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MURDER IN THE STACKS




By Verena DeLuca





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 5TH







My emotions were long numb to the sound of crying in the office. The muffled sniffles, followed by a resurgence of choked sobs, flowed through the building from Sherry’s desk where she went through the potential case with a distraught client.

When I first opened Firedrake Investigations in Fort Worth, Texas, the sound put me on edge. Not being an emotional person myself, I had no idea how to deal with someone unable to contain their pain as they told us their reason for needing to hire me.

Finding Sherry after three failed attempts at building a middle person between a wife grieving a broken marriage and me, she changed my agency. From making each client feel heard, to getting them to unleash on her before they saw me, it all made me a stronger private investigator.

I stacked the papers spread across my desk into a neat pile before slipping them into a clasp manila envelope to be filed in the long-term storage cabinet. A ping came through my computer as I set the envelope on the desk behind me.

When one case closed, another opened.

I turned my chair back around to my laptop to see what Sherry sent. Being able to chat about a potential client, before meeting the person, made both our jobs easier. At first glance, her message appeared to be a juicy case. I let out a full hands-over-my-head stretch in my chair before replying.




Sherry: New client. She and her husband work a few spaces down from us. He has the entire business in his name, even though she helped build it from the ground up. She is desperate to enact the infidelity clause in their prenup, but she is also short on money because he only gives her an allowance.




Blair: Offer her the fragile masculinity discount.

Sherry: Will do. He had the prenup, thinking she’d be the one to cheat.

Blair: Projecting much? Once a cheater, always a cheater.




I smiled at the vision of Sherry explaining to the woman how we were about to swoop in and save her from her cheating husband. I could just see her putting her manicured hand on the client, comforting her sorrows by telling her not to worry about the money. We could offer her a fifty percent discount and collect only if she gets the proof she needs for her lawyer.

There was nothing quite like a man bent on being the master of the finances and controlling to the extent that his partner felt helpless. My favorite kind of cases were the ones with someone on a false power trip in need of a reality check.

After taking another drink from my empty coffee cup, I tiptoed out of my office while I waited for Sherry to reply. Thankfully, the client could not see the break room from where she sat at the front. Another win for the office space we had been in for less than a year so far. I was glad to eat my words, not needing to move from our old space.

Sherry found the place in the strip mall on a whim when driving to meet a date for coffee, and it took her a full two weeks to convince me to check it out. Past the front door of the agency, a white desk, front-and-center, greeted clients where they could sign in for appointments, pick up documents, and pay invoices. The windows that ran along the front of the agency and down the right-hand side were filled with various plants. Behind the desk, an orange wall spanned the room with my logo in the center—a fire-breathing dragon atop the stacked words, Firedrake Investigations.

A door’s width of space from the end of the wall to the right-side windows allowed us to walk into the back of the agency. Behind the wall were three spaces: the break room, an open area facing the windows with a bathroom at the back; followed by a small kitchenette and two bistro tables with chairs; finally, my office and a small conference room. 

My dream layout brought to life—functional yet stylish.

The layout of my office fit my needs to a tee. A dark wood desk with a Credenza sat in the middle of the back wall, flanked by matching filing cabinets on either side. When I wanted to get lost in my work, I could face the wall and have everything I needed at my fingertips. But for meeting with clients, or doing light computer work, I preferred to use a sleek desk with simple wooden legs that faced the doorway.




Before I reached my chair, another ping came through the computer. I hurriedly put the creamer away to get back to the case at hand. Sherry rarely told me about the client’s finances unless she had good reason to, so my interest in the case intensified with each ping.




Sherry: Made her day.

Sherry: Going to go through the facts once more, then I’ll send her back to you.

Sherry: Lynda McMurry. Husband Derrek. In The Stacks Publishing.

Blair: You’re the best.




I pulled the laptop in front of me and dove into investigating what I could about them and their business before Sherry sent her back to me. The fewer questions I had to ask about generic information, the better. For me, meeting with the client was just for reassurance. Sherry did the heavy lifting when it came to the facts of the target.

The business had a professional website and appeared to be some sort of small-press publisher. I knew practically nothing about the publishing industry, but I did not find a connection to a larger brand, and they only had a few authors under their belt. Themselves and two men plus one woman.

I jotted down the woman’s name on a yellow legal pad as a possible mistress. If their assistant on their About page had not been more grandmother material than mistress, I would have listed her too, but instead, she went under my possible resources list. Hopefully, she was the anti-infidelity type.

Derrek had the whole “silver fox” look going for him with streaks of grey sprinkled throughout his dark brown styled hair and days-old stubble framing his face. Everything about his pose and facial expression screamed “compensating for questionable morals.”

In all the years I had been investigating cheaters, one of my favorite games I played with myself was to create a personality profile for each perp and see how close I nailed their character. From what I learned of Derrek, I ventured he had zero trust in anyone around him because he wasn’t trustworthy himself. Plus, he likely used the adoration of the surrounding females to give him a false ego that helped him continue the lie he built in his mind.

He had published about ten or so books over the past decade, while Lynda looked to be the more prolific writer with over thirty titles under her belt. I had no idea whether that meant they were of a six-figure income or not, but since I had no way of comparing that level of work to anything else, I just assumed the best-case scenario—they were a big deal. Especially with being able to factor in what it cost me to have a spot in the elite strip mall we shared.

The other authors signed with their house were all new to them, having only published within the last year or two, so they each had either a pre-order listed or a single title to their name. Before moving on, I bought the title listed under Theodora Perry—Dragon Academy. If I ended up needing to speak with her, knowing her book would at least give me a way to start up a conversation.

After learning all I could from their business, I dove into the personal side of things. Neither of them had truly personal social media accounts, from what I could tell. Just author pages and company stuff, but from Lynda’s posts, I guessed they had three kids under ten and two cats. With nothing left to gather about the couple online, I leaned back in my chair and waited for the next ping from Sherry.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 5TH







As soon as Lynda left my office, the real work began. I followed her to the front door, so I could scope out their spot in the strip mall. It could not have been more perfectly placed. Our front windows had the perfect view of hers, as In The Stacks Publishing was set diagonally from us. Turning our camera in that corner toward their door would give us plenty of visual evidence to go through.

“This is going to be an easy case,” Sherry said from her desk behind me.

I stepped down the short ladder and turned to reply, “Don’t be so sure about that. Counting your chickens before they hatch usually never works out.”

Even though she let out a full-body laugh at my statement, her hair did not move an inch. The bright red forties-nod-to-pinups’ hairdo framed her face perfectly. I loved the vintage style she flaunted. Her pear-shaped figure fit perfectly with the circle skirts she favored.

“All I’m saying,” she pointed her pink pen at me as she spoke, “is that I’ll be surprised if it ain’t Sylvia.”

“Did Lynda mention Sylvia’s sixty?” I sank into one of the waiting chairs after putting the stool up in a hidden closet behind Sherry’s desk. “There’s no way that guy is sleeping with someone fifteen years his senior.”

I picked a bit of dust off my navy pin-striped slacks as she threw her hands in the air. Overdramatic and silly, as usual. It was a rarity that she guessed correctly when she made her case-starting, assumption-based wager. But I loved to tease her about it every chance I got.

“Lynda did not mention that,” she said. “No wonder she raised her eyebrow when I asked her if we needed to flag Sylvia as a potential mistress. Still though. He could have mommy issues?”

“One out of a million times, you’ve gotta be right on the money, right?” I smirked.




* * *




A week into tailing Derrek proved that the case would be no walk in the park. He led a very predictable life, and if he was having an affair, it was behind closed doors with someone we had yet to catch on camera.

The man covered his tracks well. Each day, Lynda left the office at around 2:45 p.m. with Sylvia following behind her at around 5:00 p.m. Derrek locked up by 7:00 p.m. at the latest but did not always go home. I followed him to a nearby coffee shop almost every night to wait as he hammered away on his laptop.

The only nefarious thing I caught him doing was flirting with every attractive, age-appropriate female in sight. He used his money-making smile to get him free cookies, discount orders, and small talk. Each day I followed him, I discovered more women in his daily routine that he knew on a first-name basis.

With how he carried on, they would have all been surprised to know that he was a married man. Not once did I catch him out with his wife and kids, nor did I witness him touch anyone inappropriately. I headed into Friday disappointed and rethinking my approach to the case.

Fragile masculinity discount cases always ended with a payday. 

Have I misjudged this one?

Sherry pinged me around 11:00 p.m. that Derrek was on the move again. I rushed out of the office, only to follow him down the road for a coffee run. As I debated leaving the parking lot early, I got the break I needed with a familiar face sitting down with him on the outside patio.

Theodora hugged him before they sat and continued to touch his hand throughout their conversation. It was no obvious PDA, but I snapped photos just the same. The girl could have been his daughter, but who was I to judge? Derrek clearly had zero issues with her affectionate demeanor.

As I watched them from the comfort of my car, my phone rang, startling me enough to drop my camera. The screen filled with my mom’s smiling face as our video chat connected.

“Hey, bear.” She beamed from her living room. “How’s your day going?”

“I’m on a case.” I smiled back the best I could while still monitoring Derrek. “I’m going to set you down.”

I put my phone in the cup holder and picked my camera back up to take a few more shots as Theodora leaned into Derrek, laughing at something he said. She touched his shoulder before settling back into her seat. Still no kissing, but the level of petting was getting out of control.

“How are y’all?” I asked, looking back at my waiting mom. She often found me on location and was completely fine with me spacing out on her for a minute to get a job done.

“We’re doing good. I was chatting with Vera earlier, and she brought up Thanksgiving plans. Got me to wondering if you were going to come down this year.”

Vera lived across the way from my parents in Granite Shoals. Five hours was just about as far as I could move away from them and still live in a city. The small-town life they loved did not sit well with me, and I got out of there just as fast as the ink dried on my high school diploma.

“I don’t know yet,” I said the lie as easily as hello, and my mom knew it.

While it was only September, we both already knew that I would find any reason I could to be busy come Thanksgiving week. Heading to their house to be around my siblings and their budding families drove me crazy. I just wanted to enjoy the long weekend in the comfort of my tiny apartment.

“Well,” she paused, and I looked away from my target to see what she was doing, “you know you’re always welcome.”

“I know, mom.” Derrek saved me a weird conversation by standing up at that exact moment to tell Theodora goodbye. “Gotta go.”

I hung up the phone and let my camera do the talking as it clicked through snaps of them embracing and smiling at each other in a way only close friends and family did. The goodbye moved her to the top of my list.

But I had to do some deeper investigating first. If she was the mistress, the minute I spoke to her, Derrek would be on to me, and that would blow up my entire case. As I followed him back to the strip mall, I made a plan to talk to the baristas the next time he made a coffee run.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 16TH







We discovered from Lynda that Derrek had a standing meeting with Theodora every Friday at eleven in the morning. So, I found myself back at the coffee shop the following week to try to get information out of the baristas and maybe Theodora—if I felt I had enough on which to break her.

The small building bustled with people getting their mid-morning pick-me-ups. I timed myself to walk in right after Derrek to make sure I could be next in line. Thankfully, Theodora was nowhere to be seen yet. There were many ways I could broach the conversation with the baristas, but they were all moot when he walked away from the counter.

His eyes trailed my body as he turned around, leaving me with a wink and that famous smirk as I stepped up to the counter. The average man looked right through me, due to the fact that I was far from a size two. Derrek’s double take told me he either knew a thing or two about high-end fashion or was into big girls. 

I did not get the impression his wife cared for name brands. Is he buying his mistresses designer goods? 

Of course, everyone would know my bag was Givenchy—it said it across the front. But not everyone would catch my Balenciaga Essex leather pumps and off-the-shoulder Alexander McQueen knitted top in a matching acid green. They would see the denim as likely Levi’s, not more-than-their-paycheck Prada. 

But that was the point. I worked with the elite and loved fashion. Why not treat myself while advertising to those in the know that I was on their level? Being in my mid-thirties without children had its advantages. I ran my hand down my outfit, and the girls behind the counter gushed as soon as he was out of earshot.

“He was totally checking you out,” Olivia squealed. “I’m jealous!”

“Me too!” Emma whispered before adding, “What can we get you?”

I glanced over at Derrek and blushed when we locked eyes. This simple move sent the girls into overdrive, gossiping about him as I placed my order.

“Do you know who he is?” Olivia asked as she started on my drink.

“No?” I moved to the left, so Emma could take the next order, not that it mattered. She was still enamored by our conversation. 

“Derrek McMurry,” Emma squeaked before Olivia could get it out. She pushed some buttons on her screen and watched the next customer insert his card as Olivia explained to my clueless face why I should be impressed.

“He’s a famous writer!” Olivia swooned. “Comes in here all the time to work on his book, sometimes just to read or meet with people. How dreamy is that? Best part of my shift.”

“It’d be so amazing to have a writer as a boyfriend,” Emma chimed in as she took the next order. “Could you imagine? Working through story stuff, inside jokes getting written into the book, ugh. So romantic.”

“Plus, getting a book dedicated to you!” Olivia finished the whipped cream on my blended caramel-chocolate coffee concoction and passed it to me across the counter. “Too bad Derrek’s totally married. Otherwise, with the looks he just gave you, I’d say he wants your number!”

At that moment, a male employee with the name tag “Liam” set an espresso cup down and called Derrek’s name, to the girl’s delight. He retrieved his coffee and headed outside to meet a waiting Theodora. 

Perfect timing.

“Definitely not into that married guy thing,” I said as I shrugged off the idea of speaking with him. “His wife is adorbs, though.”

“Oh, her,” Olivia said. “Totally not his wife. She’s all over him every week, but I’d say he’s not interested. She’s just an employee.”

“Employee?” I raised my eyebrows, hoping they took the bait to give me more dirt on the guy. “Like an assistant?”

Emma laughed before correcting me. “Theodora Perry is no assistant. Her Dragon Academy series is phenomenal. But I agree, definitely not into married men. Doesn’t hurt to look, though.”

She winked at me before turning to the next customer in line. 

“All I’m gonna say,” I leaned into Olivia as I spoke, “is that in my line of work, it wouldn’t surprise me if he had a mistress. Guys like that always have a mistress, and it’s usually an employee.”

She let out a low whistle and asked, “What do you do?”

“Investigate cheaters,” I said with a wink and took a long drag from my straw.

“You’re probably right on target with that one,” Liam popped in between his two co-workers. “He’s in here every day flirting with anyone that smiles his way. These two are always giving him discounts like it’s going to make him take them out for dinner. Some guys have all the luck.”

Both girls let out a gasp, calling his name as if he had just tattled on them to their mother. I snickered and waved the situation off. “Some guys just like the attention. There’s no harm in giving it to them. Gets us a little attention of our own.”

The girls backed me up by saying, “See, exactly what I’m saying,” to each other, while Liam brushed us off and went back to work. Their laughter, and switch to talking about guys at their college, let me know it was time for me to move to my next target.

I said goodbye and headed outside to the patio as well. The only table open sat two away from the target. Not perfect, but not the end of the world. Derrek did not glance at me this time but kept his focus completely on Theodora.

He sat in the chair with his back to me, though, while she sat next to him, so they could both look at her laptop screen together. Based on the document opened, I figured they were working through her next book. It was my only in with her. I read the first one over the past two weeks, and I had to admit it was not bad. 

Normally, I never read YA, but the story featured normal-acting teenagers instead of the whiny over-dramatic ones that plagued the few books I had tried in the genre. September found me with a full caseload each year as women sent their kids back to school. The solitude led to unhappy wives re-evaluating their marriages and deciding to rid themselves of the child they married. I could only get to a chapter or so at night, but it had me enthralled for the entire story.

I relaxed at my table and pulled out my phone to not seem like a total weirdo spacing out on the coffee shop patio. Halfway through my drink, Derrek parted ways with Theodora, and I internally cheered at my luck. Last week, they both left the café, but Theodora turned her screen toward her and started typing. I did not want to appear as if I was waiting for him to leave, so I let her type in silence for a solid ten minutes. 

“I’m sorry to bother you,” I said as I headed to my car, pausing at her table as if I recognized her in passing. “But are you Theodora Perry?”

At first, I braced myself for her to roll her eyes and send me away, but as I said her name, an unmistakable grin spread from ear to ear, and I knew I was golden. 

“Yes?” She spoke slowly as if she wanted to squeal but also did not want to assume my reason for asking. 

“I just finished reading your first book of the Dragon Academy.” I sat in an empty chair at her table. “So in love with it. Tell me you’re working on the next book?”

I patted myself on the back for actually reading and enjoying her book because the excitement brimming out of her was palpable, and it would have been much harder to live with myself if I had given her false praise. As a bona fide book nerd myself, leading authors on was not something I ever wanted to do. Though my reading stuck more to the household-name authors, the little guys did not deserve undue reviews.

“I am!” she squealed. “So glad you’re enjoying the series. This next one is going to be even better. Who’s your favorite character?”

“Teharissa, hands down. Not knowing if she is going to make it through the trials is killing me. She has to make it. Please don’t kill her off.”

Theodora wiggled in her seat and leaned in closer to me. “Since this is the first time a fan has approached me in public, I’ll let you in on a little secret. She’ll make it to book three. Promise.”

It was my turn to squeal. Before our conversation could peter out, I changed the subject back to Derrek. “I had no idea you were working so closely with the Derrek McMurry. What a dream that must be. He is such a hunk.”

I laid it on thick, in my best gossip voice, hoping that she would divulge as much as the baristas. They had to have been around the same early-twenties age bracket. To my dismay, Theodora made a disgusted face and stuck her tongue out.

“I’m engaged.” She held up her hand and blushed. “Derrek’s an amazing mentor, but I’m definitely not into him that way. He loves to flirt, so I toss it back at him from time to time, but I just want to stay on his good side. Anything I can do to get my name on that New York Times Best Sellers list, I’m down.”

“You are totally going to be the next Sarah J. Maas,” I gushed, not wanting to dig into her questionable morals any more than I had to. I pulled a small notebook out of my purse and pushed it over to her. “Any chance I can get an autograph and a picture?”

The simple gesture pulled all the awkwardness out of her overshare, and she beamed as she completed the tasks. I left her in such high spirits, I figured she was going to end up releasing book two ahead of schedule. 

Not that anything I learned got me any closer to discovering if Derrek actually had a mistress or not.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 19TH







Sherry and I sat together in the front office as we sipped our morning coffee. Almost every morning started this way. Eight in the morning had never been kind to me, and the fact that I had to brave Fort Worth traffic, just to get to the strip mall each day, made it worse.

As we sat in silence enjoying each other’s company, sirens whirled into the parking lot. I popped out of my chair, almost spilling my mug down my dry-clean-only ensemble to see two police cars, an ambulance, and a fire truck parked outside of In The Stacks Publishing. 

We both gasped simultaneously as we looked at each other. After leaving my coffee date with Derrek on Friday, I was back at square one. The only other woman he frequently spent alone time with was Sylvia. But at sixty, I just could not bring myself to believe it. The next thing on my agenda had been to speak with her.

The gurney, being pushed through the front doors as Lynda fell to the sidewalk out front in sobs, spoke volumes about how closed my case was. Another wasted two weeks. I could have been trailing a different target with a higher payout.

Sherry grabbed the keys off her desk and said, “Let’s go check it out.”

“Are you serious right now?” I set my mug on her desk and glanced back at the scene unfolding before us.

“There’s already a mob out there. How else are we going to know what happened?”

