the sofa. “I realize I don’t know Bobby at all, but after speaking with him, I highly doubt he’s the killer. Given the fact he was questioned and released, I’m going to assume the local investigator believes that as well. Which brings me to the question of who the prime suspects might be at this point.” 
 
    “I thought we were staying out of this,” Zak reminded me. 
 
    “We are, but that doesn’t mean that I’m not curious.” 
 
    Zak pulled me into his arms and gave me a gentle hug. “I know. I’m curious as well, and I’d like to see the killer caught. But right now, we have a Christmas Ball to get ready for.” 
 
    “Did you call down to the kitchen and order dinner?” 
 
    “I did. I’ll go down and get it while you have a bath and do whatever you want to do to get ready for tonight. Catherine is sleeping soundly, so you should have the next hour to yourself.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect. A bubble bath sounds like just the thing to help relax the tension from my mind.” 
 
    By the time Zak returned with the meal Bonnie had prepared for us, I’d taken a bath, and washed and dried my hair. Catherine woke just as I was putting my hair dryer away, and Alex and Nona showed up just as Zak walked through the door with our dinner. I was ready except for putting on my makeup and getting dressed. Alex looked ready except for putting her dress and heels on.  
 
    “I poked my head in the ballroom on my way to the kitchen, and it looks as if Lord Dunphy has had decorators working all day,” Zak commented as he served us each a plate of the sausage and dumplings Bonnie had prepared for us.  
 
    “Is the room filled with poinsettias?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Actually, it is,” Zak answered. “How did you know?” 
 
    “We met up with him while horseback riding this morning, and he mentioned that his mother was after him to add more poinsettias to the mix.” Alex smiled. 
 
    “His mother?” Zak raised a brow. “As in his very dead mother?” 
 
    “That would be the one,” she giggled. 
 
    There was a time I shared their skepticism about the actual existence of the ghosts living in the castle, but that was before I met Catherine, a ghost of an ancestor who, in many ways, profoundly changed my life. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see how the ballroom looks once everyone arrives,” Alex said. “I can just picture couples waltzing around the room just like they did centuries ago. It’s all so romantic.” 
 
    “Do you know how to waltz?” I asked Alex. 
 
    “Of course. I went to a very exclusive private school before I came to live with you. They taught us all sorts of things, including how to build a nuclear reactor, how to waltz, and how to take down someone twice your size using their body weight.” 
 
    I had to admit the curriculum at the school Alex went to before coming to live with us had been well rounded. “Perhaps we should offer ballroom dancing as an elective at Zimmerman Academy,” I suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps we should,” Zak agreed. 
 
    “Zimmerman Academy might not have the breadth of curriculum that the school I used to go to had, but I like the fact that the emphasis is on math, science, and technology,” Alex countered. “I guess I’m glad I know how to dance, and I suppose having access to self-defense moves could come in handy someday, but I feel like I’ve made a lot more progress in my areas of interest since I’ve been at the academy.” She pushed her half-empty plate to the side. “I’m going to go get dressed. I’m really much too excited to eat.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetie,” I said. “Call if you need help.” 
 
    “I’ll go back to the room with her in case she needs help,” Nona offered. “It’s been a lot of years since I’ve had a party like this to get ready for. Part of me is sad that I’m not going, but mostly I’m happy to just stay in the room and watch television with Catherine. I think we’ll both be happier in our pajamas.” 
 
    After Alex and Nona left, I looked at Zak. “Whatever you do, do not embarrass Alex tonight.” 
 
    “Why would I embarrass her?” Zak asked, with a look of complete innocence on his face.  
 
    “I saw the look you were giving Liam. He seems like a nice boy, and they will be fully supervised, so leave the over-protective father act here in the room.” 
 
    Zak winked but didn’t reply.  
 
    “Promise me,” I said. 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed my lips. He didn’t actually say the words, but a kiss basically sealed a deal. Right?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The castle held the Christmas Ball every year on the Saturday before Christmas. Guests staying in the castle were always invited, as were special guests of Lord Dunphy. A limited number of tickets were available for those living in the village. Any villager who wanted to attend was invited to enter a lottery, which allowed for fair and random ticket distribution. 
 
    By the time Zak, Alex, and I made it downstairs, the lower level of the castle was filled with women in formal gowns and men in tuxedos. Lord Dunphy had seen to every detail in terms of décor and the selection of the food and drink that was served. The orchestra was amazing, and as Alex had predicted, tended to play a selection of waltzes and other music appropriate for dancing.  
 
    I wore a gown in a dark shade of green, and Alex wore a gown in a deep and rich red. Zak looked handsome in a tuxedo, and Lord Dunphy actually wore a kilt along with a formal jacket. As soon as we entered the ballroom, I noticed Alex scanning the room. I suspected she was looking for Liam. 
 
    “The ballroom does look lovely,” I said. 
 
    “It’s like something out of a fairytale,” Alex gasped. “I feel like a princess.” 
 
    “You look like a princess,” Zak put his arm around her and gave her a squeeze. 
 
    “And it looks as if your prince has just arrived.” I nodded toward the doorway as Liam walked in, looking very handsome in a white tuxedo. 
 
    Alex smiled as Liam crossed the room.  
 
    Zak leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. He told her she looked beautiful and then whispered something about her not leaving the ballroom. I supposed that was fair enough. I kissed her on the cheek and told her to have fun.  
 
    “Perhaps we should dance,” I suggested as Zak watched Alex and Liam walk toward a group of teens standing off to the side. 
 
    He turned and smiled at me. “Perhaps we should.” 
 
    The next couple of hours really did feel like something out of a fairytale. We danced and drank champagne and eventually, Zak forgot to be worried about Alex, and actually began to have a good time. Unfortunately, in hindsight, a bit more worry and a lot less champagne might have been a better way to go. 
 
    “I’ve really enjoyed this, but my feet are killing me,” I said as the hands on the clock inched toward midnight.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m ready to call it a night as well,” Zak seconded.  
 
    “I guess we should find Alex,” I suggested. “Do you see her?” 
 
    Zak scanned the room, his height giving him an advantage I simply didn’t have. “I don’t see either her or Liam.” 
 
    “You told her not to leave the ballroom, so I’m sure they’re here somewhere. Let’s take a walk around the perimeter of the dance floor.” 
 
    I looped my arm through Zak’s, and we began to circulate. We paused to say hi to a few people along the way, asking those we’d met if they’d seen Alex. No one claimed to have seen her for at least an hour, but I wasn’t worried. With any other teen, I’d be afraid they would have gone off somewhere to drink or fool around, but not Alex. She’d never do anything like that. 
 
    “I don’t see them anywhere,” Zak said after we’d walked the perimeter of the ballroom.  
 
    I had to admit I was starting to get a little worried. “Let’s check the suite. Maybe she grew tired and didn’t want to interrupt us, and she just went up.” 
 
    “You check the suite,” Zak suggested. “I’ll check the kitchen, parlor, and other public rooms on this floor. I’ll meet you in this exact spot in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “And Zoe, bring our phones down if she isn’t in the suite.” 
 
    “Okay.” I turned to head toward the stairs. “I’m sure she’s fine.” 
 
    I clung to that hope for the first thirty minutes, but after we’d checked the suite and all the public rooms on the first floor of the castle with no luck, my concern turned to terror. 
 
    “Where could she be?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Zak said. “I think we might want to widen our search. I’m going to head outside while you go and find Lord Dunphy and let him know what’s going on. He has security here who can help us look. Text me if you find her.” 
 
    I agreed to Zak’s plan in spite of my fear. What I really wanted to do was to stop the orchestra from playing and make a public plea asking everyone in attendance if they’d seen Alex, but I supposed it was a bit premature to do that. We hadn’t looked outside yet. I supposed Alex and Liam might have simply stepped out for some fresh air.  
 
    After another thirty minutes passed with no sign of Alex, Lord Dunphy agreed to do what I’d been wanting to do from the beginning. He stopped the orchestra, grabbed the microphone, and asked everyone still in attendance to help us look. Most of the people in the room knew Liam, and I described Alex as best as I could. 
 
    If Alex had snuck off to neck and she wasn’t in danger, she was going to kill me. If she had snuck off to neck and wasn’t in danger, she’d pretty much deserve any embarrassment that might come her way. 
 
    By the time two hours had passed with no sign of Alex, I’d merged into full-on panic mode. She hadn’t had her phone or even a jacket since we’d just come down from upstairs and hadn’t planned to venture outside. Other than the blocked-off portion, the entire castle had been searched, as had the grounds in the immediate area of the building. Liam’s uncle and parents were called, but no one admitted to knowing where he might be.  
 