When she was right, she was right. I gave in and followed her out the doors and across the parking lot to meet up with the other gawkers. Just as we reached the makeshift barrier, two medics rolled out a body. With Lynda being held up by someone I did not recognize, and Sylvia nowhere to be seen, the person hiding under the sheet was either her or Derrek. I had my money on the latter.

As the ambulance pulled out of the parking lot without its lights on, the crowd gasped, realizing the person was dead. I waited for everyone to disperse as I debated on whether I should approach Lynda. Sherry stayed by my side, gossiping with the other business owners around us, but learned nothing new.

Lynda made my decision for me, bringing an officer over to where we waited. I kept my face neutral, but concerned, as she approached.

“Does your camera happen to catch our office doors?” she asked as soon as they were in whisper range. I assumed her vague question meant that she had not devolved to the police that she was having me investigate Derrek’s fidelity.

“Yes.” I pointed to my windows behind us where I could barely make out the black camera pointing at us. “That one does.”

“Do you mind handing over the footage to the police?” She paused, as if unsure whether she should tell me who was under the blanket, then broke down again. “My husband is dead.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that. I’d be happy to turn over yesterday’s footage.” I looked at the officer and asked, “Can you have an official request sent to my office?”

“We’ll have it to you by the end of the day.”

An older woman walked up to Lynda and wrapped her in a hug. Sherry and I took that as our signal to leave. We walked back to our office in stunned silence. There was nothing left to do but wrap up my paperwork on the case. Lynda may have wanted out of the marriage, but no way she wanted him dead. 

Or did she?

Sherry and I watched the footage from the weekend together, and it was clear who the true murderer was. Blood-covered hands left bold fingerprints on the door as they left the business around seven on Friday night. They had left Derrek to die over the weekend without a single person noticing.





WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 21ST 







To our surprise, Lynda strolled into our office with a check made out for the total amount quoted to her at the beginning of the month. She sat across from Sherry and wiped her eyes before diving into the truth of what happened. I quickly pulled a chair from the window area, so I could listen in on the dirt.

“Sylvia and Derrek were having an affair,” she said after silence permeated the room. “He was supposed to be at a conference all week. I didn’t even know he was dead. Why would I go to the office over the weekend?”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said as a fresh wave of tears overtook her composure. “Was the video footage helpful?”

Sherry pushed a box of tissues on her desk toward Lynda, who took one and blew her nose before speaking again. She dropped it in the small trash can to the left of the desk and let out a breath of air to steady her nerves.

“Yes.” She wrung her hands together in her lap, glancing up at me for a moment. “Aside from the fingerprint evidence she left behind, it gave solid proof to stop the lies she tried to tell the police. I guess she had access to my email account and discovered I hired you. Friday night, she approached Derrek demanding he divorce me. When he laughed in her face and told her she was just for fun, not wife material, she lost it. Grabbed his favorite fountain pen right off the desk and stabbed him in the neck.”

Sherry and I gasped in unison. Lynda continued when we did not ask questions.

“He was so obsessed with finding those vintage Parker 180 pens. Guess he should have been more concerned with saving his marriage. Funny thing is, Sylvia read over a hundred murder mysteries a year. She just wrote herself into my next pen name.”

Lynda let out an eerie chuckle. 

“Does that mean you got the company?”

“No. That sleaze keeps giving from beyond the grave.” She wiped a tear rolling down her cheek. “Left the company to the kids in his will. No matter. I’m starting a new one. I built it up once; I can do it again.”

“You’ll get through this,” Sherry said.

Lynda gave a sad smile, and we let the silence settle around us.

“What’s going to happen to Theodora?” I asked the insensitive question, not realizing how rude it was until Sherry nudged me with her knee.

“That poor girl.” Lynda groaned. “We’re going to have our lawyer look over her contract and see how we can get her out of In The Stacks. Since our children are underage, they can’t exactly make company decisions. But Derrek did his best to clarify that I was to have no ability to manage the company after his death. So, hopefully the lawyer in charge will have a heart and let her out. After all, she signed to work with Derrek, not some company handler.”

After a bit more small talk, we learned Lynda would move the entire business back into her home office and that she already had two new series planned to launch her new pen name and company—plans she had put in motion when she knew she wanted a divorce. 

As Sherry and I sat in the office reeling over everything that happened, I just could not get over how Sylvia found out about Lynda’s investigation.

“You know what we should do?” I asked, breaking the silence.

“What’s that?” Sherry glanced up from her computer. 

“Create a shell company.” I paused, realizing how illegal it sounded. “Not like a money-funneling shell company.”

Sherry blinked and gave me a cock-eyed grin as I continued my train of thought.

“I mean, a secondary email address that appears to be like candles or something. So, when we need to communicate with, or charge clients, it looks like they are buying candles or something.”

“Ohhh,” she pondered. “That could work. Firedrake would make sense as a candle company. I could see that preventing a situation like this from happening. Though you would have eventually had to talk to Sylvia.”

“I know.” I sighed. “Just hate that the kids lost their father over jealousy.”

She nodded along in agreement. I hated to think that my investigating could bring more pain than good to any family. All I ever wanted was to help women discover their inner strength to get out of a toxic situation. 

I pushed myself out of the chair to head back to my own office and close the book on another case.

“Oh, by the way,” Sherry called before I turned into the hall.

I looked back to find her sitting at her desk with a goofy grin on her face. I gave her a quizzical look instead of responding.

She popped out of her chair and pumped her fists in the air as she danced around the space, chanting, “I was right. I was right. You owe me dinner. I was right.”

I let out a chuckle. She was right. Hopefully, she would not make a trend out of her correct guesses in murder cases.

* * *
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If there’s one thing I hated about being a magus, it’s Halloween. Watching the humans prance around pretending to be witches and wizards—when not three hundred years ago, they were busying themselves with burning false magic users at the stake—really irked me to no end.

“If we don’t host a trick-or-treat, the neighborhood will think us odd, and might look into our houses more closely,” Prisca warned, as she sat on the couch in our living room facing away from the bay windows.

This had been an ongoing argument since September, when she saw the decorations at the store and brought home a trunkful. Who knew the moment the neighborhood became gentrified, the yuppies would want their kids marching up and down the block knocking on strangers’ doors?

“I’ll not participate in an abhorrent spectacle such as Halloween!” I pronounced more firmly than I ought to have as I leaned forward on the opposite couch facing her. If I had been in a better mood, I may have noticed the fall leaves on the trees in the backyard.

“Children are the future,” Martin transmitted, while staying curled up in his dragon bed on the stone floor next to the fireplace—a doggy bed that I had convinced him was, in fact, not meant for fluffy animals, but rather, hardened scaled creatures such as himself. Dragons were the only creatures I knew that were more finicky than felines.

“See, Martin agrees,” Prisca said with her arms crossed.

Good thing the other magi weren’t in the living room to witness me break like kindling.

“Fine,” I said, throwing up my hands. “But I draw the line at dressing up for their delight.”

Prisca gave me her best pouty eye expression.

“You can dress up if you want,” I said in my most exacerbated tone.

“And me?” Martin asked, perking up in his bed.

“You’re a dragon,” I transmitted. “What will we do, dress you as a dog?”

“Nonsense.” He scoffed, and a tiny flame belched forth. “I’ll go as I am. A majestic creature of magic. They’ll think I’m a robot or something.”

I shook my head. Prisca was my second-in-command, so if I truly wanted to, I could forbid her participation, but Martin was a dragon. And no one told a dragon what he could and could not do. 

At least not anyone that lived long enough to talk about it. 

Shaking my head, I left them downstairs to gloat over their victory and retreated to my private study in the unused, upstairs bedroom. They would be at it for hours planning out their Halloween activities. There was no point in being present since I’d do what was required of me—even if I didn’t want to participate. I could hand out candy if need be, but I drew the line at decorating or wearing a costume. 

Prisca was right about the neighborhood scrutinizing our actions this year, and it would be easier to play along for one day of the year than to constantly ward off their prying eyes.

I pulled down the manuscript on vampires I was halfway through deciphering, when my cell phone rang.

“It’s Hailey,” she said as a hello.

Obviously, I knew that from the screen. 

I grumbled to myself before remembering the girl was not one to keep up with technology. She likely forgot we all lived for Caller ID. Had it been anyone else, I would have let it go to voicemail.

“How are you?” I asked.

“I’m fine, but this isn’t a social call,” she said in a serious tone that made me fear that Martin and I were in trouble with Azure again.

“Azure?” I asked, worried to hear the answer.

I leaned against the desk in front of the window and worked through all the plausible reasons we could be in trouble. Nothing came to mind.

“Yes,” she said, pausing before the next sentence. “There’s been a murder, and he needs you here.”

“What!?” I turned to face my bookshelf as if books would provide the answer at that moment.

“Horatius,” she said, punctuating the name.

“Horatius Roma?” I asked to be sure, but who else would she know named Horatius, and why was she so calm about a murder?

“Yes. Azure figured you knew him.”

I most certainly did. Horatius Roma of Minerva, via Iulia by Faustus, was the premier scribe in Texas. One of the best in all the US. Without his special gifts, my library would be barren. All the modern copies of manuscripts in my library were painstakingly handwritten by him. Magical manuscripts required a magus to handwrite them, or the knowledge would not pass through to the magus who read the manuscripts. It was part of the safeguards around, ensuring that humans could not understand a manuscript if it fell into their hands.

“When did he die?” I asked, not sure what else to say.

She relayed the question to Azure aloud—I assumed for my benefit—as they spoke telepathically, like Martin and I did for most communication. “He can’t be sure, but sometime in the last week. Can you come today?”

“Of course! I’ll get Martin and drive there immediately. Give me four hours.”

“Thank you,” she said and after a brief pause added, “Don’t rush. Anytime today will work. And bring a spare change of clothes. Azure says you’ll be here for a day or two.”

I hung up and walked down the hall to my bedroom to pack immediately.

“Azure summoned us,” I transmitted to Martin downstairs as I pulled open drawers to throw their contents into my black duffle bag. I was in such a hurry, I didn’t even bother to close them behind me.

I could hear the laughter in his voice as he transmitted back, “What for?”

As I packed our bags, I quickly relayed what little information I knew. When I felt like I had enough clothing options, I secured my collapsed metal staff to my belt, wrapped the manuscript I had been reading in a protective cloth, and packed it on top of my clothes in the black duffle bag.

Downstairs, I explained to Prisca that we had to leave, while gathering Martin. The entire conversation lasted less than two minutes, as she was more concerned with Halloween than my latest assignment. I might be the imperator of my camarilla, but for dragon matters, Azure outranked me. If he demanded my presence, I went without hesitation. Not that he had ever abused such authority.

Thankfully, the car drove itself, or else the five-hour commute from Dallas to Marble Falls would have been a chore.




* * *




When I arrived at Aconite Café—Hailey owned and operated the place with the help of Azure—they were in between their morning and lunch rushes. Martin had glamoured himself into a squirrel to scurry up the building to the top floor where Hailey and Azure lived, while I went inside the café through the more conventional method—the front door. 

Aubrey stood behind the L-shaped counter as I walked in, and she recognized me—despite not being there in more than a year—giving me a giant smile as I approached.

Her blonde hair was pulled into a tight ponytail, and the business casual outfit made her look more of an owner than Hailey’s grungy T-shirt and jeans.

“Hey, Varius, been a while,” she greeted me as I took a seat at the counter. “What can I get you today?”

I looked to the menu on the wall behind her, and the Poison of the Week board popped out at me with Blood Orange Latte scrawled in Hailey’s handwriting—no doubt a twist on the fall drink trends. It sounded more interesting than the traditional pumpkin spice drinks that dominated this time of year.

“I’ll have the poison of the week,” I said, pointing to the chalk-drawn sign. “Is it too cheesy if I say hold the poison?”

Aubrey snickered as she ground the coffee beans. The moment the aroma reached me, I recalled the irresistible smooth taste of their particular roast.

If Aconite Café hadn’t been two hundred miles away from my house, I would have kept their beans in stock for my personal use, but Hailey refused to ship her coffee. The only time I was brave enough to ask, she went on a rant about how Azure allowed online orders for exactly forty-seven minutes before calling off the entire idea. Apparently, the tourist who had tried their coffee in the past had missed the magical beans so much that it would have forced him to roast daily to keep up. 

The arrogant dragon had a point I couldn’t argue with.

Fresh roasting the beans, made with care—and a pinch of magical help from Azure—ground, and prepared fresh on the premises, made their coffee the best in Texas. Honestly, the best in the country, not that I could state that definitively.

Who had time to try every coffee house in the country?

I relaxed into my stool as I waited for Hailey to appear. With the café to myself, aside from a single person sitting next to the brass bean roaster in the front window, it was hard not to enjoy the moment before the storm.

The cool browns and low lighting made it impossible to not let the stress of the worst day roll off. Even in the few times I’d been down when there wasn’t a seat to be had, I still received the same relief being in the place. Whether it was dragon magic or just the atmosphere, I needed a place like it in Dallas.

Hailey appeared from the back room carrying a large tray of desserts and humming to herself. She placed them inside their glass display on the opposite side of the counter when she saw me sitting a few seats away.

“Varius,” she said with an enthusiasm I never understood. As she gave me a sideways glance, her thick, chestnut, messy bun of hair bounced to the side. “You look skinny. Have you been eating?”

Why did she always try to feed me?

“Yes.” I glanced at Aubrey, who was conveniently minding her own business as I spoke. “It’s good to see you too.”

“Want to go upstairs?” She nodded her head toward the back room as she set the last pastry down.

“In just a minute,” I said with a smirk. “Aubrey’s making one of your drinks of the week for me.”

She froze and put her hands on her hips. “Oh yeah? Don’t see you for months, and you pick coffee over me?”

“You’re one to talk.” I continued to smirk. “Miss ‘I need ten cups a day to function’.”

She scrunched her nose at me and laughed. Aubrey snickered to herself as she turned around to see the last of the exchange. Probably glad to see that someone dished it right back at Hailey—she was a bundle of sass wrapped in a five-foot-nothing package. I always wondered if she taught it to Azure, or if his demeanor had rubbed off on her once they bonded.

Aubrey brought my drink to me and said, “Careful, it’s a bit hot.”

I blew gently on the foam art of an orange slice and turned it into more of a sunset—the scent of blood oranges filling my nose. I took a small sip, and a richness of coffee with a hint of orange and cinnamon danced on my tongue.

“Wow,” I said, dazzled. “This is probably the best latte I’ve ever had. You two outdid yourselves.”

I glanced around again just to be sure there wasn’t a customer in earshot to hear me gushing like a schoolgirl over coffee. The place still sat empty, minus the one person who paid us zero attention.

“Thank you,” Hailey said with a smile. Her eyes lit up in an instant, and she grabbed a plate from below the counter as she shared her excitement with the rest of us. “But if you think that’s good, you should try Aubrey’s blood orange tart.”

“With a recommendation like that, how can I say no?”

Aubrey beamed with delight as she rushed over to the fridge under the counter and retrieved a personal-sized tart for Hailey’s waiting plate, then brought the plate back down to me. “I’m warning you, it’s on the stronger side.”

The very first bite made my mouth pucker from the tartness of the fruit and then the sweetness kicked in for a wonderful experience. “This is remarkable.”

She smiled and thanked me before returning to her tasks around the café.

But Hailey squealed out, “I knew you’d love it.” As she waved me over. “Bring it with you.”

I carried my tart and coffee and followed her through the drop at the far end of the counter. We made an abrupt right turn through a door leading to the makeshift baking and storage room. The small room was plenty big enough for her establishment, holding a full-size flight of stairs on the left, and a kitchenette on the right wall. 

Upstairs in her apartment, I marveled at how the relaxing theme continued from the café. At the top of the stairs, the living room held more pillows than chairs, and lights were strung throughout the recesses in the ceiling. 

Hailey had once told me the recesses doubled as crawl spaces for Azure, but I had yet to hear or see anything to prove there was a hidden maze throughout the place. She gestured for me to take a seat at the counter, and I joined her. A moment later, Azure and Martin hopped onto the counter next to us.

“Eat up,” Azure transmitted, sniffing my food. “Then we’ll go to his house.”

It’s that serious.

I internally grimaced, still unsure of what lay before us. Curiosity had me eating my tart and sipping on my latte faster than I would have normally liked. Decadent foods needed to be savored.
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The next morning was a blur of showers and getting dressed, as we all used the single bathroom in Hailey’s apartment. It left me with the distinct feeling that her favorite color was not coffee, but in fact, purple.

While I didn’t want to hog the shower, I let the hot water rest on my achy shoulders from the rough night's sleep. She had been kind enough to allow Martin and me to sleep on her couch, rather than find a hotel that would accept cats. However, with the couch likely matching my true age—eighty—more than hers, it made for a stiff sleep.

“She’s coming too?” I transmitted to Azure as Hailey took the front passenger seat in my car—he and Martin sat curled up in the back, looking like cats to anyone who looked inside.

“Of course,” he transmitted, as if it were absurd to think otherwise.

“Does she know about magi now then?”

“No, and you’re not allowed to tell her.” 

Great. How am I supposed to hide the existence of magi from her while I investigate the death of a magus? He must think I’m—

“You’re a smart lad; you’ll figure it out,” Azure interrupted my internal thought rant.

All while hiding my thoughts from two prying dragons. This weekend was going to be a piece of cake.

I let out a sigh as we pulled away.

“It’s not that far,” Hailey said.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. It’ll be fine,” I said as I entered the address into the console for the car to navigate itself. His house was about sixty miles north of Marble Falls.

As we drove north, the landscape changed from that of the hill country, dry and full of cacti, to more of a plain-style landscape full of oaks and bright green pastures with more cows than I could count.

The car turned off the main highway onto a back road that was barely wide enough for two cars to pass. At one point, a large tractor came toward us, and the car was forced to pull into the shoulder to allow it to pass before continuing.

“You know we’re in the sticks when the tractors have the right-of-way,” I joked.

After what felt like an eternity, we turned off the back road onto a dirt path that wound through a tree grove.

“Are you sure this is the right way?” I transmitted to Azure.

“We’re getting close,” he transmitted back. “I can feel the residual magic.”

Good to know. Too bad I didn’t think to bring the others.

With each magus having their own unique gift, it would have been an asset to have someone like Sergius with us. His ability to see magic might have come in handy. I internally groaned at my eagerness to leave the house without developing a plan first.

Sure enough, after a mile of winding road that zig-zagged up a small hill, we arrived at a clearing where a small house sat surrounded by a fenced-in garden. Farther up the hill, a water tower loomed over the property, giving the entire scene a quaint feel to it.

“This is it,” Azure transmitted.

I took over the car and parked behind a 50s model F1 pickup. The truck bed showed its age, but the outer body was well maintained—the paint job looked practically brand new.

As we piled out of the car, Azure transmitted to all of us, “Brace yourselves.”

Together, we approached the front door, keeping our eyes peeled for any clues. I expected the front door to be kicked in, and signs of what lay inside to jump out at us from the yard. 

“Hello?” I called out as I pushed open the front door, but there was no reply.

It opened into the living room—that Horatius had converted into a private study—and stunk of death and decay. A beautifully ornate writing desk sat against the front window, looking out upon his garden. A half-finished manuscript lay open on the wood, and I couldn’t help but turn through the pages, admiring his handiwork and painstakingly drawn seals. The instructions were written in a script I didn’t recognize immediately.

“Over here,” Hailey called from another room, pulling my attention away from the beautiful manuscript.