    “I’m going to change out of my dress and search the blocked off part of the castle,” I said to Zak. “I don’t see why Alex would be there, but I need to look.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you. Lord Dunphy has called the police. They are going to look around the village. I don’t think she would have left the castle under her own power for any reason, but it makes sense to take a look around.” 
 
    “What do you mean under her own power?” I screeched. 
 
    Zak hugged me. “I don’t mean anything. Let’s go and change. We’ll grab flashlights, and a few other supplies such as tape to mark our passage. It won’t do anyone any good if we get lost in the maze of hallways.” 
 
    “Maybe we should ask Lord Dunphy to come with us,” I suggested. “I have to believe he knows his way around.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Zak replied. “You head up and check on Nona and Catherine. Put on sturdy shoes and warm clothes. I’ll go and find Lord Dunphy and then meet you in the suite.” 
 
    The next few hours were like something out of a horror movie. The castle was searched again while Lord Dunphy, Zak, and I  searched the dungeons and boarded up part of the castle.  
 
    “The labyrinth of hallways and passages in this part of the castle are extensive, but I feel like we’ve covered everything,” Lord Dunphy said.  
 
    While I felt like we’d looked everywhere there was to look, I wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Why don’t you go ahead and check with the local police. Zak and I are going to head out through the dungeons and then walk back along the beach just in case we missed something.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll show up,” Lord Dunphy said encouragingly. 
 
    I hoped he was right, but this wasn’t at all like Alex. If she was missing, she was in trouble. That was the only conclusion I could come to. 
 
    “Are you sure we shouldn’t just go back with Lord Dunphy?” Zak asked after he walked away. 
 
    “I’m not sure of anything, but I just have this gut feeling that we missed something. Possibly something important.” 
 
    “Okay,” Zak said. “I’ll follow your lead.” 
 
    “I want to go back to the dead-end hallway where I found Tyson’s body. I don’t know if his death, and Alex’s disappearance are connected, but my spidey sense tells me they must be.” 
 
    Zak looked around. “I have no idea how to get back there.” 
 
    “Follow me,” I said and then began walking. I’d only been down in the maze of hallways a few times, but I felt like I had a map of the area burned into my mind. Maybe I just had a good memory, or maybe Catherine was helping me. I could still hear the singing off in the distance, but since I was the only one who could hear it, I decided not to mention it. If I had to guess, the singing was coming from Catherine, who, even from the grave, showed up to provide a beacon in the darkness. 
 
    “It’s just up here,” I said as the singing grew louder. 
 
    I turned the corner, and suddenly, we were in the hallway where I’d found Tyson’s body. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Zak asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. At this point, just look for anything.” 
 
    The floors, as well as the walls, were made of stone. The hallway came to a dead end, which looked as if it might have continued at one point in the castle’s history, but was blocked now by a cave in. I used my flashlight to search the floor and, as before, found nothing, but then from out of the darkness, Lady Catherine appeared. 
 
    “Do you see that?” I asked Zak. 
 
    He looked up. “See what?” 
 
    “Never mind.” Since he was looking right at the ghostly figure in front of me, I figure he couldn’t see her and didn’t want to stop to fill him in. I walked over to where she was standing and looked down. A phone was between two rocks that had fallen into the walkway. I bent over and picked it up. Lady Catherine disappeared. 
 
    “What did you find?” Zak asked. 
 
    “A phone. There’s a text on the lock screen. It’s from Buford letting the owner of the phone know that things will go badly for him if he mentions the text or the prophecy.” 
 
    “Prophecy?” Zak asked. 
 
    “I assume that he is referring to the prophecy Bonnie told me about, but I have no idea what text he’s talking about. The phone is locked, and I can only see what is on the lock screen, but since I found Tyson’s body in this exact location, I am going to assume this is his phone.” 
 
    “Let’s head back,” Zak said. 
 
    The police had shown up by the time we were back at the castle. They asked us a bunch of questions, which we answered. They also asked for a photo of Alex, which we supplied. They promised to do a thorough search of the village as well as the forest in the area. Just the idea that they were going to search the forest caused me to break into a cold sweat. Where could she be? What could have happened to her? One minute she was dancing with Liam, looking happier than I’d ever seen her, and the next minute she was simply gone. 
 
    To be honest, once the castle and grounds had been searched, I wasn’t sure what to do, but I knew I had to do something. The only thing that came to mind was to track down the other teens who had been in attendance and grill them until someone admitted to knowing where Alex and Liam had gone. Of course, I didn’t know the names or whereabouts of any of the teens, so after a bit of discussion with Zak as to how to proceed, we decided to start by interviewing the Donovans we’d met who lived in the village. Someone must have seen something.  
 
    By the time the fifth hour had arrived since noticing that Alex was missing, I’d pretty much decided that either no one had seen anything or someone, or maybe even everyone, was lying. 
 
    “You know what’s odd,” I said to Zak. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Liam is missing too, so where are his parents? I know they were questioned about the whereabouts of their son, and they claimed not to have seen him or to have any information, but why aren’t they here? Why aren’t they as panicked as we are?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe Liam takes off all the time. Maybe they simply assume that Liam is off with Alex having a good time.” Zak’s lips tightened as he said the words. 
 
    I supposed Zak had a point. A seventeen-year-old boy staying out all night without sharing his whereabouts with his parents was probably not an unheard-of event. If not for the fact that Alex was Alex, I might not have been as freaked out as I was either. 
 
    “And none of the other teens who were here have any idea where Liam might go?” I asked. 
 
    “Not according to the officer I spoke to,” Zak said. “Although, to be honest, I didn’t have the impression that the men who responded to Lord Dunphy’s call even think that something bad might have happened to Alex. Sure, they are going through the motions. They appear to be looking for her. But I haven’t picked up on any sort of panic. If Alex was five-years-old, things might be different, but I honestly think that most of the individuals involved believe the two teens just got wrapped up in the romance of the evening and took off for some alone time.” 
 
    I knew Zak was right. The only reason there was even a search was probably because Lord Dunphy was involved.  
 
    By the time Alex had been missing seven hours, I had to ask myself why anyone would want to kidnap her because, by this point, I was pretty sure that was what had happened. Yes, Liam was also missing, and I had no idea why anyone would target him, but Alex was our daughter, even if “daughter” was an honorary title, and Zak did have an awful lot of money. We hadn’t been flaunting that fact since we’d been here, but it wouldn’t be hard for anyone who cared to look, to find out just how rich Zak actually was. 
 
    Of course, the problem with that theory was that no ransom had been demanded. It had been hours, so if money was the motive, wouldn’t we have received a demand by now? 
 
    “Cain introduced Alex to Liam,” I said after a period of complete silence on my part where I tried to exorcise the panic attack I felt coming on. “He said he was making the introductions because Alex and Liam were close to the same age, but what if he had an ulterior motive?” 
 
    “Like what?” Zak asked. 
 
    “Like what if he used Liam as a means of getting his hands on Alex?” 
 
    Zak paused. “Okay, why would Cain want to kidnap Alex?” 
 
    “My first thought was to demand a ransom, but that doesn’t feel right to me. The timing of him introducing Liam to Alex makes me think he hadn’t come up with the idea of kidnapping her until after he’d met us and we made the trip together down the mountain, but we never brought up the fact that Zak Zimmerman, the billionaire, was in his van.” 
 
    “That’s true, but maybe he heard the name and put two and two together,” Zak said. 
 
    “Maybe. But what if something that was discussed is the reason he decided to bring Liam into things?” 
 
    Zak bobbed his head slightly. “Okay. What did we talk about?” 
 
    “He seemed to know that I had been the one to find the jewels that saved Dunphy Castle. He even referred to me as the chosen one, a title, by the way, I am not a fan of. Bonnie said the same thing, but I don’t remember that coming up when we were here before. We left shortly after the gems were found, and the castle had been cut off by the flood, so maybe the villagers didn’t learn about what had happened until after we left.” 
 
    Zak took a minute before he spoke. “Okay. I guess that makes sense. Cain did seem to bring up the whole chosen one thing from out of the blue.” 
 