I rushed over to find her standing in the kitchen. Horatius lay hunched over on the small kitchen table, clearly the source of the stench. His skin had already turned—he had been dead for some time.

Azure hopped onto the table and sniffed around the corpse, with Martin following suit. I couldn’t hear the conversation between the two, but Azure was clearly teaching Martin how to use some unique magical power that dragons possessed. Despite being bonded to Martin, I still didn’t understand fully what he was capable of, and Azure was not forthcoming with insights. 

“You’ll know when you need to,” is all he would say when pressed.

“It’s as I feared,” Azure transmitted to me. “Best I can tell, he died from magic corruption. But I can’t decipher what sort of magic. We’re looking for a fellow magus who had a grudge. The home doesn’t appear ransacked, so it wasn’t a theft.”

I was just about to ask how he knew it was a grudge.

“I’ll tell Hailey it was poisoning,” Azure continued, “and we shall refer to it as a poisoning henceforth. She is still too innocent to know that magic was involved in this.”

Hailey searched the kitchen for the source of the poison, and I played along, knowing that we would find nothing. If Azure insisted on keeping her in the dark, there was nothing I could do but go along with the charade. Hopefully if I played nice, he would share more dragon knowledge with Martin and me this visit. Until then, Azure had been careful to doll it out to us in tidbits but being left in the dark had begun to wear on me.

When opening the fridge to look for spoiled food—which of course, there was, as Horatius had been dead for days—I realized why the home felt so cozy. It was a perfect replica of an English cottage, dropped in the middle of Texas.

“Did you find anything?” Hailey asked as I stood in front of the fridge reflecting on the cottage.

“Spoiled milk,” I said, moving containers around in the fridge. “Maybe some spoiled food, but I don’t think the poison came from here. The food could have spoiled after his death.”

Martin and Azure had left us to the false search of the kitchen while they explored the rest of the house. I hoped they were having better luck with finding the actual cause of death because we were just wasting time.

“This kitchen is immaculate,” Hailey said as she closed the last cabinet empty-handed. “Maybe the killer took the poison with them?”

“Come look at this,” Azure transmitted, before I could respond to her.

Hailey and I found them in Horatius’s bedroom, which was in a total state of disarray. Surprising, since the rest of the house was so tidy.

“Do you think they were looking for something?” I transmitted.

“Doubtful,” he transmitted.

Upon closer examination, I realized that the mess was piles of dirty clothes and stacks of reference books. Opening his dresser drawers, I found that his clean clothes were tightly folded away. And while the room was a mess, his bed was made. Underneath a pile of shirts, Hailey retrieved an illuminated manuscript.

“Look at this,” she said, wide-eyed. “What language do you think this is?”

She turned the manuscript around, and I recognized the script as the same as the one atop his desk in the living room, though I could not place what language it was.

“Not sure,” I said, taking the outstretched book from her to examine it closer. 

It was a forbidden manuscript. I recognized the seals from a book I had read in Rufus’s library years ago—my former mentor, now best friend. If I recalled correctly, the instructions taught the magus how to summon creatures from an alternate dimension and give the summoner dominion over the creature. It was the darkest form of magic of which I knew.

What had you been dabbling in?

“Probably a puzzle book,” I said nonchalantly and plopped the manuscript down on the bed.

“This is not good,” I transmitted to Azure and Martin. “We’re looking for a dark magus. Likely a person who no longer is accepted in their camarilla. None in Texas would allow their magi to study such dangerous magic. I only know of two libraries in the state that hold this sort of information.”

“What do you advise?” Azure transmitted.

“Caution! If they’re willing to kill Horatius for this, then they won’t hesitate to kill us all.”

“But if they were after this, why didn’t they take it?” Martin transmitted.

 “Let me show you,” I transmitted.

Azure directed Hailey to keep searching the bedroom for any clues and then to look outside in the garden while we searched the rest of the house. I heard her grumble something about busywork, and how the killer wouldn’t have accidentally dropped evidence as they left the secret cottage, but I paid it no mind.

As long as she had been bonded to Azure, it was likely she knew all too well when he was keeping her in the dark, based on the fact that he never kept it a secret from me when I was not allowed to know something—it made me wonder if other dragon tribe leaders were this blatant about keeping secrets, or if other tribes ran as an open book.
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I led them back into the living room and pretended to search under the sofa until Hailey made her way into the garden. When I was sure she was out of earshot, I led them to the writing desk to show them the other manuscript.

“When we came in, I was drawn to this,” I said. “In the heat of the moment, I didn’t realize what I was looking at, but here.” I pointed to a page of the manuscript where Horatius had traced an intricate seal and written instructions in the margins—not that I could decipher them. “This manuscript is an instruction guide.”

“And?” Azure transmitted in an exacerbated tone.

Not so amusing when you’re the one who needs the explanations, huh?

“The way manuscripts work, the magical knowledge must be encoded by the scribe for the receiving magus,” I explained. “It’s a failsafe to keep the knowledge out of the wrong hands. If a human were to find the manuscript, all they would know is that it was a book full of drawings with strange script. I can’t read what’s written because I’m not the intended recipient. This is why Horatius was so renowned. Most scribes can only encode the knowledge as far as to prevent humans from reading it. But to write it so that only a select few magi can read it? That’s a real gift.”

Azure jumped onto my shoulder to get a better look, and I fought down the urge to flinch as Martin joined him on my other shoulder.

“You’re not that light,” I said.

“You’ll be fine,” Azure said. “Now show me the seals you think might have caused this.”

“That’s just it,” I explained. “I don’t think it was a seal. I think a magus came here and killed him to either steal something we’ve yet to realize, or . . .”

“Yes?” Azure gripped tighter on my shoulder to encourage me.

“Or it was a member of the council executing him to stop his work on the manuscript.”

“But then why not take it with them when they left?” Martin asked.

I hadn’t worked through all of that. While killing Horatius to stop his work made sense, it was baffling why they would leave behind the manuscript. Unless . . .

“They wanted to send a message to the intended magus,” I said, proud of myself. 

It made perfect sense. The council couldn’t publicly acknowledge what was happening without implicating the affected camarilla and risking an open war. But if they left the dead body and manuscript as a warning sign for a magus to find, word would spread, and the guilty party would know they were uncovered.

Before I could continue hypothesizing with the dragons, Hailey walked in through the back door of the kitchen. “There’s nothing outside that would explain this,” she called out.

Martin and Azure hopped off my shoulder, and I backpedaled away from the manuscript. While the book was not an off-limits topic with her, it would be hard to explain why we were so interested in the manuscript without divulging the existence of magic.

“Did you find anything?” she asked as she entered the living room.

“Afraid not,” I said. “Not sure there’s anything here to find.”

Despite my best efforts to block her view, she spotted the book on the writing desk and walked over to look at it. I couldn’t very well stop her. Not without creating a rift between us. The act of concealing my true nature from her was annoying me. It was fine for the brief visits we had when Azure needed to teach Martin or me something, but this was too far.

“Did you see this?” she asked, turning the pages. “It looks like that book we found in the bedroom.”

“You think so?” I asked, looking at it beside her as if for the first time.

She gently picked up the book, careful not to damage the binding. Underneath revealed a handwritten note in Horatius’s hand. A simple name, William, and a date for October 29th. 

A deadline?

I caught Azure’s attention, and he distracted Hailey long enough for me to slip the piece of paper into the front pocket of my jeans.

William was such a common name, but I only knew one magus named William in Texas. But could it really be him? He was already on such thin ice with the council. Would he really have risked complete and utter destruction for the sake of forbidden knowledge?





TUESDAY, OCTOBER 24TH







Azure asked Hailey to go get us lunch from the town—about thirty minutes away—while we stayed at the cottage and did a final pass to find any evidence. She balked a bit about going alone, but when I gave her the key fob, the excitement of “driving” the Model 3 overcame her objections about leaving.

Once she left, we returned to our discussion about the manuscript and who hired Horatius.

“Why do you think William means the William you know?” Azure asked.

It was mostly a gut feeling, but Azure would not consider my gut feelings creditable, based on past experiences.

“I only know of one magus named William in Texas,” I stressed.

“But Horatius was a world-renowned scribe,” Azure countered.

“How do you know of his wider reputation?” I asked. “And how is it you knew he was dead before I discovered it? I have a seat at the council, and no doubt they’ll be discussing this shortly.”

Azure gave me a dirty look that warned that I was walking a fine line. “He and I were working together.”

When he did not elaborate, I asked, “And what was he doing for you?”

“None of your concern,” he transmitted to me, and then something privately to Martin because the next moment, Martin was by my side, nudging my leg with his head, telling me to stop.

I was unaccustomed to being in a subservient position and had never known anyone to be as secretive as Azure. If he really wanted my assistance and cooperation, the least he could do was tell me why. But knowing that Martin and I relied upon staying in Azure’s good graces, I dropped the matter and changed tact.

“William is a power-hungry magus,” I explained. “After his imperatrix was abolished, he stood to inherit the position of imperator of the camarilla. Only, I stopped him and ensured that he could never regain a position of power within his camarilla. In one fell swoop, I struck him down from one of the most powerful magi in Texas to merely a footnote in his camarilla’s registered members.”

Azure nodded along with every word. His eyes darted back and forth as he worked through the ramifications. I could see him plotting something and knew better than to interrupt him while he was deep in thought. Even though “deep in thought” usually meant contemplating his dinner options.

After a long pause, Azure asked, “But what power does he gain from the manuscript that would justify bringing down such a calamity?”

“I thought he knew what Horatius did,” I transmitted to Martin. “But if he doesn’t, I’m not sure I should tell him.”

“But he knew about Horatius’s death first,” Martin transmitted. “Surely he understands what he did?”

“Then why ask about the potential power gained from the manuscript?”

“So?” Azure asked, cutting off our private conversation.

“Well . . .” I said, buying time.

“The manuscript would teach him new magic,” Martin interjected before I could think of a proper lie. At least he explained it without giving away the exact details of what lay within the manuscript.

“And new magic is worth killing to protect?” Azure asked, and I could see from his face that it was genuine curiosity.

“Don’t,” I quickly transmitted to Martin before he overshared.

I was placing him in an impossible position, stuck between me, as his bonded protector and imperator to his camarilla, and Azure, his tribe leader, but it could not be helped. If Azure was truly ignorant of the implications of magi manuscripts, then he would have to remain so. With how the elder dragons acted, I had assumed they understood the magi, but if Azure didn’t understand the importance of what lay before him on the writing desk, I couldn’t be the one to betray my people’s secrets.

“Magical knowledge is a tightly guarded secret,” I explained slowly, choosing my words with care. “Camarillas have unique magic known only to their members and then some families have magic only taught to their own heirs.” 

Enough to answer his intrigue but not enough to actually reveal the secrets of the manuscript.

“And this book,” Azure transmitted, hopping onto the desk to paw at the pages. “Is one of those secret magics?”

“Yes,” I said flatly.

“What does it teach?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I lied, and Martin transmitted an image of warning and danger.

Azure turned to face me. “You lie.” It wasn’t a question, nor said out of anger. It was a statement of fact, said with the same enthusiasm as “water is wet.”

I refused to answer and risk angering him.

“You’re entitled to your secrets,” Azure transmitted. “So long as you can swear to me that the knowledge within does not affect Martin or dragons at large.” He held his head up and bared his teeth.

“I swear.”

“Very well,” Azure said and hopped off the desk. “Tell me more about this William. Where can we find him?”

“Find him?” I asked, genuinely confused.

Had he not heard me explain that the council might have ordered Horatius’s execution to send a message? Now he wants to find the magus they meant to threaten with another magi’s death?

“Yes,” Azure transmitted, rubbing his face against my pant leg. “If he killed or, through his actions, had Horatius killed, then I must speak with him.”

I rubbed my forehead. This was not a request. If he demanded to meet William, then I was honor-bound through my connection to Martin to make it happen.

“Last I heard, he was still living in Austin,” I said. “I might know the house, and if not, I can make inquiries.”

“Then do so,” Azure transmitted, hopped onto the sofa, and curled into a ball. “Wake me when she returns with food.”

This is not good.

I took Martin outside to walk and talk away from Azure’s keen hearing. We needed to plan our next move together to confront William. And preferably one that didn’t rely on Azure’s natural air of superiority to bully the situation.





WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 25TH







It took two days and four phone calls, but I found out where William was staying and was assured that he would accept us without incident. Rufus had let him know to expect us and didn’t pry into my reason for needing to meet with him. After my appointment to a chair on the council, our relationship had morphed into that of peers and away from our previous roles as mentor and apprentice—for which I was grateful, though I still relied on his council when needed.

William’s new house was still in North Austin but tucked away in a much quieter neighborhood. As the car pulled into the driveway leading up to his new mansion, I turned to Azure.

“William is not as polite as I am. Please avoid antagonizing him further than is necessary.”

“I know how to handle a man like him,” Azure transmitted with a huff.

Thankfully, Hailey had been convinced to stay at Aconite Café after Azure assured her multiple times it would be a quick trip into the city and straight back. Though I understood her anxiety—it had been a living nightmare when Martin and I were separated. The bond between protector and dragon was stronger than any other.

As the car parked in front of the five-car garage, a male servant walked out of the double front doors of the house. “Mr. Londinium,” he said with a bow. “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Olicana is expecting you in his study.”

Must be a human servant.

Only humans referred to us as mister.

If he thought it odd for me to be trailed by two cats not on leashes, he didn’t show it. A real credit to his role as butler in the house. 

As we walked down the black-and-white-checkered tile floor, I was entranced by the sound of Azure and Martin’s nails clattering. William’s study was the last room on the west wing of the house. The butler opened the door without knocking to let me in and closed the door behind us without entering.

William sat on the far end of the room behind his desk, his tall chair turned away from me, staring out the triple windows looking out upon the garden as the groundskeepers trimmed the grass in the distance.

“You wanted to see me?” William asked smugly, not even bothering to turn his chair around.

“What unwarranted disrespect,” Azure transmitted, and I could sense his anger boiling beneath the surface.

“Yes, thank you for seeing us,” I said.

“It’s his pride talking,” I transmitted. “Please. Let me handle him.”

“Then handle him, young one!”

William turned to see who else was with me. “I see. Martin, I recognize, but who’s this?”

“Azure Rune,” he transmitted with a growl in his tone. “Tribe leader to Martin.”

William bowed his head slightly. “A pleasure to meet another dragon,” he said, with only a hint of insincerity in his voice.

“Please,” I transmitted to Azure, “remain calm.”

Azure nudged me in the back of my knee to push me forward toward the chairs in front of William’s desk. I stood behind the chair, and, when William didn’t invite me to take a seat, I took it of my own accord.

“I’ll be direct,” I said, leaning forward in the chair. 

He leaned back in his chair and said, “That would be refreshing.” 

“I regret to inform you that Horatius Roma of Minerva, via Iulia by Faustus, has died. Magic sickness.”

I let the statement hang in the air, watching his facial expression closely for any signs that William was directly behind his death. Azure attempted to transmit to me, but I blocked him out. This was my domain of expertise. I knew William and how best to handle him. What I didn’t need was a distraction from an overzealous dragon. 

Keeping my attention focused on the tiny creases near his eyes, I asked, “When was the last time you two spoke?”

A slight flinch as he said, “Years ago.”

A lie, but probably true as far as literally speaking in person.

“So, you did not contract him to scribe a manuscript?”

He blinked and averted his eyes for a split moment—long enough to confirm for me that the note referred to him.

“No,” he said and straightened in his chair. “What’s this all about?”

I retrieved the piece of paper with William’s name from my jean pocket and placed it on the desk. Far enough away that he was forced to lean over the desk to retrieve it. As he unfolded the piece of paper to find his own name, his shoulders slumped.

I simultaneously dropped the block to let Azure’s transmissions in. “You’re giving away too much.”

“Nonsense,” I transmitted back. “If William knows we know, he’ll stop denying and start conducting damage control. That’s how we’ll sort this out.”

William cleared his throat. “We may have been in discussions about a manuscript I wanted. But I had yet to officially commission his work.”

That’s the truth.

“And what was this manuscript about?”

William’s eyes narrowed to slits, and he hissed, “You know full-well. Otherwise, you would not be here in my house like this, sitting there smugly, as you ask asinine questions.”

I bowed my head in acknowledgment. “Then let us put aside our quarrels for a moment and speak magus to magus. Why would you ask him to illuminate such a manuscript?” I glanced to Azure and back to him.

William understood what I meant and kept his response vague enough to keep Azure in the dark. “Strictly academic.”

“And yet the council has forbidden—”

“Things have changed,” he said, raising his eyebrows.

He can’t mean . . .

The council forbade research into summoning spells because the seals were too complex for a magus to conduct on their own. Even with an entire camarilla attempt, there was no guarantee of success. Besides, the power imbalance it would cause between the camarillas would start another war, and no one wanted that. Even if a camarilla could summon a creature properly, keep it under their control, and win the war, the damage to the magi community would be so great that there would be no point. Why rule over an empire of rubble?

“Already open or already here?”

“Both!”

But then . . .

If someone had already opened portals between dimensions—and upon meeting with William face to face, I no longer thought he sought to do so himself—that meant our hard-won peace in Texas was over. All the bloodshed and loss to eradicate the vampire threat to the human population would look tame compared to what would come.

“Then why did the council not inform me?”

I blocked out Azure again. This was none of his concern. If the council was compartmentalizing information, then no one outside should know. Not even the head of Martin’s tribe.

William glanced at Azure when he shifted on the floor next to me and then back. “The real camarillas picked the best magi for the task.”

A low blow at my house’s standing in the community, but it was not the time to address it.

“So they knew of Horatius’s work?” I asked.

“They chose me to contact him. To see if he would be willing to attempt.”

I couldn’t think of a better way to speak between the lines. “They did not order his execution then?”

William looked genuinely shocked and shook his head. “I can’t swear, but I would not think so.”

I rubbed my forehead. If not the council, then that left only one explanation—one that I hadn’t wanted to contemplate.

“Then . . .” I began and swallowed hard—my mouth suddenly dry. “He summoned one?”

“I fear so.” William nodded solemnly. “I can think of no other way. He was unmatched in his arts.”

But why?

Horatius was brilliant and knew the risks. Why would he risk the lives of every magus to test his own abilities?

I stood with a curt bow. “Thank you for your time. And please forgive the false accusations.”

“For once, I take no offense,” he said and bowed in return. “His death is a significant loss, and I appreciate you informing me.”

We left without incident, and it was not until we were back in the car that I lowered my block to hear the onslaught from Azure. Only he did not chastise me.

“What does it mean?” Azure asked.

“That Horatius died from magic beyond his control.” It was the truth, but it was also the limit to what I could tell him without betraying my responsibilities to my fellow magi. It had been a tragic accident and not a murder. Though, the council held some responsibility for involving Horatius in the first place. And now it would fall to me, and every other battle-tested magus, to fix the problem. Dark days lay ahead.

Azure seemed to understand because he nodded his acceptance and curled up into a ball in the back seat for a nap.





TUESDAY, OCTOBER 31ST







Leave it to dragons to forget all about a tragic death within a matter of days. I guess when you can live thousands of years, the lifespan of a single magus seems insignificant. Maybe that’s why the elder dragons prefer to bond their younglings to human protectors—to teach them how to value the lives of those who will die so soon by comparison.

Martin had mentioned the Halloween party, which, of course, made Azure want to come and shed his glamour for a day to let the children see his “magnificent true form as a dragon.” Which, of course, meant that Hailey had to come since Halloween was her favorite holiday. Thus, I ended up bringing them both to Dallas to our house for the Halloween party. 