    “And when I spoke to Bonnie and Maeve, they both mentioned it as well, so it stands to reason that the story of what happened when we were here four years ago might have made the rounds. Plus, the text on Tyson’s phone said something about the prophecy. Maybe all this is somehow tied together as I suspected it might be.” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s say that there really is a centuries-old legend about the missing gems and the descendant who would one day find them, thereby saving the day, and let’s say that the villagers found out about the gems after we left the last time, which is why we hadn’t heard of the legend before,” Zak said. “Why on earth would this centuries-old legend lead to Alex being kidnapped now? You being the chosen one has nothing to do with her.” 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t know.” I glanced at the clock. “Bonnie will be in the kitchen preparing breakfast by now. I’m going to talk to her and see if I can find out what she might know that she hasn’t told me.” 
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    “There is more to the legend than was mentioned when we spoke before,” Bonnie told me after I’d tracked her down and asked. 
 
    “Okay. I’m listening.” 
 
    “The legend not only talks about the future descendant Lady Catherine chose to reveal the location of the gems she’d hidden, but it also talks about the role the firstborn of the chosen one is to play.” 
 
    “Role? What role?” 
 
    “The legend says that the firstborn child of the chosen one will be a daughter with special abilities. The special abilities are not well defined, but it is widely assumed that the daughter of the chosen one, who most feel will be the reincarnation of Lady Catherine herself, will be able to read an ancient document that was found centuries ago, but no one has been able to read.” 
 
    “The parchment in the church.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Even if I did believe in reincarnation, which I don’t, what does this have to do with Alex?” 
 
    “She’s your firstborn. A daughter. Some people believe she has been sent to receive the message left for us centuries ago.” 
 
    “Wait. What? Alex is not my firstborn daughter. She isn’t even my daughter. At least not a blood daughter. She lives with Zak and me and has since she was ten, so we refer to her as a daughter, but she isn’t related to us by blood.” 
 
    Bonnie frowned. “So, the baby is the one who will share the message.” 
 
    “You leave my baby out of this!”  
 
    “I mean her no harm.” 
 
    “Like you mean Alex no harm? Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “No,” Bonnie admitted. “But I do suspect the misunderstanding is the reason she was taken. I’m sure she’s safe. Those who seek to know and understand the message left for us all those years ago wouldn’t harm her. They probably only want her to read that which they believe she is destined to read.” 
 
    I took out my phone and called Zak, who’d been waylaid by the police when we were on our way to speak to Bonnie. “I think I might know what’s going on. Meet me in the suite. Alone.” 
 
    My first instinct was to make sure that my baby was safe. Now that Bonnie knew that the daughter they were after was Catherine and not Alex, I wasn’t confident that she was safe from those who wanted her for the long-ago prediction that was most likely a bunch of gibberish. Catherine could very well be a genius like her daddy, and I supposed she might one day learn an ancient dialect that would allow her to do exactly what everyone hoped she would, but that was a discussion for another day. Today, I just wanted to find Alex and get my entire family home, where I knew they would be safe. 
 
    Once Zak arrived, I filled him in. “I really don’t know who to trust,” I flailed my arms into the air. “The folks around these parts seem to take their legends and prophecies seriously. I’m not sure even the police, who are supposedly looking for Alex, aren’t in on the whole thing.” 
 
    “This makes no sense. If they thought Alex could read this ancient message, why didn’t they just ask us if she could try?” Zak demanded. 
 
    “Maybe they thought we would say no. Or maybe they don’t want us to know what the message says and were afraid we’d demand to be with her when she fulfilled her destiny.” I plopped myself down on a nearby chair. “I really don’t know. What I do know is that we need to find Alex and get the heck out of here.” 
 
    Zak blew out a breath. “Okay. Maybe we should talk to Lord Dunphy. I don’t think he’s in on this, but even if he is, once he knows that Alex isn’t our biological daughter, I would think he would allow us to take her home.” He looked toward the bedroom. “I don’t want Catherine to be left alone, not even for a minute, and I don’t trust those who seek our daughter not to hurt Nona if she should get in the way.” 
 
    “You stay with her,” I said. “I’ll go and find Alex. I’ll talk to Lord Dunphy, and if he can’t or won’t help, I’ll start tearing this place apart.” 
 
    “Maybe I should go,” Zak said. 
 
    “Catherine is the most important thing in the world to me. If someone comes for her, you have a much better chance of protecting her. I’ll go, you stay.” 
 
    The next hour was one of the longest of my life, but I eventually tracked Cain down at the church. When I entered, I didn’t see either Alex or Liam, but after I explained the mix-up, he finally showed me to a secret room where Alex was sitting with Liam. Alex was perfectly fine, she didn’t even appear to be scared. I supposed they had treated her with kid gloves as Bonnie predicted they would. 
 
    She ran across the room and hugged me. “I’m so glad you’re here. Liam’s uncle brought us here. I told him I needed to go back, but he insisted I stay. I didn’t have my phone and didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am now.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to the castle, and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    Once we returned to the castle, and let Lord Dunphy know what had occurred, Alex went into her room to change into a pair of sweats. When she returned, I asked her for the tenth time if she was okay. 
 
    “I’m fine. I promise. Other than being worried that Zak was going to kill me for leaving the castle, the whole thing was actually sort of interesting.” 
 
    Zak pulled her into a hug. “You never have to be afraid of me. I love you. I might worry about you more than I ought to, but I would never kill you, even figuratively.” 
 
    “I know.” She smiled. “And I am sorry. I’m afraid Liam lied to me about more than one thing.” 
 
    “Tell me exactly what happened,” I asked after Alex settled onto the sofa.  
 
    “Liam and I were dancing and having a wonderful time when he got a text. He said that his family needed him in the village, and he wanted me to come with him. He promised we’d only be gone for an hour. I told him I wasn’t supposed to leave the castle, but he seemed really agitated and worried, so after he pulled Lizbeth aside and told her to let you know what was going on, I agreed to go with him. When we arrived at the village, he took me to the church. He told me that he’d lied to me and that the reason he really wanted me to come with him was to read the parchment. I told him that I couldn’t read it and that I wanted to go back to the castle, so he said he’d have his uncle take us back. The uncle, however, was a lot more insistent than Liam and said that he would only take me back after I read the parchment. I told him I couldn’t read it, but he told me it was my destiny to do so and I had to try. And I did. Repeatedly. Like I said back at the church, I didn’t have my phone, so I couldn’t call you, and Cain wasn’t going to just let me leave. I knew my best bet of getting back to you was to read the parchment, but it looked like gibberish to me. I told Cain again and again that I couldn’t read it, but he kept assuring me that I was the one had been sent to read it, so I tried again and again.” 
 
    “Did he ever tell you why he thought you could read it?” Zak asked. 
 
    “No. He never explained why I was destined to read it. If he had explained that it was Zoe’s daughter who was prophesized to read it, I could have ended things a lot sooner.” 
 
    “You were missing for so long,” I said. “You seemed calm when I found you, but you must have been terrified.” 
 
    “Actually, I wasn’t. They were nice to me, except for the whole not letting me leave thing, and I was trying so hard to figure out the text that it didn’t seem like all that much time passed. It certainly didn’t feel like eight hours. I’m so sorry. I’m sure you really must have been frantic.” 
 
    Frantic was putting it mildly, but I decided not to make Alex feel worse than she already did. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Zak said.  
 
    “I’m sorry you were worried, but it wasn’t all for naught. I know who killed Tyson,” Alex said. 
 
    “You do?” I asked. “Who?” 
 
    “It was Cain.” 
 
    “So, the man that held you against your will for eight hours actually is a killer.” I found myself spinning out of control once again. 
 
    “He is, but I really don’t think he planned to kill me,” Alex assured me. 
 
    “What about after you read the parchment if you had been able to?” I asked. “If you had been able to read it, he would no longer need you, and I can see how he might feel that you knew too much.” 
 
    Alex paled. 
 
    Zak scowled at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t know why I did. I’m really not trying to scare you. Why do you think Cain killed Tyson?” I asked. 
 
    Alex still looked pale, but she answered. “I guess Buford was in on the idea to kidnap me in the hope I was the one to read the ancient text, and he tried to enlist Tyson to aide with the kidnapping.” 
 
    “That must have been the conversation I overheard at dinner that first night. At first, I thought they were talking about a tax, and then I decided what I heard was text,  not tax. But I thought it was the sort of text one might read on their phone and not something written in an ancient code. I take it Tyson wasn’t on board with helping Cain with his plan.” 
 
    “He was not,” Alex confirmed. “Buford told Cain that Tyson was not on board, so Cain decided that he needed to be eliminated. He convinced Lizbeth to lure him into the old section of the castle, where Cain ambushed him.” 
 