Because as Hailey put it, “Why should the kids have all the fun?”

So instead of a quiet night where Prisca oversaw the activities to ensure we fit into our newly gentrified community, I was forced to dawn the mantel of host and partake in the holiday of Halloween myself. “What the tea!” to borrow a line from Hailey.

“Cheer up,” Prisca said, handing me a glass of orange punch while Halloween-themed music played in the background. “Hailey doesn’t suspect a thing, and look at them,” she pointed to Azure and Martin sitting atop stone pedestals, each resting on either side of the walkway to the door. “They’re so happy and cute.”

I sniffed the punch and realized it was on the stronger side, explaining Prisca’s bubbly nature. “You’re right, of course.” I smiled the best I could. “Martin deserves to have fun, and I’m honored to host Azure and Hailey. I only wish it could have been literally any other day.”

She slapped me on the back. “Get over it. Halloween isn’t that bad. Besides, I overheard some kids saying our decorations were the best.”

She made our yard look like a graveyard with bloody zombies that swayed in the wind, but I suspected the kids were actually referring to the two dragons pretending to be animatronics for their amusement. The first time I met Martin, I was filled with childlike wonder. Having read great fantasy novels during my lifetime, I had always dreamed of having a dragon, but dreaming of it proved a pale comparison to the real thing.

“Well, if the kids are happy, I’m happy,” I said and found that I actually meant it. If seeing Azure and Martin could fill the neighborhood children with delight, then I was grateful. Halloween wasn’t my favorite holiday, but it didn’t have to be my most hated either.

I left Prisca to her entertaining and joined Hailey in the front yard. She sat in one of two slung back lawn chairs between Martin and Azure. A haunted candy bar spread across the walkway in front of her, leaving the kids to brave their way through the cemetery to obtain a treat.

“Having fun yet?” I slipped into the vacant chair and glanced over at her.

Hailey took Halloween to an entirely different level. Prisca had not mastered the art by a long shot, if Hailey’s efforts were her bar to achieve. Purple scales covered her face and visible skin beneath a tight-scaled, knee-length dress. The Converse shoes were the only aspect of the outfit that stood out as not on theme, but they were at least purple. Matching horns and wings brought everything together to complete the mother dragon look.

“So much fun!” she squealed. “I haven’t been able to go all-out like this since my sorority days in college.”

Of course she was involved in a sorority.

“Still can’t believe that guy poisoned himself.” She continued when I didn’t speak. “I thought I’d heard of all the poisons, but I still don’t understand what poisoned him.”

A few kids walked up to ogle at the dragons as they grabbed a fistful of candy from the table. I internally thanked them for their timing, as I didn’t know what to tell Hailey. It felt wrong to continue to lie to her, more wrong than lying to the average human. As soon as they left, she saved us both the headache and changed the topic.

“Do y’all do this every year?”

“If Prisca has her way?” I chuckled. “I’m sure it’s going to be our new tradition.”

“Well, sign me up for next year.” She raised her travel mug full of coffee and took a long swig from me. 

I raised my cup in cheers. Celebrating Halloween wasn’t quite as bad as I thought it would be. At least I got to spend it with my chosen family.




* * *
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DEAD-END WEEKEND




By Denise Jaden





MALLORY







Amber had an unmatched perseverance when it came to wearing down the adults in her life. This trip, for example, had not been her mother’s choice of spring break outings. Helen Montrose wanted to keep her daughter close to home in West Virginia for college. Yet, here we are, traveling down the Oregon Coast to investigate every West Coast college that has a half-decent Forensic Science program. 

In truth, Amber had little desire to spend four years on the West Coast, but neither of us had been here, and when Amber’s favorite cooking show, “Hidden Nooks that Cook”, featured several Oregon eateries, she came up with an elaborate college exploration plan that her mother wouldn’t be able to refute. 

She had the cooking show’s website loaded onto her phone. “We have time before we can visit the University in San Jose. Let’s detour to the coast and hit up this special café that was featured last month.”

I agreed and as I drove, Amber read from her screen. “The Heirloom Café makes specialty coffees, delectable baked goods, and even sandwiches.”

We decided to arrive hungry.

The Heirloom Café sat in the middle of the main street of Crystal Cove. As we got out of our rental car, I looked both ways at the plethora of mystical souvenir shops. Amber would likely want to visit one or two after we ate.

I caught the café door behind her as she rushed forward toward a short-legged gray cat, arms open, saying, “Aw! Look, Mallory!”

“I’d be careful if I were you,” a red-haired barista called from behind the counter. “Sherlock’s not always the friendliest.”

But Amber already had the cat snuggled into her arms, scratching him under his chin as she told me, “I miss Hunch.”

Hunch had been my husband’s cat. Through our grief, we’d warmed up to one another, but like this cat, Hunch much preferred Amber’s company.

The barista was halfway around the counter barrier when she saw Amber getting along famously with the cat. She stopped and cocked a confused eyebrow. 

I chuckled. “She’s practically inherited my cat, too. She has a way with them.” That was when I noticed the cat was wearing child-size eyeglasses. They were held onto his head by a gray piece of elastic, almost indistinguishable from his fur.

“Apparently.” The pretty twenty-something barista nodded. “Where are you two visiting from?”

“West Virginia.” My accent came out thicker than usual. 

Her eyebrows launched higher. “Long ways. Is there a magic festival on this weekend I’m not aware of?”

“Magic festival?”

“Why else travel all the way across the country to our little community of Crystal Cove?”

Her question sounded rhetorical, but I answered it anyway. “We didn’t come for any sort of festival.” I followed the barista to the counter. “Actually, Amber follows a cooking show called ‘Hidden Nooks that Cook’”.

Redheads were notorious for blushing, and this girl was no different. Her face went so pink, I stopped talking for fear I’d said something wrong.

She finally spoke. “You didn’t come all the way from West Virginia because you heard about us on TV.”

I wasn’t sure if it was a question. In truth, we’d come to visit several eateries along the West Coast, but I understood this girl’s blushing. I hadn’t said something wrong. I’d said something she needed to hear.

“We are not your average foodies.” I motioned over my shoulder to Amber. She let the cat down and he led her over toward a bookcase of old-looking books with a sign that read $20 EACH. “And this girl’s been talking about your Sugar and Spice Mochaccino for a month.”

“I—” The barista was at a loss for words. “Is that what I can get you, then?”

I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure that’s what Amber would like. I’ll take whatever you recommend. Plus, whatever you suggest for lunch.” The poor girl seemed so nervous, I figured I’d better not mention our catering business back home. Today we were simply traveling foodies. 

The barista backed away and scoured her baking display. I told her to let us know when it was ready and turned to the row of bookshelves.

But Amber was gone. I scanned the rest of the café, and finally spotted her around the corner of the counter, bent over a small table. The cat sat at her feet, staring up at her, but she had lost interest in him. As I moved closer, I could see handwritten notes and newspaper clippings strewn over the table, and a book Amber was thumbing through, at its center.

“Amber!” I hissed. Ever since we’d been helping our detective friend with investigations back at home, she’d been getting nosy, often having few boundaries when it came to other people’s stuff. 

She held up a newspaper clipping that was used as a bookmark. “Come and take a look at this.”

I glanced to the barista. Even though there were prepared sandwiches in the baking display, she was making us fresh ones on her back counter. “That looks like someone’s private stuff,” I whispered. But at the same time, I tilted my head to see what had her so interested. 

The word OBITUARY caught my eye. 

“Sherlock led me over.” Amber looked to the cat. “Maybe he’s like Hunch and he senses something important.”

Important or morbid? My cat had a nose for investigative work, but he also had a preoccupation with death. 

Amber plunked herself onto the linoleum floor and had the cat sitting between her legs like a human, facing her. “What do you know, Sherlock?” She could get Hunch into strange positions, too, without a single complaint out of him. She was some kind of cat whisperer. 

I started to read the obituary, while Amber prattled on.

“I saw this book on the history of magic and thought of Seth, because of how he loved Harry Potter when we were kids, and wouldn’t this make a great gift?”

Amber’s brother Seth was cat-sitting for me while we were in Oregon, and I’d mentioned wanting to bring something home for him. 

It wasn’t a good enough reason to snoop, in my opinion. I motioned toward the bookshelves across the café. “We should choose a book that’s actually for sale—”

“But wait.” She stood and ran her forefinger along a line in the obituary that started with Circumstances of death are still under investigation . . .

I pointed up near the top of the clipping. “This is from over a year ago, Amber. I’m sure the investigation was closed ages ago.”

“That’s what I thought.” She pulled a piece of note paper from under the book. “But then I saw this.” 


The paper contained several scrawled notes, in point form:


  	Case still open? Why won’t Jay talk about it?

  	Blue crystals, missing from Evening Treasures?

  	Stephen Saunders in love with Lizzie? Or another of Marigold’s rumors?

  	What did Aunt Lizzie know?





I skimmed the obituary for connections. Stephen Saunders was the name of the deceased. He’d owned a souvenir store called Evening Treasures. The obituary had also mentioned the town’s namesake, blue crystals. 

“And look at this article.” Amber said. The heading read: “Foul play suspected in Saunders’ Drowning.” 

However, when I skimmed the article, it was filled with journalistic rhetoric and no real information. Before my husband Cooper died, I used to do a lot of the research for his mystery novels. I was pretty quick at finding important details in large texts.

Amber pointed at another headline, convinced that we were going to find the breadcrumbs that would lead us to solving this long-cold crime, but by the third news clipping, I accepted that there wasn’t any factual basis for suspicion of foul play. At least none that was being shared in the local paper.

“This guy was a souvenir shop owner in town,” I said to Amber, “it seems like a sensationalized story to me, to stir up some excitement in this sleepy town.”

I had barely turned back to the book when the barista was suddenly there, on the other side of the small table, slapping the book closed, causing all the notes atop the table to flutter. Some fell to the floor and the barista scrambled to gather them up. “Oh, I’m sorry! I really shouldn’t have left these out!”

“It’s okay.” I put a calming hand on her shoulder, but it fell off as she skittered back behind the counter with her book and papers, calling, “Your order’s almost ready!”

The tabby left Amber and followed the barista. She moved the book to her other hand, and not only did the cat’s gaze stay trained on it, but he also pawed at her pant leg. 

Amber swept by me, toward our side of the counter, like a bloodhound on a suspicious scent. “Is that book for sale?” She pointed to the barista’s rear counter, where she’d left her book and notes. Sherlock sat below, as if guarding it.

The barista motioned to the far wall. “There are lots of other books about magic over there.”

Amber opened her mouth again and I marched over to save the poor girl from my bull-headed friend. “A book was one idea. I’m sure we can find something that Amber’s brother will like.”

The barista nodded. “We used to sell metaphysical jewelry, too, but with so many nearby souvenir shops, we didn’t move a lot of merchandise.”

“Metaphysical jewelry?” Amber asked. “Like with blue crystals in them?” 

I had to admit, it seemed coincidental that this café used to be somewhat of a souvenir shop.

“I—no.” The barista blinked quickly. “No blue crystals here, I’m afraid.”

I shook my head at my own overactive investigative brain. The barista probably had so many notes due to her switching the wares in her place of business. We were making something out of an old obituary for no reason. 

But as I pulled out my wallet to pay, the café’s cat perched his paws against the cabinet and sniffed up toward the book. If it had been Hunch, I’d have been certain he had followed that book with good reason.

I glanced at Amber, who still wore that dogged expression. Arguing with her about letting this go wouldn’t work. I chalked her suspicious nature up to the fact that her father had been murdered less than two years ago, and there had been plenty of clues upon which our local police should have followed. Instead, Amber and I had investigated much of it on our own.

“You say your cat’s name is Sherlock?” I asked the barista. 

At the sound of his name, Sherlock trotted around the counter and stared up at Amber.

I hated to admit it, but that, too, had to mean something.





TABBY







The lady from West Virginia laughed at Sherlock’s sudden interest in her young friend, but I had never seen my late Aunt Lizzie’s cat so interested in anybody. 

“Yep, Sherlock,” I told her. 

“How’d you come up with his name?” The younger auburn-haired girl’s tone was serious. She wore a purple hoodie, its middle depicting a stick figure on fire. Below the stick figure were the words: I TRIED IT AT HOME. I couldn’t help but wonder if the girl could communicate with my cat as well as I could. “Too funny,” she said about Sherlock’s name, as though it wasn’t funny at all.

“I’m afraid I can’t take credit for the name.” The sandwiches I placed in front of them took their attention and they didn’t push for details. 

“What kind of bread is this?” the teen girl asked, pushing a finger into it, and watching the moist bread slowly resume its shape. 

I hadn’t thought to ask if they had allergies. “We get an olive loaf from Breana’s Bakery down the street. It has gluten, but no nuts.”

The teen pursed her lips with distrust. “It looks so . . . moist.”

“Oh, it is. Believe me, our house specialties are only special because of our local shops. Our peppers and tomatoes all come from the farmer’s market and you’re going to die for the herb Havarti. It’s hand churned out at Smithberry farms.” I stopped my bragging to take a breath. “I’m Tabby, by the way.”

The brunette smiled brightly. “I’m Mallory, and this is Amber.” 

Amber was now investigating the insides of her sandwich, as though she didn’t believe me about the quality of the ingredients.

After what Mallory had told me about the drink Amber had come all the way across the country to try, I’d made hers up extraspecial with flakes of fresh-grated dark chocolate on top. I passed it to her. “I believe the Sugar and Spice Mochaccino is for you?” 

She took the cup and as the scent wafted up to her nose, her eyes sparkled with a delight that I sensed she didn’t reveal often. 

“And this is an Heirloom London Fog.” I passed the other drink to Mallory. 

“Great! What do I owe you?”

“Why don’t you enjoy your lunch and then decide if you want a book. We can settle later.”

While they ate, I cleaned up my back counter, then pulled up my book inventory on the café’s computer. I located the name of the person who had donated the one they’d found on my side table, a lady named Shelby Moran. She had donated three other books, and while I didn’t know her, most witches in town tended to keep their focus to one type of magic.

As I headed toward the bookshelves, Mallory and Amber looked my way with thick looks of concentration. 

Amber blurted a question I wasn’t expecting. “What kind of pickles are these?”

“Oh. Um.” I turned back for the rear counter. The café’s owner had bought the pickles at a farmer’s market in Eugene a couple of weeks ago. The front of the jar only labeled them as “Sweet and Succulent”, which they were, but when I skimmed the ingredients, I was surprised to see they weren’t cucumbers at all. “Huh.” I spoke as I read. “These ‘pickles’ are actually made from chunks of pear.”

As Amber and Mallory dropped back into deep conversation over pickles, Amber fished out a slice to try on its own.

Sherlock weaved around my ankles again and I almost tripped over him as I turned to head back for the bookshelves. 

“What is up with you today?” 

He didn’t answer with his mind-speak, as he was sometimes known to do, but he followed me to the bookshelves, and led me right to the shelf with Shelby’s other books. Two were about crafting jewelry, and only one was about magic, but it had a similar leather-bound cover to the one in which I’d found the obituary, so I took it back to my counter. On my way, I flipped through all the pages to ensure I hadn’t missed anything in this one.

 Before long, Mallory and Amber brought their empty dishes up to my counter. 

“I found you another book. See if you like this one.” I turned it and Amber flipped it open.

“Where did you go to culinary school?” Mallory asked.

My cheeks warmed. “Oh, I didn’t.” I waved a hand that I hoped looked casual. “I just create new recipes for fun, and the café owner vets them.”

“You’re not the owner?” Mallory’s eyebrows shot up. 

“I actually manage some local houseboat rentals. I’m here part-time, usually in the afternoons or evenings.” 

Mallory and Amber looked to each other. When Mallory turned back to me, she said, “Well, you’re very good at this job, and that’s coming from someone who has gone to culinary school. I hope they treat you well here.”

My face hit four-hundred degrees, the same way it had when that cooking show visited. 

“Anyway, we will take that book.” Mallory pointed to the one I’d found for them. It was in better shape than the one I spent the last week thumbing through, and still had most of its gold embossing. “It’s twenty dollars?”

I didn’t have much of a voice at the moment, so I nodded. After how she’d made me feel, she could take it for free, as far as I was concerned.

But she placed a twenty-dollar bill on the counter between us. “That’s for the book,” she slipped another a twenty into our tip jar, “and this is for your talent, Tabby. It was great to meet you, and in half an hour, you’ve already made our trip more than worthwhile. Now what do we owe you for the food?”

“Oh, that’s more than enough.” I motioned to the tip jar, but she shook her head at me, eyebrows raised, so I obediently rang up their order.

Amber pointed to the back counter. “Are you sure we can’t buy that one?”

I glanced back, and Sherlock was pawing up toward the magic book again, or more likely the obituary inside of it. Why would they want a book that was clearly in worse shape? Had they seen some of my notes? I nibbled my lip, looking for an excuse. “I’m afraid I’m still using that one for some- “I hesitated, “. . . research.”

Amber dropped her voice. “You’re investigating that death, aren’t you? That Stephen Saunders guy?”

“Stephen Saunders?” a louder voice asked. I looked to where Marigold Weathers had appeared behind Mallory with her empty coffee cup, probably wanting a free refill. 

Her purple hair was especially large and flouncy today and her floor-length orange dress made her look every part of the Crystal Cove attraction she was. But the ladies at the counter had visited for our coffee and food, not for the local witch shenanigans. 

Marigold nudged her way closer to the counter. I wanted to tell her not to be so rude but telling Marigold what to do had never worked in anyone’s favor. 

“Stephen Saunders died last February, right near the marina,” she explained to Amber. “There was a lot of intrigue surrounding his death at the time. The local police even came to ask for my spiritual guidance. I could tell something was amiss, and yet, the police wrote it off as an accident.” She waved a dismissive hand.

Aunt Lizzie used to be the one who had given the police her spiritual insight. I wished she was still around so I could ask her about this man’s death. Then again, if she was still around, I would know if there was anything to the rumors about her involvement with Mr. Saunders.

I smiled to my out-of-town visitors as I passed Mallory her change. “I’m so happy to have met you. If you’re ever back in Crystal Cove, be sure to stop by.”

Marigold looked between me and the two out-of-towners. I’d gotten to know my witch friend well enough that I could sense her craving an audience, even if it meant making up lies.

Still, Mallory and Amber hadn’t taken my hint to leave, and I really wanted to ask Marigold more about Stephen Saunders. I hoped I, at least, would be able to see through her lies.

“Why didn’t you think Mr. Saunders’ death was an accident, Marigold?”

Mallory’s brow creased. She looked from the hem of Marigold’s dress to her purple hair. 

Marigold studied her nails and took her time answering, either to add drama, or to take a second to make something up. “What reason can you think of to go boating in the middle of the night in February? And alone?” She let out a long dramatic sigh. “But of course, any policeman should have seen that evidence. It was the strong knowing that I kept trying to tell your detective friends about.” She shook her head and tsked at the memory. “What has you all of a sudden so interested?”

If I told her the truth, I had no doubt she would use any means necessary to get the book of magic and the obituary into her possession, and she’d sensationalize the whole thing to the point that no one would see the truth. But before I could open my mouth to make something up, Mallory came to my rescue.

“We were asking after a souvenir shop that he had apparently owned—”

Marigold cut the poor woman off. “You mean you didn’t tell them about Donna’s shop?” She tsked again. “Evening Treasures had some rare finds when it was around, but now you’re much better off trying my friend Donna’s store. It’s right on Main Street.” She pointed down the road toward the marina. 

It was clear that Marigold didn’t have any real insight into Stephen Saunders. She was only prying for anything I might know, which, admittedly, wasn’t much.

She held up her empty coffee cup, uncharacteristically wordless. She was hoping the information she’d given our out-of-town guests was worthy of a free coffee refill. 

I sighed and reached for the cup.

“Oh, could you be a dear and put that in a to-go cup?”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, but filled her cup and watched her go.

I turned to Mallory and Amber, who were all paid up, but still hadn’t left. They had been murmuring while I refilled Marigold’s coffee.

Amber crossed her arms. “If you really think something’s strange about that man’s death, we can help.”

My forehead buckled as Mallory explained. “What Amber means to say is that we sometimes help our detective friend solve difficult cases back home, and if you are interested in having some help, we are happy to give it a try.”

Some Sherlock mind-speak came into my head. Purple witch is right. Something to investigate.

My intuition told me Sherlock was right: these two West Virginians could help. 

I picked up my phone and scrolled back through my texts. When I found the string I was looking for, I turned the screen for Mallory and Amber to see.

“A week ago, I found the obituary as I was sorting through books.” I left off the part about Sherlock actually being the one who discovered it. “I have my own detective friend, and so this is what I texted to him.”

What do you know about the death of a Stephen Saunders? I found this in one of the books in my new bookshop.

I had followed my text up with a snapshot of the obituary. 

I scrolled down to show them the vague stonewall response Jay had sent.

That one’s best left in the past, Tabby.

I had found enough information about the man and his death to stoke my curiosity, but now re-reading Jay’s response, I was desperate for a new perspective.
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Tabby furrowed her brow as she flashed me her phone screen to show me a text exchange with her detective friend. I had to admit, if I had ever received a text like that from Alex, it would stir my curiosity much more than it would calm it. 

“Have you been to the souvenir shop that Mr. Saunders owned to investigate?”

Tabby shook her head. “I tried, but I couldn’t find it. Marigold made it sound like it had closed down. There’s no shop named Evening Treasures in our directory, or even online. I haven’t even been living in Crystal Cove for a year, so I hadn’t heard of it, and when I asked my detective friend, he clammed up.”

“Town hall’s not open today, is it?” Amber asked. 

“On a Saturday? Not likely.” I understood Amber’s thought process without her having to explain it to me. City hall would have an address and change of ownership for Evening Treasures souvenir shop. If we could talk to the new owners, perhaps we’d get more insight into the circumstances surrounding Stephen Saunders’ death. “Any idea why your detective friend is keeping quiet about the details? Do you expect there’s something still unsolved and he’s not allowed to share it?”

Tabby shook her head. “He’s usually really open with me, like more than he probably should be. But not with this case.”

That sounded a lot like how Alex was with us. The one time he hadn’t shared case details with me, it was because I figured too closely into the investigation. This made me remember Tabby’s list of notes.

“But you have an aunt who might have been involved, right?” 

She took a deep breath, and it came out shaky. “My aunt Lizzie died last March. I noticed the blue crystals mentioned in Mr. Saunders’ obituary, and it reminded me of some blue crystals my aunt used to have.” She brought her magic book and pile of papers over, and pointed this out in the obituary. “When I started to ask more about the man, some of the local witches whispered about a secret love affair he’d been involved in. No one would give me straight details, but I finally talked a name out of my friend Rachael. Apparently, the locals seemed to think he was involved romantically with my aunt Lizzie.”

“And both of them died within a month of one another?” At first mention, it sounded like a Romeo and Juliet type of situation.

Tabby nodded, looking pensive. I could tell she still felt the loss of her aunt acutely. 

I didn’t want to belabor the point, in case they were involved romantically, and what if the aunt was somehow responsible for this man’s death? At the same time, I knew all about needing to understand a loved one after their death. 

Then another idea occurred to me. “You said Crystal Cove is a tourist destination, right?” I asked. “Do they offer any kind of pamphlet or map to help tourists navigate the town?”

Tabby’s eyes widened, and she pointed outside and to the right. “There’s a map beside the marina.”

Ever since we’d found the obituary and the lady with the purple hair had acted so ominous about it, I knew Amber would want to investigate further. 

But my heart was with Tabby. I had to help her find some closure.

Amber headed for the door, not even planning to say goodbye, apparently. When she found her next clue to follow, she often forgot all social graces.

“We’ll see if we can find the store and have a talk with the new owners.” I started to follow Amber.

“Wait!” Hastily, Tabby gathered all of her notes, as well as the book with obituary inside. “If you’re helping investigate, you should have all the information,” she explained, passing it over.

“We’ll bring it back and let you know what we find out.” I rushed toward the door before Amber was out of sight. I didn’t have the heart to tell Tabby I’d already skimmed most of her notes, and wasn’t sure any of it would be helpful. 

Once outside, I jogged to catch up to Amber, and three blocks later, the giant cartoonish town map came into view, not far from a marina and a row of houseboats. I wondered absently what it would be like to stay on one of them. We had a motel room reserved for tonight a few hours south, but a motel didn’t seem nearly as interesting.

 As we walked, I had the strangest feeling, like we were being followed, but every time I glanced over my shoulder, the town was lazily going about its business. 

Amber raced ahead to the map. “Here it is!” Her voice cracked up two octaves like it always does when she gets excited. 

I moved closer, and sure enough, a square sign marked off a cartoon-drawn building, boasting a sign reading EVENING TREASURES. If the map was to scale, it was a small storefront with a second square structure behind it. The shop was on Second Street, one block over and a few blocks up. An easy walk, and it had turned out to be a nice day for the middle of March, even if the sun was starting to set.

Amber snapped a photo of the map with her phone, then ran her finger along our route. “I think there really is something magical about this town.”

She’d grown up with an older brother reading Harry Potter to her. I wasn’t as easily taken in by folklore, no matter how many times it had come up in the various newspaper articles we’d skimmed through. 

“When we get to Evening Treasures, I want to see what these blue crystals are all about,” Amber said, then she looked down at the short, gray cat with the eyeglasses, rubbing up against her leg.

“Huh. Sherlock followed us.” She bent down and the cat went straight into her open arms. When she stood with him, I could clearly see a blue jewel at the center of his glasses.

“What are the chances this cat is wearing the same kind of blue crystal that that obituary talked about?” I asked.

“Yeah, and what kind of a name is Sherlock for a cat, anyway?” 

It made me wonder if there was a lot more to this town than at first glance. 

A suspicious death with a strangely placed obituary.

An eyeglass, bluecrystal-wearing cat, who seemed to have his own sense for investigative work.

And my teenage sleuth companion, all fired up to solve the case.

What were the chances they’d all converge here in Crystal Cove in one afternoon?
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As Jay entered the café an hour later, the café’s phone buzzed from the counter from a number I didn’t recognize. 

I held up a finger toward him. “Take a seat and I’ll bring you something special.” Then I answered the call. “Hello? Heirloom Café.”

“Is this Tabby?” The familiar voice wasn’t Olivia or either of the other two employees who worked shifts at the café. 

“Yes, that’s me.”

“This is Mallory Beck. My friend Amber and I were at your café a few minutes ago?” She asked it as a question, as though I would ever forget them and their willingness to help me investigate. 

“Of course. Did you figure anything out?” I eyed Jay, not loving that I was doing this behind his back.

“Well, first I wanted to let you know that we have a little tagalong with us.”

She hadn’t even gotten out her sentence when I was scanning every inch of the café. “Sherlock? You have Sherlock?”

She chuckled. “And we found Evening Treasures on the map. Do you want us to bring Sherlock back before checking it out?”

I checked my watch. It was after 5:00 p.m. Most souvenir shops closed by 6:00 p.m. in the off-season. Plus, maybe Sherlock would find clues that the two ladies missed. “No, check out the shop first. Take Sherlock with you.” I wasn’t sure how to explain how helpful that cat could be, but thankfully Mallory agreed and hung up without comment. 

“London Fog with a twist,” I said as I set it in front of Jay. Then I took a deep breath. It wasn’t fair to let Mallory and Amber try so hard to get to the bottom of Stephen Saunders’ death if I wasn’t going to make an effort. “I keep thinking about that obituary I found in that donated book.” I kept my tone casual.

“Do you know the title of the book? Or who donated it?” Jay had yet to pick up his drink, indicating his mind was on a case. But was it on this case?  

“It was called History of Magic and Death Rituals.” I glanced to my computer. “It was donated by Shelby Moran. I don’t know the woman personally. She must be one of the local witches who I haven’t met.”

Jay squinted. “You’re sure it was Mrs. Moran?”

I nodded, unsure of how to explain I’d confirmed it twice already today.

“Where are the other books she donated?”

“I sold one earlier today.” I grabbed the two on jewelry making and passed them over. He looked for an inscription inside both covers and then fanned the first book, possibly looking for other stashed news clippings.

“I don’t get it,” I said. “Is this case still open or something?”

Jay sighed. “Not open, no.”

“But not shut?” I guessed. “Marigold seems to think Stephen Saunders’ death wasn’t an accident. Did she ever suggest she thought he had been murdered?”

“I’m not sure Marigold ever suspected murder,” Jay said. “Stephen Saunders’ death is one of Crystal Cove’s long-standing unsolved mysteries. Him boating late at night was unusual, but not necessarily suspicious. And we couldn’t find evidence of him being suicidal, which was closer to Marigold’s theory.”

“Marigold thought he killed himself?” That didn’t seem right. She’d seemed angry with the police for giving up on the case, and not listening to her intuition about it. 

“Not exactly.” Jay tipped his cup back to take a large gulp of his tea. “She was convinced that his hoarding of some magic crystals had led to his untimely death. She kept telling us to look for things that weren’t there—crystals and other magic beads he owned. I think she wanted to prove herself as a capable soothsayer at the time.”

My aunt Lizzie had been the more reliable fortune teller in this town, and she would have still been alive at the time. “Did you ask Aunt Lizzie what she thought happened to him?”

Jay looked away. “Lizzie didn’t want to talk about it. I always suspected she didn’t want to war against Marigold’s theories. Plus, there were rumors about how close your aunt was to Mr. Saunders. Lizzie assured Detective Thom their dealings had never gone beyond souvenir-related business, but we still had to tread carefully. I had planned to get Lizzie’s off-the-record thoughts once the hype of the investigation simmered down, but she died before I’d gotten a chance.”

A few seconds of somber silence passed between us, as we both missed my aunt. 

“So as far as you’re concerned, Stephen Saunders’ death was an unfortunate accident?”

Jay pursed his lips and nodded, which made me think there was still something he wasn’t telling me. 

“Something still bothers you about the case, though?” I guessed, watching Jay’s pensive expression.

He nodded. “There were some strange imprints around his neck, like he may have been strangled.”

“What did your captain have to say about that?”

Jay pulled out his phone and it buzzed in his hand. “The medical examiner confirmed cause of death as drowning, and he offered an unlikely explanation that it might have been a combination of seaweed and rocks. There were disagreements within the department.”

“And you didn’t buy it?” I tried to keep his attention from his phone, but I’d already lost the battle. 

He stood. “Sorry, Tabby. I’ve got to run.” He tapped the jewelry-making books on the table. “But this was a long time ago. Don’t let yourself get worked up over it. I’m sorry that I mentioned the connection to Lizzie.”

I was glad to finally know the details, but now even more determined to get to the truth, especially because I sensed Jay thought there was more to it. “No, really, Jay, I’m fine. Thank you for telling me.”

I wasn’t sure if he believed me, as he nodded and turned for the café exit with his phone already to his ear.
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Amber already had the cat in her arms, heading off for the souvenir shop. I was glad I’d been able to get reception to call the barista. My cell service provider was great at home, but its coverage was spotty on the West Coast.

We walked along Second Street for longer than seemed right, looking for the shop sign. When I was certain we’d gone too far, I stopped and said, “I’m pretty sure we’ve passed it.”

Amber stopped, reluctantly. The cat meowed. It was already getting dark, and it seemed up to me to think rationally if we planned to find the shop before it closed. 

I pointed to an auto body shop. “Wasn’t there an auto repair shop listed near Evening Treasures?” There’d also been a Mexican restaurant, which I could spot now, too, with its giant sign in the shape of a sombrero. 

After Amber checked the map on her phone, we backtracked. Evening Treasures should have been right between the two shops, but all that was there now was a place called Evan’s Cycles. A rack of bicycles lined the inside of a front window.

I sighed, feeling bittersweet about the end of this rabbit trail of clues. This wouldn’t feel satisfying to Amber or Tabby.

“That’s it.” I pointed toward the cycle shop. “Someone must have taken over the place and changed the type of business since Stephen Saunders’ death.”

Amber squinted, like she couldn’t make sense of this. Then she squared her shoulders and strode across the street.

“Amber . . .?” I called.

“Maybe they knew him,” she called, not looking back.

I sighed and followed her. 

When we got closer, E-bikes, old-fashioned pedal bikes, and even a unicycle came into view. The sight of this didn’t deter Amber. She marched through the small shop and up to a counter. 

“Where’s Evening Treasures?”

The thirty-something lady at the counter tilted her head at Amber. She had a short, dark brown pixie cut and angular features. “Excuse me?” she asked.

I’d finally caught up. “My friend was looking for a local souvenir shop and we’re wondering if it used to be around here.”

The lady locked eyes onto the book and papers in my hand and then Sherlock in Amber’s arms, and her jaw clenched. “It’s a bike shop now.” She emphasized the word harshly, inferring that this was no place for a cat. I had to agree with her there.

Still, I wanted Amber to at least get a few answers, so I made an effort to smooth things over.

I extended a hand. “I’m Mallory. We’re in town for the day and on a bit of a scavenger hunt.” I opened the magic book and flashed the obituary, showing her the words Evening Treasures within it. “Are you the owner of the store, then?”

She didn’t reach to shake my hand. “My husband Evan owns this shop. I’m Shelby. Where did you get that?” She motioned to the obituary, like it had somehow offended her.

“We found it in here.” I closed the book and used her name, in hopes of finding friendly ground. “So, tell me, Shelby . . . Did you know the man who used to own the souvenir shop. A Mr. Stephen Saunders?”

Shelby blinked fast, several times in a row, and then looked down to straighten some papers by the till in front of her. 

“We’re also looking for some special blue crystals he used to sell,” Amber added. 

 A long moment later, Shelby pushed her papers aside and looked up, but not directly at either of us. 

“He died, a while back. Can’t tell you anything else. Sorry.”

Nothing since we’d arrived in Crystal Cove had made me feel inclined to seriously investigate Stephen Saunders so far. Nothing, at least, until this woman’s curt response. 

“You don’t even know how he died?” Amber raised her eyebrows. In such a small town, it seemed unlikely. 

The tense moment stretched like a taut rubber band between all of us. 

“We should probably go,” I said as a bell jingled above the door. Shelby’s gaze snapped away, and her pinched look got even tighter. 

I followed her gaze to a man with equally angular features and dark hair. He could have been this woman’s brother, but I suspected he was more likely her husband, Evan.

We had no proof that either of these people had done anything wrong, but as a wave of mistrust came over me, I tugged Amber toward the door.

“Did you find the bikes you were looking for?” The man asked. His deep voice was a mix of slick-salesman and friendly. 

“I, um . . . we don’t need bikes. But thanks!” My voice came out too peppy, but I didn’t stick around and make up for it. 

 “What’s your rush?” Amber hissed when we were outside.

Shelby’s husband watched us through the front window. The sky had darkened in the time we were inside, so I pulled her out of the glow of the streetlamp toward the auto repair shop. “Didn’t you feel a strange edge off that couple? Something about them is creeping me out.”

Amber rolled her eyes. “I’ll bet it’s because I asked about the blue crystals. Those news articles talked about the locals being secretive and precious about them.”

I didn’t recall that, but I hadn’t scoured every word like Amber had. 

Before I knew what was happening, Amber moved along the side of the bike shop. “I’m going to check out the building in the back. Maybe they stored all the souvenirs after that Saunders guy died. Maybe they’re keeping the best ones hidden!” Amber sounded more excited than I thought she should be by the prospect of some agitated locals who didn’t want to talk about the former dead owner of their shop.

Her youth and her vigor led her out of my reach within seconds, and once again, I was sick with worry about the situation into which she may be leading us.
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By the time Olivia showed up to take over the café, I still hadn’t seen the ladies from West Virginia, nor had I seen my cat. 

“Do you know where Evening Treasures is?” I asked Olivia as I grabbed my phone. 

“You mean Evan’s Cycle—?” she started to say.

Her words were cut off by a customer clearing his throat at the counter. I grabbed my purse while she took his order, but when I returned from the back storage room, the evening rush had started and had Olivia bounding between the milk frother and Espresso machine. If I didn’t want to get stuck here all night, I figured I’d better get out now.

“Have a good night!” I called, feeling somewhat guilty, as I swept past the line and out the door. She had two more baristas who were begging for extra shifts. If she wanted to save a few bucks by handling the late crowd herself, so be it.

Outside, I texted Jay. I hadn’t wanted to tell him that I’d sent two out-of-towners to investigate with all my notes, but it gave me a sick feeling that I hadn’t heard anything from them in more than two hours.

Hey, can you help me find that Evening Treasures store? 

If he didn’t answer right away, I could walk to the cartoon sign and find it myself, but I’d been on my feet all day, so I was thankful when my phone rang, and Jay’s name flashed across the screen. As I swiped to take his call, I wondered if Sherlock went back to the boat and the two out-of-towners felt bad about coming back to tell me they’d lost sight of him. 

“Hey,” I said into the phone.

“What do you need with Evening Treasures?” Jay’s words came out fast, like he must be busy. 

His tense voice made my pulse race and my worried thoughts took over. “Two out-of-town ladies were headed there to ask some questions. One was only a teenager and they had Sherlock with them.”

“Look, Tabby, the place is now a bike shop, but the owners, Evan and Shelby Moran, they had some history with Saunders and were suspects in the case for a time. We didn’t find anything solid on them, but I still don’t like the idea of you going there alone.”

I didn’t like the idea either. At the same time, I didn’t like knowing that Mallory and Amber, not to mention my cat, may still be there. “Tell me where it is, and I’ll wait outside for you.”

He told me about the cross street on Second, and I quickened my pace. 

His voice was a mix of strained and ominous as he said, “Please stay out of sight until I get there.” 
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Amber was so serious about poking around outside the bike shop, she even put her new catfriend down. “Didn’t you get the feeling they were hiding something?” Her voice was louder than made me comfortable, as she surveyed the empty backyard.

Sherlock sniffed the air in a very Hunch-like manner and forged ahead to a half sheet of weathered plywood in the middle of the otherwise green lawn. 

“What is it, Sherlock?” I whispered, if for no other reason, to demonstrate to Amber the volume we should use while trespassing.

Amber got to the plywood much quicker than me. “It has a padlock on it, but it’s not all the way clicked shut.” 

By the moonlight, I couldn’t tell that she’d removed the padlock until I moved closer.

“I’ll bet this is where they keep all the souvenirs from the dead owner, including those blue crystals!” Again, with the loud voice. 

I shushed her, about to tell her to put the lock back how she found it, but she was already lifting the wooden plank. It had stairs below and looked like some kind of an underground bunker.

“Amber, no!” I hissed, as she stepped inside. 

She flashed me a quick grin and vanished from sight. Sherlock stood near the first step, like he knew he shouldn’t go in.