    “Lizbeth was in on Tyson’s death?” Okay, that surprised me. 
 
    “Lizbeth and Cain share similar religious beliefs, which seem to revolve around this text. I really don’t understand the whole thing, but they seem to believe that the text that’s written on the parchment, once deciphered, will lead to the secret of eternal life.” 
 
    “So, Lizbeth lured Tyson into the old part of the castle, where Cain shoved a knife through his back, and then Lizbeth and Cain left the underground passages via the beach access when they heard me calling for Charlie.” 
 
    “That seems to be the gist of it.” 
 
    I hugged Alex. “I’m sorry I scared you. I love you, and my mind has been imagining every possible scenario. Let’s fill Lord Dunphy in on what we know, and then let’s go home. Suddenly sleepy Ashton Falls sounds just about perfect.” 
 
    “What about the wedding?” Alex asked. 
 
    “I’m sure Adam will understand if we skip it. Now that there are people in the village who know that Catherine is the daughter who has been prophesized to read the parchment, I’d just as soon be halfway around the world from here.” 
 
    “I agree.” Alex hugged me again. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Tuesday, December 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m so happy you decided to come home early, but wasn’t your mom upset?” I asked my best friend, Ellie, as we wandered up and down the tiny downtown section of Ashton Falls, picking up last-minute gifts for our families. 
 
    “Actually, she wasn’t mad at all. I think she was ready for some peace and quiet after eight days with all of us in her tiny house. She has plans with my aunt for tonight and tomorrow, so I’m sure she’ll be fine, and I think both Levi and I are very happy to be home.” 
 
    “Well, you have to bring the kids and come for dinner. I know it’s Christmas Eve, but we’re also celebrating Catherine’s second birthday since we were flying home on her actual birthday. My parents will be there, along with Harper, and I invited Pappy and Hazel as well.” 
 
    “We will definitely be there.” We entered a toy store. “I’ll need a gift. Do you think Catherine would like this doll?” 
 
    “She’s more of a stuffed animal person. Maybe this little dog or this lamb is pretty cute. She met a horse at the castle she was fascinated with, so if we can find a horse, I’m sure she’ll love that.” 
 
    Ellie began to sort through the pile of plush animals. 
 
    “You guys should come for dinner tomorrow as well. Zak is making a huge feast, and it just wouldn’t be Christmas without you.” 
 
    “I was actually hoping you’d ask since we’d originally planned to be with my mom for Christmas, I don’t have any ingredients to make Christmas dinner.” 
 
    “Come for brunch in the morning as well. I am so happy to be here in my home with my family and friends. I feel like I want to wrap myself up in everyone I love.” 
 
    “I guess it must have been terrifying when you realized Alex was missing.” 
 
    “It was. I know she’s fine and it didn’t seem as if she was ever in any real danger, but it really bothers me that there are people in the village who know about Catherine and the fact that she is the one who has been foreseen to read the parchment. Sure, she’s only two now and can’t read, but the people in that village seem like the sort who will remember and wait.” 
 
    “So, just don’t go back to Ireland again. At least not with Catherine.” 
 
    “I won’t. But I do think I might sign her up for self-defense classes when she gets a little older. Maybe karate. Do you think two is too young to start?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s a little on the young side, but I know that parents start their kids early with that sort of thing.” Ellie reached into the pile and pulled out a stuffed toy. “I found a horse. A black one. I would have preferred white.” 
 
    “The horse Catherine met was black. I think she’ll love it.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll have it wrapped. Do we have time to stop at the market so I can pick up some items I’ll need to bring the dessert I’m going to insist on bringing for tomorrow’s dinner?” 
 
    “We do. I need to pick up the cake I ordered for tonight as well.” 
 
    We continued on foot down the brightly decorated street. Ellie wanted to stop at the children’s clothing store to look for a dress for Alya. They had so many wonderful Christmas dresses to choose from. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll get this one for Catherine.” I held it up. “It looks like a mini-version of the dress Alex wore to the Christmas Ball.” 
 
    “Ah, that is adorable,” Ellie said. “You definitely should get it. I’m going to get this black and pink one with the reindeer for Alya.” She moved down the aisle. “I love this sweater with the Christmas train for Eli.” 
 