“Good kitty,” I whispered. “You stay right here. I’ll get Amber and we’ll be right back.” 

By the time I reached the bottom of six cement stairs, Amber had found a pull-string for a dim yellow light. The small underground space smelled musty and had been crammed with knickknacks.

“I was right!” Amber said. “All the souvenirs from that shop are stored down here.”

While there were scads of beaded jewelry and dream catchers on narrow tables around the perimeter of the small room, it wasn’t enough to populate an entire store. “Who’s in those pictures?” Curiosity got the best of me from the photographs tacked up along the wall behind Amber. My eyes hadn’t adjusted to the yellow light, and I kept blinking to reset my focus.

Amber scoured the beads for those blue crystals she’d been after. She glanced up at my question and said, “Huh. It looks like that Shelby lady. But she’s with some other guy—”

Her words were cut off by a loud clunk and a sudden darkening of the moonlight above. 

Someone had closed the wooden plank-door, and worse, a second later came the sound of the padlock being worked into place.

I ran up the stairs and banged on the wood. “Hey, there are people down here! Please open this up!”

I was worried the person on the other side wouldn’t hear me, but a second later, Shelby’s voice said, “Then you shouldn’t have been snooping around on private property.”

Amber met me on the stairs. “It was my fault!” 

I wrapped an arm around her. “We were both wrong to trespass,” I called. “Please let us out!”

A hundred horrible scenarios entered my mind as the silence ticked on. 

“She’s gone! She’s not going to let us out, is she?” Amber asked.

I swallowed and squeezed her tighter beside me, because I didn’t have an answer for that.





TABBY







The sun had set long before I arrived on Second Street. The cycle shop was dark, with only the reflection from one of the streetlights. 

I wondered if it was pointless to wait for Jay. All the shops were closed. Sherlock must have headed back to the boat. Mallory and Amber probably left town hours ago, when they discovered this was now a cycle shop. 

I texted Jay to suggest we meet at my boat tomorrow instead. I was exhausted and wanted to give my aching feet a rest. As I hit send, a familiar “meow” startled me. 

I’d never heard Sherlock so agitated. In the dim light, I couldn’t see him anywhere.

“Sherlock?” I whispered into the night. 

Help! Now! The desperate words flooded my mind. 

His inner talk grew louder as I moved closer to the bike shop.

Girls trapped! Have to help! Locked in ground!

Girls? Was he talking about Mallory and Amber? Had they fallen into some kind of well? 

Sherlock sometimes took things too literally, but he never made things up. “Where are the girls? Show me,” I whispered.

Sherlock moved into my view along the side of the cycle shop. I picked up my pace as my worry grew. What if they’d been stuck for hours? What if one of them was seriously hurt?

The backyard of the cycle shop came into view, but the grassy lawn was fenced on every side.

“Are you sure?” I asked my cat. 

He paced across a piece of plywood lying in the middle of the lawn and then pawed at something. I moved closer. A padlock was attached to one edge of the wood. 

I bent and rattled the lock, but it needed a key.

Muffled voices sounded from below. “Let us out!” and “We’re sorry!” and “Please open the door!”

My eyes widened. Before I could ask my cat how I was supposed to get the padlock off, a man’s deep voice spoke from behind me. 

“Get away from that door!”

I scrambled away, falling back onto my butt. I looked up at the unfamiliar man with sharp features and an angry expression. He turned toward the back of cycle shop where a familiar dark-haired woman stood. 

“Hold her,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

He pressed a foot into my stomach, keeping me flat on the ground. I choked on my saliva and dropped my cell phone, using both hands in a fruitless attempt to heave his foot off.

I knew the woman. Shelby Moran had been into The Heirloom Café with some recent book donations. 

Including one with an obituary. 

My mind raced through possibilities. Had she wanted someone to find the obituary and investigate? Maybe she was afraid because she knew what really happened to Stephen Saunders. 

Seconds later, Shelby returned from the shop with a small handgun aimed right at me.

I slowly raised my hands in the air. The man removed his foot, unlatched the padlock, and pulled the square of wood open.

“Thank you!” Mallory said, taking a step up, but before she could poke her head outside, the man’s foot came down hard against her shoulder.

She let out a loud cry and fell out of view. All the shops in the area were closed. No one would hear us.

“Get in there,” the man said to me. 

“Mallory! Are you okay?” Amber said, her voice frantic. She started up the stairs. “You have to help her!” 

For fear that Amber would get hurt as well, I kept my hands in the air, stepped between them, and told the man, “I’m going.”





MALLORY







The plank-door slammed with a thud, this time with three of us underground. My elbow and back ached, but I pushed myself up when Tabby whispered, “Do you still have your phones?”

I passed mine over. “But we haven’t been getting reception.”

A second later she passed it back. “No bars.”

“Amber, how about yours?” From the top of the stairs, she tossed hers down.

I checked, but not only did it have no reception, it was on its last two percent of battery. 

When Amber came back down the stairs, she said, “Seems like they’ve left for now.”

We needed to come up with a plan for the next time they opened the hatch. I figured Amber had the same idea when she nudged between me and Tabby back down the stairs. But she scoured through the jewelry and photos around the small space. 

“Look at this.” She pulled a small book with a vintage fabric cover from among the beads. “It looks like a journal.” She passed it to me and continued moving trinkets aside.

“What do you know about this couple?” I asked Tabby. She sat on the second step with her eyes closed and her fingers on her temples. “Tabby?”

She opened her eyes and shook her head. “Next to nothing. Except that Shelby was the one who donated that book.”

“The one with the obituary for Stephen Saunders?” I confirmed. “The same man who used to run his souvenir shop from this property?”

Tabby nodded. “Did she want us to investigate his death? Or was she too afraid of her husband to ask directly for help?”

“Maybe she didn’t know it was there,” Amber suggested. She tilted her head, studying a calendar that hung on the wall. “Hey, what was the date of death on that obituary?”

I grabbed Amber’s phone to pull up the picture she’d snapped of it, but her cell was officially out of juice.

But Tabby had a good memory. “It was last February 10th, why?”

Amber poked a finger at a date on the calendar. “There’s a heart over February 10th on this calendar.”

That certainly pointed to Evan and Shelby Moran having something to do with Stephen’s death.

Amber started theorizing, as she often did when trying to solve a case. “Is wanting a guy’s retail space a good enough motive to kill him?”

My gaze drifted to the fabric-bound book. As I flipped through it, it appeared to be a journal, written by none other than the deceased, Stephen Saunders. It talked about buying souvenirs, dating a woman he couldn’t get out of his mind, then finding out she was married. My gaze caught on a few phrases: Lizzie says she’s dangerous, but she doesn’t know Shelby like I do. 

Then later in the book: When I told Shelby that Lizzie wouldn’t train us to use the crystals, she threw a fit, frantic and hysterical. I’ve never seen her like that. She claimed she needed the magic to be free of Evan and I’m afraid she might hurt Lizzie.  

I flipped forward to the last page with writing on it. The words ended with: I should never have tried to protect Lizzie.

I looked up at Amber and Tabby. “It looks like Stephen Saunders wasn’t in love with your aunt Lizzie. Your aunt tried to warn him away from Shelby, but he insisted he couldn’t live without her.”

In her usual sarcastic fashion, Amber added, “Apparently, he couldn’t live with her either.”





TABBY







I had my fingers on my temples and eyes closed again as I tried to focus on excerpts from Stephen Saunders’ journal. My head pounded and I couldn’t seem to think down here.

Then it occurred to me: The blue crystals! They must be down here. I’d never felt the family gift of magic they brought with them more than now.

“Tabby? Are you okay?” Mallory asked.

I nodded, but kept my eyes closed and silently counted backward, trying to keep my mind under control. Now that I understood what I was dealing with, I would use everything I’d learned so far to keep my thoughts straight.

I moved up the stairs, near the hatch, and felt my head clear a little more as I did.

“Tell us about Sherlock,” Amber said. “He’s different, isn’t he? We have a different cat, too.”

I was intensely interested in how their cat was different. 

Mallory asked, “Do you think he might be able to help?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him since they locked me away.” Even though my words were honest, I had the sense that Sherlock still could help somehow. But I wasn’t sure how.

Amber turned, holding a wooden frame. “Look, I found one of the blue crystals this town was named for! It must be from Evening Treasures.”

She walked toward the stairs with it, but I held up a flat palm. “Hang on! Please!” 

Even from across the bunker, I could read the engraved plaque at the bottom: CRYSTAL COVE’S GREATEST TREASURE. 

I closed my eyes, trying to keep my focus, and opened a hand. As I felt the wooden frame placed in my hand, I counted again. On instinct, I pawed at the hatch door, like another cat would do.  

Suddenly words came into my head: 

Bad man gone. Need to open door. Bad lady still nearby.

I spoke quietly near the crack. “Sherlock? Can you go find Jay? Go get help!”

I must have been too loud, because Shelby said, “Get away from that door, you nosy cat!” 

Sherlock let out a sickening “Meow” as he was forcibly moved away. 

Before I could think of what else to tell Sherlock, the padlock rattled, and the hatch opened.

Shelby Moran stood in the doorway holding the gun outstretched in front of her. “Get back down the stairs!” she told me. 

I did as I was told, my thoughts going so erratic, I couldn’t focus enough to count. 

“You don’t have to do this,” Mallory told Shelby. “Let us go quietly, and we’ll never say a word.”

“I can’t do that.” Shelby took a step into the bunker. “Move to the back wall.” She motioned the gun in that direction. 

We did as we were told. I focused on my breath, counting to three with each inhale.

Shelby moved to the shelf Amber had been searching through. “I have to make sure he didn’t take anything else from here.”

He? Did her husband plant the obituary for someone to find? Not Shelby after all?

Mallory asked, “Did he kill Stephen? Let us help you prove it.”

Shelby let out a short laugh as she frantically searched. “You’re not going to prove anything. My husband is only guilty of growing a conscience.” Her gaze landed on the journal in Mallory’s hand, and she snatched it away. “I’m sorry you were snooping around, but now you’re going to have to pay the consequences.”

When Shelby’s back was to the open hatch, two little grey cat eyes appeared above her in the open square. Then the handsome face of my detective friend, with his gun aimed at her back.

“Shelby Moran? I’ll need you to move slowly and put your hands in the air.”





MALLORY







It took us a good hour after arriving at the police station to calm down. Once we did, it was clear that Tabby and her detective friend, Jay, were a lot like Alex and I; they were more than friends.

Or at least they hoped to be. 

After taking a statement from Shelby, Jay’s co-worker, an ultra-serious Detective Thom, took off for the marina to try to track down Evan, who was preparing a boat to take us out to sea. Shelby had committed the cold-blooded murder of Stephen Saunders when he tried to break things off with her. She’d dumped his body near Lizzie’s houseboat and then spread rumors about them, hoping to get her arrested. She’d taken the shop that Stephen had willed to her and opened Evan’s dream cycle shop to keep him quiet when he found out. 

And she’d planned to do it again with us tonight.

It was almost ten o’clock when we finally left the police station. Jay followed us out. 

He turned to Tabby. “Why should I be surprised? You helped us solve another case.”

Her eyelashes fluttered before she looked to us. “I couldn’t have done it without Mallory and Amber. Or Sherlock.”

“Of course.” Jay smiled 

“Can you come back to my houseboat for dinner?” Tabby asked us.

I checked my watch. “Actually, we still have a long drive to our next motel. But thank you.”

Tabby offered a bright smile. “Who needs a faraway motel? Stay in one of my empty houseboats for the night. What do you say?”

I grinned to match hers. “We’d love to. But only if you promise to visit the next time you’re in West Virginia.” I turned to Jay. “Both of you.” 

They smiled and agreed, and led me toward the marina, where the waves promised to settle my nerves and rock us to a peaceful sleep.




* * *
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RATS AND RAPSCALLIONS




By Rune Stroud





1







I stood on the front steps of the Mystic Meadows town library, staring down my raven familiar who sat on a concrete post nearby. “No, Simon, you’re not going inside.”

“Go!” he croaked.

“No. You’re staying out here. They want fewer pests in the library, not more. Just look for dropped shinies, okay? I’ll call you when I come back out.”

He lowered his head, but I didn’t miss the way his eye landed on the food truck pulling into the parking lot. “Shiny.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Don’t even think of bothering the people in the food truck. They’ve got to set up for the lunch rush. They don’t have time to deal with a fully-fed raven who pretends to be hungry to get extra snacks.”

He blinked. “Shiny.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’ll leave the food truck alone?”

He hesitated for a long moment. “Yes.”

Relieved, I turned to go inside. “Alright. I’ll be back in a bit.”

He cackled and took off in the opposite direction of the food truck.

I walked just inside, stopped, and took a big sniff. I loved the smell of books. With a smile, I went to the circulation desk. “Hi. I’m here to see Mr. Rivers.”

She picked up her phone. “August? Someone here to see you.” She listened for a moment. “Yes, sir, I’ll send her in.” She sat the phone down with a click and pointed to my left. “His office is down that hall. The last door on the left.”

I made my way down the hall, passing two reading rooms and the bathrooms along the way. I knocked on the door.

“Come in!”

Inside the head librarian’s corner office, I first saw the white-haired man behind the desk, then the raven flying across the window behind him. I ignored my bird. “Hi, Mr. Rivers. It’s been a long time.”

“Autumn! Please call me August. Good to see you.” He stood. “We’ve got quite the problem. I hope you don’t mind that I called you. Beast Witch is such a rare gift. The head librarians didn’t know whom to call. Only last minute, I remembered Brynhild had a granddaughter who talked to animals. We almost called an exterminator.”

“Oh, no, I don’t mind at all. You said you have a rat problem?”

His bushy eyebrows drew together, and he frowned. “Unfortunately, we do. They’re in the Codex Chambers. With that many rare books, we can’t afford to have them in there.”

I shivered. The Codex Chambers. The rarest and most powerful spell books on the planet are nestled in the closely guarded rooms. I was about to see the rarest books in Witchdom. “How did rats get in? I thought access was controlled and sealed?”

He shook his head. “Come with me. We think a wizard brought food into the chambers, and the rats simply followed.”

I checked the parking lot through the window before we walked out of his office, and spotted Simon approaching a child who held a hot dog he’d just gotten from the food truck. I hesitated, torn about whether to go out and confront my bird, but August ushered me out the door before I could decide to do so. I sighed and followed him to the janitor’s closet.

He opened the door, checked his watch, switched the positions of the brooms and mops on the wall, and closed the door again. When he reopened it, the heavy smell of old books greeted us. He said, “If you get lost in there, and it’s likely you will, ask any of the gargoyles you see to lead you to the North American exits.”

Before I stepped through the door and out of the hallway, the woman from the circulation desk rushed up to us. “Sir, we’ve got an emergency. Three children have gone missing in the library. Their mothers can’t find them anywhere.”

August nodded. “I’m coming.” He glanced at me. “Go ahead. I’ll see you when you return. Remember this exact door. Place this symbol,” he handed me a piece of cloth with a symbol on it, “against this same door to return. Oh, and please be discreet about the rats. You don’t want to upset the patrons.” He turned and hurried after the receptionist.

The room I entered was empty except for two gargoyles on either side of a large ornate door on the opposite wall. The wall on which my door was, held two other doors; one to the left, and one to the right. Above the three doors, a sign read, “North America”.

I closed the door behind me and checked the fading symbol on the door. It matched the cloth that the librarian had given me. It looked like two mountains with a waning moon between them. That would be easy to remember. Mystic Mountain and Crystal Mountain, with the moon signifying Mystic Meadows, nestled between them. The symbol disappeared just as the door to the left of mine glowed with another symbol.

I wasn’t sure if I should address the gargoyles, so I approached slowly. “Hello. I’m Autumn Oufsdatter, a Beast Witch. I’m here at the request of the librarians. May I pass?”

The other door clicked closed behind me.

Stone grated as the gargoyle on the right turned his head and blinked at me. “Go ahead.”

Someone cleared their throat behind me. “Just go in. For goodness sake. You don’t need their permission. You already got it from the librarians.”

I went through the ornate door between the gargoyles, blushing, and stepped aside so the wizard behind me could bustle past importantly, her robes swishing. “Sorry, madam.” 

She turned, scowling, then her eyes softened. “Oh, your first time in the Codex Chambers, huh? Are you studying to become a wizard?”

I shook my head. “The librarians sent me because I’m a Beast Witch, and they think there could be rats in here.”

Her eyes widened. “Rats! The books. Oh, yes, well, then. Please get them out before they dama—”

Everything suddenly lurched into motion, walls rotating. The door we’d entered shut behind the two gargoyles who’d just rushed in, and bars shot across it, locking us inside. Red lights flashed on the high ceiling and an alarm blared in the distance.

The lit display cabinets in front of me went dark, the glass turning reflective. Metal grates dropped over the bookshelves on the walls.

I struggled to keep my footing as the large stone floor tiles shifted, rearranging themselves slowly, some rising, some falling. I hopped onto a rising tile and watched the scowling wizard I’d come in with, hop onto another.

She turned to a gargoyle imperiously. “What is going on here?”

Its claws extended, and its eyes scanned the room. “There’s been an incursion. Someone unauthorized has used a spell to break into the chambers. We are on lockdown until we find the intruder or intruders.”

Alarmed, I choked out, “Why would someone break into the Codex Chambers?”

The gargoyles ignored me. Fair enough, it was a dumb question.

The wizard looked at me like I was the dirt beneath her fingernails. “There are many valuable and incredibly rare spell books in the Codex Chambers. You realize that, right?”

The stone I was on lurched sideways, and I dropped to my knees before I could fall off. “Yes. I’m sorry. Dumb question.”

She sniffed. “It really was.” She turned toward the gargoyles. “They’re probably after one of the new books. Probably not the one donated by Merlin’s ancestor. More likely, if they’re going to break in, it’d be the Codex Rasputin. Black magic.”

I’d been so excited that I’d be entering the Codex Chambers. I’d always intended to come here and study what was known of my magical gift throughout history. But I just hadn’t had time between all the animals I’d rescued and the responsibilities of working for Gran. Now, though, I wished I’d never come. The Chambers were under attack, possibly by an evil wizard. Someone powerful enough to break through the wards and get in without permission. All I could do to defend myself was talk to the rats and maybe create a light orb or slide a pencil across a table. No battle magic at all. I took comfort that there would be wizards, more powerful magic users who’d studied for years, throughout the chambers.

Finally, the room’s motion slowed, and the floor tiles settled into place. The alarm quieted.

I looked around. The grates still closed off the shelves, and the ancient books in their displays were still darkly metallic, but I could move around again. We were in a maze of displays, desks, cozy reading nooks, and shelf after shelf of books, now all locked down. Here, they’d gathered the written knowledge of ancient and modern wizards and witches into one small pocket dimension and protected it from the outside world by stone guardians and gargoyles, who were immune to magic.

The building was majestic, with a ceiling several stories high and windows with light streaming through them high on the walls. Gargoyles patrolled between bookshelves, searching for the intruder.

Of course, I had to show up on the day someone attacked. I looked at the wizard.. 

She frowned at the nearest gargoyle. “This has ruined my plans. I can’t read the rare volumes if they’re locked down. You may let me out now.”

It ignored her, walking away and swinging its heavy head from side to side.

She stomped a foot. “Open that door.”

She got no response.

I glanced at the wizard, who tried to pry open the door. “I guess we’re stuck here for a while, huh?”

She pushed a harsh breath through her nose. “Just go exterminate the rats or something, beast girl. You probably have nothing better to do with your days. I’m going to speak to the librarian.” She marched confidently into the maze.

I felt sorry for whoever ended up feeling her wrath. Wizards were notoriously egotistical, thinking that all their studies made the rest of us less important.

I moved to the shelves on my right and got on my hands and knees, trying to look beneath. “Hello, are there rats here?”

No response.

The place was immense. Doing it this way would probably have me crawling every inch of the building, along all the walls and all the shelves. It could take forever. I crawled about three feet and turned a corner. “Hello? Rats?”

A throat cleared and I nearly jumped out of my skin. The intruder?

A tall wizard stood behind me, scowling. “They won’t want to hear you calling for rats. It’ll upset the library patrons.”

I swallowed hard, thinking of the librarian’s warning to be discreet. “Sorry.”

His face softened. “Hey, don’t worry about it. Just don’t say the rat part out loud. Do you think they’re over here?”

I sat on my heels. “I don’t know. They only told me there were, um, pests in the building. They didn’t tell me where they’d be.” I took another look at the room. Everything had apparently changed, and the shelf I’d crawled around was different now. “I don’t know what I was expecting, but I didn’t expect it to change every time I looked. “Is this the same shelf I was just in front of a minute ago? It doesn’t look the same.”

He grunted. “First visit. Yeah, it’s a little overwhelming your first time. Well, I’m the one who spotted the rats, and they were there.” He pointed down an aisle and  off to the right. “Underneath the bookshelves. I tried to follow them, but they were too fast.”

“Did you see how many there were?”

“Several. Not completely sure. Here, I’ll show you. Can’t really do any research anyway, with all these alarms going off, and I’m not much of a battle mage.” He reached his hand out to me.

I took it. I stood with his help and brushed my knees off. “Thank you. That would be great.”

He led me down the aisle and to the right. “There’s the bathroom there, and I saw them run underneath the bookshelf between the bathroom doors.”

A female wizard came out of a bathroom door, smoothing her hair and robe and looking around. She met my eye for a moment and turned, striding away with purpose.

Right after her, a male wizard exited the same door, his eyes darting, before moving in the opposite direction.

My companion snorted. “They think they’re so sneaky. Everyone knows they come here to meet more than to study.”

I approached the bookshelf he’d pointed to, and got on my knees, looking beneath. “Hello? R—” I remembered what he’d said. “What are people going to think of me on the floor looking for something?”

He shook his head. “Pretend you’re looking for your reading glasses or something. The floor tiles just rearranged themselves, so anything could’ve happened. Your crystal ball could’ve rolled away. According to the books, Beast Witches can call animals silently, like in their heads or something. You can do that, right?”

 “Okay. Yeah, I can do that. I don’t usually think about it.”

“Well, now would be a good time. I’m going to join the search. Good luck.” He turned and walked away.

I turned back to the shelves and sent out a mental call as loud as I could. Rats, I need to meet with you.

I felt the call spread through the entire chamber. 

Shocked, I almost fell over. That had never happened before. I can call all the animals in an entire building at once. Not just a room. Why hadn’t I ever tried that? I tucked that knowledge away, spotting movement out of the corner of my eye. A dark eye blinked at me from beneath a nearby shelf.

I almost spoke aloud again but pressed my lips together. Joyful greetings, rat. It’s so nice to see you.

Unsure, it stayed in the shadow beneath the shelf. Cautious greetings. What do you want from us?

A second set of eyes joined the first.

“I—” Yikes, I almost did it again. I want to help you. The wizards need you out of here because they value these books. They’ll kill you if you don’t leave. Will you come with me? 

There is sometimes food here, but not enough for all of us.

I have food at my home. And we’ll find you a place to live that has plenty of food. 

A larger set of eyes blinked into existence, connected to a twitching nose and long whiskers, beneath the next shelf. Plenty of food? We’re barely able to eat here. We need more. We can’t get out. 

Suddenly the nose with whiskers and all three sets of eyes disappeared.

Behind me, I heard footsteps. I turned, fearing the worst.

A gargoyle stood on all fours, much larger than I was, and looked down at me. “You have permission to be here?” 

I swallowed hard, suddenly realizing how imposing these creatures were. Made of stone, immune to magic, and massive. I didn’t want to be on the wrong side in a battle. “Yes, I do.”

“Name?”

“Autumn Oufsdatter.”

It gave me a brief nod and moved past me into the bathroom, continuing its search.

I looked back under the shelves. The rats would huddle out of sight but still be there. How did you even get in here? Never mind, let’s talk about that later. We can’t leave yet, but when we can, will all of you go with me? If I feed you? How many of you are there?

Coming from the direction the larger rat had disappeared, I heard shuffling. Promise that you have more food. We are hungry. 

I promise.

I got echoes of agreement.

The gargoyle left the bathroom through the second door, looked at me again, and moved away.

I sat on the floor and leaned against the locked bookshelf. I didn’t see anyone else around, so I spoke quietly. “Why did you guys come in here, anyway?”

We were born here.

Several more minds piped in with their agreement. 

One said something different. I found a muffin in the pocket of a sleeping human. While I ate it, he woke and traveled here.

A tiny little nose with whiskers poked out from beside me. Food, please. I’m hungry.

The others I’d seen were larger. This skinny little thing must’ve been the runt of the litter. “Hi, little one. I’ll take you home as soon as I can. Unfortunately, someone came into the library without permission, and the librarians locked all the doors until they find them. They don’t allow food here, so I didn’t bring any with me.”

“Who are you talking to?” A stranger looked down at me. She’d just come from around the end of the shelves.

The little rat disappeared back beneath the shelf.

Drat. I’d spoken out loud again. “Myself. I talk to myself a lot. My stomach growled.”

She scowled. “Yeah, right. Who, really?”

A shrill alarm sounded far off to my right.

She glanced that way and then back at me. “The intruder. I’ll be back.” She trotted off toward the sound.

Far behind me, another alarm went off.

Thundering stone feet rang on the stone tile floors as another gargoyle, who’d been headed our way, turned and raced in the same direction. 

I looked down the aisle toward the latest alarm, but couldn’t see anything, as the aisle now ended in more bookshelves. I heard an odd whooshing. As fast as I could, I jumped behind a shelf, making sure whatever powerful entity was setting off the alarms wouldn’t see me. It sounded like a portal opening. You’d have to be incredibly powerful to open a portal into a pocket dimension, let alone multiple portals. I’d never even met anyone who could open a portal by themselves, though there had been a few in history.

Someone whispered, “Do you see it?”

A metal grate shook. “No. These are about charging crystals and building pyramids. Why are these all locked up? How are we supposed to study them if they lock them up?”

That whisper had sounded very much like a child’s whisper. I peeked around the corner.

Three children around ten or eleven, one boy and two girls, were searching the bookshelves. One girl climbed up the metal grate like a monkey, bracing her feet against the bars and pulling herself up with both hands. “I don’t know. Oh wait, up here, we’re getting closer. This one’s called Growing Your Power with Plants. Maybe there’s more.” She reached her little hand through the bars and grasped a book, attempting to pull it closer.

As soon as she touched it, a loud alarm shrieked over that bookshelf.

The girl on the ground growled. “Stop touching the books. You set off the alarms again. Now they’re coming this way. Come on!” She spun a small portal, the three jumped through, and they disappeared.

I stood, shocked. Kids? Children had broken into the most secure library in the world just like that? And one of them could spin up portals like  it was nothing.

A gargoyle thundered up, voice grating stones against each other. “Did you see where the intruder went?”

A wizard, wand at the ready, ran up beside the gargoyle.

I looked at the glowing wand. “Don’t shoot them. They’re just kids.”

The wizard snorted. “Kids can’t break into dimensional bubbles.”

“Obviously, these kids can. A child of about ten is spinning portals into existence and hopping around in your library.”

“Impossible.” The wizard turned away.

The gargoyle narrowed its eyes at me. “This explains why we aren’t detecting the portals as soon as they are created. We’re blocked from counteracting children’s magic. A safety measure, so they aren’t injured accidentally during school tours.”

The wand-waving wizard scowled at the gargoyle. “There’s no way this is kids. It’s impossible.”

The gargoyle’s gravelly voice was solemn when he looked back at the wizard. “Nothing is impossible.”

I stepped to the side to look down the aisle. Another alarm had gone off in the far corner over another bookshelf.

The two ran toward the sound.

A scrawny little old wizard who’d just run up to join them groaned, hands on his knees, huffing and puffing. “I didn’t study combat magic so that I could run. I studied it so I could stand my ground.”

My mouth twitched, but I managed not to smile. “Listen, they’re kids. Like ten-year-old kids.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you positive?”

I nodded. “Absolutely positive. They talked about looking for something in particular. A book.”

He stood straighter, hands on hips, though he was still puffing. “Alright, if you’re sure, I’ll call off the deadly weapons. Did you see them with your own eyes? You’re absolutely positive?”

“Two girls and one boy. About ten or eleven years old. I’m positive.”

He let out an enormous sigh. “Well, crap. That answers a few questions.” He spun his wand in a circle and muttered under his breath. Once a swirling cloud had formed in front of him, he spoke into it like a microphone. Instead of booming across the space, it was as if he was speaking directly into my head. “No deadly force. I repeat, do not use deadly force. We’re looking for tweens, not adults.”

Another alarm went off. 

He made a face. “Crap. Thanks for the info. I gotta . . .” He gestured vaguely toward the new alarm and trotted away, breathing hard.

I heard another whoosh in the next aisle and poked my head around the corner just in time to see all three kids climbing the metal grates on a bookshelf. The girl who’d climbed the earlier shelf said, “Come on. Shush. Don’t make any noise. And don’t touch any books this time. Last time it wasn’t me. They can’t catch us until we find it.”

I came around the corner into view. “Hi, kids. Hey, I need you to—”

As soon as she heard my voice, the girl who made portals spun one onto the floor and yelled, “Go!”

The other two jumped into the swirling vortex and she jumped after them, the portal snapping closed behind them.

I sighed. That didn’t go well. I leaned against the bookshelf.

A rat came out into the aisle. Take us home and feed us, please. I’m hungry.

The larger rat poked her head out. Can we go?

There was a reading nook in an alcove at the end of the aisle that I was sure hadn’t been there before. It didn’t matter. I’d be out of the way there if the children returned this way. “We can’t leave until they unlock the doors. I’ll explain. Come with me.” I checked behind me as I made my way there.

Following me was a mama and seven half-grown rats, one much smaller than the others. I walked to the end of the aisle and sat in the nook. 

Why can’t we go get food? The littlest rat climbed onto my shoe and looked up at me. 

I tried to explain. “They’ve locked us in until they can catch the children who broke in. We have to wait.”

She climbed my leg and curled into a skinny little ball on my lap. I never want to be hungry again. I don’t want to search for my food. You can feed me, and I’ll stay with you.

I stroked her fur. “Maybe we can find you your own witch to feed you. Do you want to be a familiar? Familiars don’t go hungry because their witches keep them fed. Unfortunately, I can’t keep everyone I rescue.”

If they’re as nice as you, and they feed me, I will be a familiar. She cuddled deeper into my lap.

Slowly, the alarms stopped. The emergency lights were still on, but at least they’d shut off the alarms on the bookshelves, and no more were starting up.

We continued to wait. While we sat, I gathered the rest of the rats. “Here, hide in my pockets. When we’re allowed to go, I’ll take you all with me.”

They snuggled together, two to a pocket, into my coat. All but the tiny one. She stayed in my lap, eyes closed, as I ran a finger over her fur. I picked up a book I’d found on the seat about growth magic and perused it. We sat together for nearly an hour. We didn’t hear any more alarms. Still, the emergency lights flashed, meaning we were still locked in.

Behind me, I heard the little old wizard I’d spoken to earlier, who’d been upset at having to run. “Are you? Oh. Yes, you’re the Beast Witch that August sent. Excellent. Come to my office, please. I’m the head librarian. The one who requested you.”

Startled, I jumped and scooped the little rat off my lap. This was not discreet. I’d been told to be discreet. I tucked my hand holding the little rat beneath my coat, then slipped her into the pocket with her mother. “Sorry, sir. Yes, I’m coming.” I hurried after him as he nearly glided through and around mazes of shelves to his office. I hadn’t even seen the door until he opened it. They’d built it into the wall in such a way, between two bookshelves, that if you didn’t notice the upper hair-thin line, you wouldn’t see it.

Once inside, he walked to his desk and turned to face me. “You found the rats? All of them?”

I opened my jacket so he could see the bulging pockets. “Eight, sir. One mama and seven little ones.”

Little rat noses poked out over the tops of the pockets, and eight sets of eyes blinked at him.

His eyes widened. “Oh. Well. I’m glad you found them. And they’re all going home with you?”

“Yes, sir. Unless you want to take one home?”

He grinned. “That would be a bad plan, my dear. My familiar would eat it.”

I shrugged. “Alright. Fair enough. I’ve got them. Is there a way we can leave? I’m willing to bet my familiar is causing chaos at a food truck right now. He’s quite the thief.”

He raised his bushy eyebrows and chuckled. “Unfortunately, no. If we don’t find the intruders, we’ll be on lockdown indefinitely. I’ll also have a passel of angry wizards to deal with. Unfortunately, the building has so many shelves; so many places to hide. And they’re traveling via portals. They can’t get out, either, but they’re hopping from place to place. The gargoyles and wizards have started a grid search. There’s just one problem. We’ve got space between the walls in which an adult can’t easily go. I’m afraid that’s where they’ve gone to hide. If that’s the case, we’ll have to wait until they come out willingly. If I knew where the kids came from, we could communicate with their parents, find out more about why they’re here and what they’re after.”

“Oh! I hadn’t thought about it before, but when I entered the door, the head librarian at my local library was called away to search for some missing kids. They might be from Mystic Meadows, North Carolina.”

He grunted. “That must be when they came through. When your door opened, the dimensions touched for a few moments. They could’ve created a portal in at that point. How long was it that the alarms went off after you came in?”

“Less than a minute?”

 “Just before the dimensions separated. I’ll call there. Thank you. Now we’ve got to figure out how to search the spaces between the walls. The gargoyles will never fit, but I might squeeze in. You’re too tall.”

I looked at the rats in my pockets. “Space between the walls, huh?”

He shook his head. “Don’t release the rats back into the library. You might not catch them again.”

“I’ve got a bag of peanuts at home. They’re going to want to go home with me.”

All eight pairs of eyes met mine.

One of the young ones, nose twitching, said, Won’t go between walls. Big spiders. 

I raised my head. “There are spiders between the walls?”

He flinched. “Oh, no. I’d forgotten about those. We need to get to those kids before the spiders do. How long have they been there?” He scratched his chin. “Three years?”

“Three years? Are you sure they’re still alive?”

He rubbed his face with one hand. “They weren’t alive when we placed them in there. They’re necro-spiders. One of our necromancers thought they’d be useful for deterring mice, rats, and insects.”

“It worked. That’s why the rats didn’t go into the walls. But children can’t see in the dark. How big are they?”

He flinched. “Small cat-sized? They’re quite slow-moving, though.”

“Slow-moving zombie spiders the size of a cat?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. That’s just outstanding.”

He spun up another microphone. “Children, we know who you are. If you’re hiding inside the walls, get out. There are dangerous necro-spiders patrolling in there. Turn yourselves in.”

We waited, but there was no response. 

He sighed. “The spiders don’t bite. Probably. Maybe.” He put his hand on his forehead. “Who am I kidding? They definitely bite. And with all the bacteria from death plus what’s left of the venom they once had, it could be deadly.” He rushed out. “I’ll go start the search. Finding them could take days that we surely don’t have.”

I followed him out of his office to another wall panel. 

He placed his hand on the panel, and that portion of the wall came loose. Moving it aside, he peered into the darkness behind it. He opened his hand and a glow bloomed inside. Dust coated every surface of the narrow passage. He stepped inside and attempted to squeeze between two studs, twisting his head to the side to get beneath a crossbar. “Ouch.”

“Are you sure you fit?”

“Well, back when I weighed a few pounds less, I’d have been able to squeeze through easier, but I might be able to—” He drew a quick breath.

“What? What’s the matter?”

“I just caught my shoulder on a nail. I’m bleeding. That’s going to bring the spiders without a doubt. I’m going to have to move faster or get the heck out of here.”

He’d only gotten three feet to the side before dull eyes reflected the light at its edge. 

Alarmed, I let him know. “There’s a spider coming.”

He groaned. “Help. Get me out of here. I think I’m stuck.”

I reached in and grabbed his reaching hand, tugging. I couldn’t budge him.

The spider continued to creep toward him, hairy undead legs moving slowly.

My heart beating hard, I made a choice. I released his hand and reached out, grabbed a book through the bars on the shelf, and tugged.

The alarm started shrieking.

In seconds, a gargoyle arrived, a wizard hot on its heels.

I motioned to the wall, “The librarian is stuck, and a spider is moving toward him. Please help! I can’t get him out.”

They immediately moved to the hole.

I got out of their way and opened my mind to the rats in my coat. We’ve got to get the children out of the walls. I need help. Please. I’ve got extra peanuts for those brave enough to do it. And cheese puffs, too. I’ll give you delicious cheese puffs. Whatever you want.

A wave of reluctance came back to me, and the littlest one popped her front paws over the edge of the pocket, pulling herself up. If you find me a person to pet me and feed me, I will go.

I heard the fear in her mind, but she was brave, too.

A familiar matching service? I could do that. “Deal. I’ll find you a person, and you can still have the treats.” I put my hand in the pocket, and she climbed into it. “Be careful. So careful. Don’t get scratched. When you find them, call for me and I’ll bring people to let you out. Can I give you light?”

I don’t need it, but will it scare the spiders?

“It might confuse them. The children will need it, though.”

She made a nervous little circle in my hand. Okay. She was trembling.

I scratched her tiny head with one finger. “You’re so brave. I’ll find you the best person ever.”

Let’s do this before I can think about it.

I cast a small light and attached it to the end of her tail. As the gargoyle tugged the librarian from the wall, I looked in the hole for the spider.

It leaped at the man who’d just been pulled out of its grasp.

The gargoyle caught it in its stone jaws and crunched.

A shiver ran through me. Gross. “One less spider to deal with. Be fast, little one. Find the children and let me know where to go. Don’t go near the spiders, okay?”

The frightened little rat took off into the wall as soon as I put her down.

The new wizard shouted, “What are you doing? Releasing a rat into the library? Why would you bring rats into the library?” 

The dusty librarian wizard with newly ripped robes cleared his throat. “She’s a Beast Witch. She’s here to get the rats from the library and find them new homes. We kept it hush-hush, but not all of our patrons have been keeping the no food rules sacred.”

The wizard scowled. “I see. Well, I, for one, am shocked.”

A male rat poked his nose out of my pocket. Can I have some of her cookie? It smells delicious.

I grinned. “The rat in my pocket says your cookie smells delicious. What kind is it?”

She blinked at me. “Snickerdoodle. Oh. Crap.” She looked guiltily back at the librarian. “I wasn’t going to eat it here. I forgot it was in my pocket.”

He snorted. “I’m sure.”

She moved away. “I’m going to search for the intruders.”

The librarian gestured to the bookshelf, turning the alarm off. He looked at me. “Thanks for getting us help. Why did you send the rat in?”

“She’ll find the children and alert us to where they are. She can move through the walls much faster than any of us.”

He nodded. “Alright. Do you know where she is? Can we follow her?”