    I held up a pair of overalls that looked like the sort train conductors wore in the past. “These are super cute as well. Zak and I saw a pair similar to this when we were shopping before our trip. I could see in his eyes that while he loves and adores Catherine, there’s a part of him that’s hoping for a boy the next time around.” 
 
    “Speaking of the next time around,” Ellie grinned. “You said you wanted to wait until Catherine was two. Well, Catherine is two. Should we be expecting a baby for Christmas next year?” 
 
    I smiled slowly. “I’d say there is a very good chance that there will be a new Zimmerman joining the family in the new year.” 
 
   
  
 



Apple Pie Biscuits 
 
    Preheat oven to 375 degrees. 
 
      
 
    Spray a 6 x 9 baking dish on all sides with nonstick spray. 
 
    Open 1 can large buttermilk biscuits (I use Pillsbury Grands!). 
 
    Melt 1 stick (½ cup) butter (I melt it in a bowl in the microwave). 
 
      
 
    Combine in a bowl: 
 
    ½ cup white sugar 
 
    ½ cup brown sugar 
 
    1 tsp. nutmeg 
 
    1 tbs. cinnamon 
 
      
 
    Prepare biscuits: 
 
    Dip each biscuit into butter, coating on both sides, then dip each biscuit into sugar mixture, coating on both sides. Place into baking dish. 
 
      
 
    The topping: 
 
    Top with one can of apple pie filling. 
 
      
 
    Combine remaining butter with remaining sugar mixture. Add ½ cup oatmeal and 1 cup chopped pecans. Pour over top of biscuits. 
 
      
 
    Bake at 375 degrees for 35 minutes.  
 
      
 
    Drizzle over top when baked: 
 
      
 
    Combine: 
 
    1 cup powdered sugar 
 
    ¼ cup heavy cream 
 
      
 
    Serve hot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Pilgrim Pie 
 
      
 
    1 premade pie shell 
 
    2 eggs 
 
    1 cup brown sugar 
 
    1 cup dark corn syrup 
 
    1 tsp. vanilla 
 
    2 tbs. butter, melted 
 
    ⅛ tsp. salt 
 
    ½ cup grated coconut 
 
    ½ cup rolled oats 
 
    ½  cup pecans 
 
      
 
    Beat eggs. Blend in sugar, corn syrup, vanilla, butter, and salt. Stir in coconut, oats and pecans.  
 
      
 
    Pour into pie shell.  
 
      
 
    Bake at 400 degrees for 15 minutes. Reduce oven to 350 degrees and bake for 30 minutes.  
 
      
 
    Check with knife to see if pie is set. If not, set bake until set. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mini Cherry Cheesecakes 
 
      
 
    Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Line cupcake pan with 12 liners. 
 
      
 
    Crust: 
 
    1½ cups graham cracker crumbs (or crushed cookie crumbs) 
 
    6 tbs. butter or margarine, melted 
 
    6 tbs. sugar 
 
      
 
    Mix together and fill bottom of 12 cupcakes. 
 
      
 
    Filling: 
 
    2 (8 oz.) pkg. cream cheese, softened 
 
    ¾ cup white granulated sugar 
 
    2 eggs 
 
    2 tbs. vanilla 
 
      
 
    Mix together until smooth and free of lumps. Divide between 12 cupcakes. Bake at 350 for 15 minutes or until set. 
 
      
 
    Let mini cheesecakes cool completely, then top with cherry pie (or other fruit) filling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    USA Today best-selling author Kathi Daley lives in beautiful Lake Tahoe with her husband Ken. When she isn’t writing, she likes spending time hiking the miles of desolate trails surrounding her home. She has authored more than a hundred books in twelve series. Find out more about her books at www.kathidaley.com  
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Stay up-to-date: 
 
    Newsletter, The Daley Weekly http://eepurl.com/NRPDf  
 
    Webpage – www.kathidaley.com  
 
    Facebook at Kathi Daley Books – www.facebook.com/kathidaleybooks  
 
    Kathi Daley Books Group Page – https://www.facebook.com/groups/569578823146850/ 
 
    E-mail – kathidaley@kathidaley.com  
 
    Twitter at Kathi Daley@kathidaley – https://twitter.com/kathidaley 
 
    Amazon Author Page –https://www.amazon.com/author/kathidaley  
 
    BookBub – https://www.bookbub.com/authors/kathi-daley  
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