I focused my attention on the fearful thoughts of the little rat. She was moving fast. I took off at a trot, trying to keep up. “This way.”

By the time she slowed, we’d made it almost halfway around the building, and I was exhausted. 

She stopped, and panic edged her thoughts. She was calling for help. 

I ran to the wall. “Open here. Fast!”

He put his hand on a panel and removed it.

Shaking, her panic spreading to me, I reached in and blindly grabbed where I heard her squeals.

That’s when the screaming started. 

She’d found the children. One child had caught her and lifted her up, prompting her panicked squeals. I grabbed his arm and tugged him out, taking her from his hand and pushing him toward the librarian. The other two children had now seen the spiders who stalked them, probably due to the light streaming in through the opening in the wall. They fought to get to the opening, spilling out and being caught by the other wizards running up to help.

The wide-eyed boy, hyperventilating, looked at the wizard who held him. “We thought you were lying about the spiders to get us to come out.”

The librarian looked between them. “Who is the portal caster?”

They all shut their mouths and looked at each other, shaking their heads. 

I pointed her out. “This one.”

The kids scowled at me.

The librarian bent and looked the girl in the eye. “You’ve broken into a secure building, but not just a building. Into a dimensional pocket. You could’ve been hurt or killed doing that. What if the dimensions had separated while one of you was in the portal?”

She jutted out her lower lip. “I needed a book so that I can become a great wizard.”

A spider emerged from the hole in the wall.

One wizard grabbed her wand and blasted a hole in it.

It kept moving.

The librarian kicked it toward a gargoyle, who promptly snatched it up and crunched. Then he gave the child he was holding, to one of the other wizards and replaced the panel as two more spiders approached the opening. “I think we’re going to get rid of those things. They’re just too dangerous.” He turned back to the girl. “You know you have to be twenty-one to start your studies here to become a wizard. And you need to be tested and approved.” He softened. “I look forward to your arrival, though. You’ll be a powerful wizard.”

“I’m mature for my age and already powerful. I should be able to start now.”

I moved back, only listening to the old wizard’s lecture with half an ear, and stroked the little rat, who melted into my hand in relief. “You were amazing. So brave and incredible. I think I know who needs you in their life. You’re going to live the best life, and you’ll be able to come visit me sometimes. I’ll always have treats for you.”

She just whimpered and wrapped her arms around my fingers, clinging to me with her little paws. I could feel her rapid heartbeat against my hand.

The librarian signaled me to follow and headed toward the room into which I’d come. “Come. It’s time to turn these prisoners over to the authorities.”

Perhaps frightened by the necro-spiders, the children followed the librarian meekly.

He pulled his cell phone out of a pocket in his robe and dialed. “Yes, August? You’re missing three children? Two girls and a boy? Yes, your Beast Witch found them. Get the authorities. They broke into the library to steal a book, and they need to be held accountable.” He listened for a moment. “Good. We’ll see you in a moment.”

We wove through the shelves to the barred door I’d come in through, and he looked at a nearby gargoyle. “Send the all-clear.”

The flashing lights stopped, and the bars retracted from the doors. He stepped through and walked to the center door while the gargoyles took their places on either side of the door behind us.

He drew the symbol of Mystic Meadows with his wand and tapped the door. “Here we are.” 

We stepped out into the hallway of the Mystic Meadows library.

My cousin, Deputy Rowan Oufsdatter, waited with two worried mothers and August Rivers, head librarian.

One woman stepped forward and grabbed the portal caster with one hand and the boy with the other. “You two are grounded. For a month! I can’t believe this. You could’ve been killed!”

They started arguing, insisting they just wanted to read a book.

My cousin Rowan pulled out his handcuffs and shook them at the children. “So, you think it’s a good idea to break into the Codex Chambers? That’s a prison sentence of a minimum of twenty years in a spell-proof cell. Would you rather your parents ground you for a month or go to prison for twenty years?”

They clapped their mouths shut.

He glowered at them. “That’s what I thought. Go home and I’ll come by this evening. We’ll talk about the damage you’ve done and what you’re going to do about it.”

The mothers grabbed their kids and marched them out of the library, half dragging them.

“Hey, Rowan? Can I talk to you for a minute?”

He turned his scowl toward me. “You need to get your familiar before I lock him up in a cell. I just watched him dive-bomb a mother and a little girl as I was coming in.”

I hunched my shoulders and grimaced. “Yeah. Okay. Just one thing. I found someone you need to meet.” I held out my hands. “This is our hero. Even though she was frightened, she searched for the children hiding in the walls and saved them from the necro-spiders. She was the bravest little soul I’ve ever met. She wants her own person. She wants to be a familiar. And since she’s so brave and you don’t have one. . .”

He looked at the little rat, whose tail still glowed. “You know I’m running for sheriff. She might turn people off. I’d have to keep her hidden most of the time.”

I blinked at the tail. Oops. I put out the light with a wave of my thumb. “She’s going to be so helpful in your cases. Aren’t you? And look how cute she is. She’s so hungry, though.”

She stood on her back legs and reached toward him. My person.

His arm stretched toward her, even though his mouth said, “No. I don’t need one more thing in my life to worry about.”

She leaped from my hand to his when he got close enough and ran up his arm, snuggling into his neck. My person.

His eyebrows drew down. “She’s so hungry. Why is she so hungry?” He started searching through his pockets. “I think I have a package of cashews in here. Come on, darling, let’s get you some food before you starve to death. Why didn’t my cousin feed you? Do you like the name Darling?” He started for the door. “There’s a food truck outside. Let’s get something. Do you like hot dogs?”

Joyful tears rose to my eyes, and I blinked them back. He’d accepted her, and they’d already linked. That’s how he knew how hungry she was. She’d have a happy home now. Then my stomach growled. We’d been in there for hours. We were all hungry. “Wait up! I’m starving.”

We burst out the door to find the food truck packing up.

Rowan put his hand out and called, “Wait! I’ve got one more order for you!”

I glanced around for my raven. When I saw the child sitting at the base of the tree, crying. I looked up. Sure enough, there he was, ripping pieces from the hot dog he’d stolen and swallowing them down. I caught up with my cousin, who was ordering a hot dog. “Make that four hot dogs, please.”

He scowled at me. “Four?”

“You’re right. Five.” I looked at the girl in the truck. “Five hot dogs, please. He’s paying for them.”

Rowan growled at me but paid for the hot dogs. “Why five?”

I pointed at the child beneath the tree. “Simon stole his. Plus, I have seven more mouths to feed.”

Seven little rat heads poked out of my pockets when I pulled open my jacket.

His eyes widened.

“They’ve all been living off crumbs in the library. They need food.”

He looked at the crying child and up into the tree.

I shouted at my bird. “Simon! What are you doing?”

He jumped and dropped the remaining hot dog, squawking loudly. 

“You stole a hot dog from a child. You’re in trouble.”

He cawed at me. “Nevermore.”

I sighed and turned to my cousin. “May you have less trouble with your familiar than I have with mine.”

He rubbed his cheek against the little rat on his shoulder. “That won’t be hard to do.”

I chuckled. “No. It won’t.”

August left the library and joined us. “Rowan, I’d like to go with you to speak to the children and their parents.”

Rowan lifted an eyebrow. “Sure. Why?”

He tapped his lower lip with a finger. “The portal caster is a powerful young woman. I’d like to take her under my wing. I think I could be a good influence on her. Right now, she could grow up to become a wizard, or she could turn toward evil and become a warlock. I think we’re going to need to build a community around her. Keep her on the straight and narrow, so to speak.”

Rowan twisted his lips to one side. “No offense, August, but you’re an old dude. Why would she want to listen to your guidance?”

August smiled broadly and winked. “I’ve got a superpower. A group of gifted teenagers, many of them girls, attend a study group I run on Thursdays. She’ll want to be a part of it, and to do that, she’ll need to follow the rules.”

Rowan nodded thoughtfully. “Alright. I’ll pick you up at 7:00 tonight.”

August nodded and strolled back into the library.

Simon flew to my shoulder after retrieving the remaining hot dog and smacked me across the cheek with it.

I squinted and turned away from the wet meat. “Thanks, Simon. Is that mustard?”

Rowan snorted, gathered our hot dogs from the truck, and gave one to the child from which Simon had stolen. We sat on a bench to share the others with the rats. 

When they’d all eaten their fills, seven fell asleep in my pockets, and Darling curled up in Rowan’s breast pocket, making little happy squeaks.

Simon watched her. He hopped onto Rowan’s lap, nuzzled the pocket, and then looked at me. “Brilliant.”

“Thanks, Simon. I thought so too.”

Rowan gently patted the pocket, a slight grin on his face. “Yeah. I guess it’s pretty good. She’s awfully cute.”

I wiped at the tear trying to escape and looked away so that Rowan wouldn’t see it. They would be a perfect pair.




* * *
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“What’s that?” I asked as I breezed through the work area behind the circulation desk. I couldn’t help but notice a dusty old tome on the interlibrary loan cart.

Janet Nelson, our interlibrary loan manager, didn’t even glance up from her computer. “Oh, just a book someone ordered.”

The department certainly fulfilled unusual requests from time to time, but this book looked like something out of a dungeon with its worn gold-stamped title and a metal latch on the side that appeared to require a key to unlock it. A mysterious aura emanated from it, begging me to touch it. My hand brushed its crumbling binding, and a bit of the dark leather disintegrated into dust on my finger.

“Sunshine!” Janet’s eyes snapped to mine over her computer monitor. “Don’t touch it! Can’t you see it’s falling apart?” She scoffed. “I’m surprised they even sent it, to be honest.”

“Where did it come from?” I tried to examine it more closely using only my eyes this time. I kept my hands busy, twirling one of my reddish curls with my finger.

I was a librarian. I couldn’t help but be fascinated by unusual books. It was in my genetic makeup. Okay, maybe not genetic makeup, but it was pretty deeply engrained after being a librarian for nearly twenty years.

Janet tilted her head, her salt-and-pepper pixie cut glinting under the overhead lights. “New Orleans, I think?”

New Orleans was a long way from our library on the East Coast. That must have meant there weren’t any other copies of this title closer to us.

Janet’s pale gray eyes shone with mirth as she looked between me and the book and then back to me again. “Barbara and her circ desk workers think this book is cursed.”

I laughed. “What do you mean, cursed?”

“Well, when it came in yesterday, strange things started happening near it.” Janet shrugged her narrow shoulders like she thought it was all malarkey.

I didn’t believe in curses either, but I did find it amusing that Barbara Jensen, the warm and friendly circulation manager, would perpetuate that notion, especially among her impressionable desk workers, many of whom were either high school students or septuagenarians.

“Like what?” I played along. Things had been boring over in the Young Adult department where I worked. I was happy to soak up the latest gossip before I went back to planning fall programming even though we were right in the middle of summer.

She folded her hands on her lap. “Well, like an hour after we unboxed it, checked it in, and put it on the cart, the shelf over the cart just randomly broke.”

“Broke!” I squeaked out. “Do you mean the one loaded down with printer manuals, old catalogs, and who knows what else?”

Janet laughed. “I’m not convinced either.”

“So, what else happened?”

“The plant on the filing cabinet next to the cart.” She pointed.

The plant on the low metal filing cabinet had wilted. Its leaves were turning brown and looked dry, when I was sure just last week it was vibrant and green.

“Pretty sure I forgot to water it,” Janet explained. “So I gave it some extra water and some plant food. I’m sure it will perk up by tomorrow.”

“And that’s it?” My mouth twisted to the side in a skeptical smirk.

“I’m pretty sure the entire circ staff just has overactive imaginations.” Janet shook her head and went back to her work on the computer.

“Maybe Bruce should take a look at it,” I murmured as I headed from the room. Bruce was the library’s archivist. Perhaps he could tell us a little more about the book and would know how to open it without destroying it. I wondered if it came with a key to unlock it.

Whoever ordered it was sure in for a treat. It looked like it held some fascinating secrets.




* * *




My mother had presented a delectable spread of food on the dining room buffet. My brother and his wife, my two nephews, and my father all waited in line behind me with plates, eager to heap them with delicious food.

“Those rolls look absolutely mouthwatering,” my sister-in-law, Isabelle, sighed wistfully. “I need to get the recipe from you.”

“I can show you how to make them sometime.” My mother grinned as she grabbed a plate and got in line behind my father. She always insisted on going last, even if we coaxed her to go first.

“Just hope they turn out better than Sunshine’s attempt,” my brother joked. River always liked to give me a hard time about my lack of baking skills—especially ironic since our last name was Baker. “It was just like eating rocks. Do you remember?” He elbowed me in the side.

“Do you eat rocks often?” I retorted, shooting him a glare.

My father promptly changed the subject. “Sunshine, what’s new at the library? Can you recommend any good books? I finished the new Ken Follett and am ready for something else.”

“Okay, I’ll ask Tom what he thinks.” Tom Watson was our head reference librarian. He and my father tended to have the same reading tastes, and he was always happy to make a recommendation. “Oh, the strangest book came in through interlibrary loan!” 

It was finally my turn to fill my plate, so I loaded it up with meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green beans, and two rolls. I was past the point of caring what anyone thought of my diet or weight. At forty-one, I had decided life was too short not to eat the foods I enjoyed most. And my mom’s meatloaf was *chef’s kiss*!

“What do you mean by strange?” Mom asked.

“What’s interlibrary loan?” my nephew, Jake, wanted to know.

“Interlibrary loan is when you want to read a book your library doesn’t own, so you put in a request, and it goes into a computer system of libraries all over the world. If another library can lend the book, they send it to your library, so you can read it, and then you send it back,” I explained.

“Wow, that’s awesome!” Jake’s twin, Drew, pumped his fist. 

Everyone’s expressions told me they were still waiting on me to answer Mom’s question about what made the book strange, so I obliged them. “Well, first off, it’s very old. The leather binding has deteriorated quite a bit, and it has a lock on the side. I’m actually surprised the lending library sent it in its condition. It looks like it should be kept under glass and only touched with white gloves.”

“Did your archivist have a look at it?” my father asked. I was surprised my family was so invested in this book because they rarely seemed interested in my work at the library.

“I think he might look at it tomorrow. He’s been busy working with Evangeline to catalog some books donated from the former governor’s estate.”

“So what else makes it strange?” River spoke up.

“Other than being old, dusty, and having an odd title—”

“Odd title?” Izzy interrupted. “What’s it called?”

“It’s called When Love Kills,” I shared, watching everyone’s eyes widen as they processed the title.

“Why, that’s downright morbid!” my mother gasped. “Why would anyone want to read that?”

“Indeed!” Izzy agreed.

“Sounds awesome!” Jake, Drew, and my brother exclaimed in unison. Obviously, the apples didn’t fall far from the tree.

“But that’s not even the strange part,” I continued, enjoying everyone’s rapt attention on me.

“We should say the blessing first,” my father interrupted this time. “Then you can continue your story.”

“Right. Of course.” I nodded in agreement, and then we all bowed our heads while my father prayed over our meal.

“Amen,” echoed throughout the dining room as everyone began to dig into their meatloaf and mashed potatoes. The smell of warm yeast rolls slathered in butter filled the air. It was intoxicating, and my stomach rumbled, but I wanted to finish my story.

“So, some of the library staff think the book is cursed,” I announced right before stuffing a bite of potatoes in my mouth.

“Cursed?” my mother scoffed. “I don’t believe in curses.”

“Well, I don’t either,” I retorted. “But there have been a couple of strange things happening near the book since it arrived.”

“Like what?” My brother’s interest was definitely piqued.

I told them about the shelf falling and the plant dying.

“Those sound more like coincidences,” my father decided.

I smiled and nodded. “That’s what I said too, but, all the same, I think the entire staff will feel better when the person who ordered it picks it up.”

“Keep us posted,” Izzy said. “Sounds like an interesting story in the making.”

Not much had happened at my library since our annual Friends of the Library gala funds were stolen a month or so ago. We’d gone back to smooth sailing now that my friend and colleague, Evangeline, was our acting director.

Hopefully it would be smooth sailing right through summer.
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I sat across from my bestie, Molly Simmons, the children’s librarian; Evangeline, our acting library director and former head cataloguer; and Jada, the head of technical services. When these three ladies and I saved the library from financial ruin a month or so ago, it solidified our bond. Now we ate lunch together every day.

“So, I heard Janet is out sick today,” Molly said as she spread mayo on her sandwich. I didn’t know what her leftovers consisted of—a porkchop, perhaps? But it smelled delicious. Made me wish I’d wrapped up some of my mom’s meatloaf, so I could eat it today for lunch.

“Oh, no doubt the other circulation workers think it’s that cursed interlibrary loan book,” Jada joked. “I’m glad tech services isn’t filled with such drama queens.”

“Ha!” I laughed out loud. Technical services was definitely filled with drama queens—and Jada was the queen of the queens. No matter, we loved her anyway. And I didn’t have much room to talk in the drama queen department. Neither did Molly, for that matter.

“So, what’s wrong with Janet?” Evangeline asked. “Is she okay? It’s not contagious, is it?” I’d forgotten our new boss was a bit of a germophobe. She gathered her black cardigan sweater to her wiry frame and shuddered. You’d never know it was eighty-five degrees outside by the way Evangeline dressed. She always wore all black.

“I’m not sure.” Molly shrugged. “She’s been a little ‘off’ since her divorce last year.”

Jada’s eyes widened. “Oh, I don’t know this story.” She was relatively new to our staff.

“Well,” Molly leaned in close and lowered her voice, “her husband was cheating on her. She caught him red-handed.”

Jada gasped. “Oh my gosh, how horrible!”

“Yeah, she was really crushed, as anyone would be in that situation. She filed for divorce, and it was finalized earlier this year,” Molly continued.

“She did seem to change after that, didn’t she?” I agreed. “But she’s more laid-back, I think, and smiles more. Maybe she’s happier without him!”

“Good for her!” Jada nodded. “If someone cheated on me, they wouldn’t live to tell about it.”

We all laughed, but I was still thinking about the “cursed” book. When Love Kills—it was a very odd title. I wondered who had requested it. I was planning to find out. 

Not that I believed in curses, but it was a little strange that those other things happened, and then all of a sudden, Janet called out sick. She rarely ever missed work. She’d been the one handling the book.

But I was sure there was a perfectly reasonable explanation.




* * *




After lunch, I went by Janet’s cubicle to see if Kate Wren, her assistant, could pull up the information on who requested the book through interlibrary loan. Kate was nowhere to be found, but Bruce, our archivist, was sitting at Janet’s desk, wearing gloves and examining the book. I knew someone with his expertise would know the right way to handle this delicate antique!

“Hey, Bruce.” I gave him a little wave, garnering his attention.

He raised his graying head, and the tiniest smile spread his gaunt cheeks. His eyes were sunken and nearly the same color as his hair. “Hi, Sunshine. Fascinating book. Do you know who ordered it?”

I returned his smile. “No, I was hoping to find out, but Janet is sick, and I haven’t seen Kate today, have you?”

“No, but she’s the one who told me I should come down and take a look at the book. She was curious about it as well.” His gaze returned to the ancient tome, which he handled reverently, like when he placed the Founders’ Bible in its new location after it was stolen from its case in our lobby. 

The Founders’ Bible came over from England with the men who founded Bryce Beach, the small town where we lived. A priceless relic, it dated back to the late 1600s.

“What have you discovered about it so far?” I asked.

“It appears to be from the late nineteenth century.” Bruce carefully laid it in a wrap he must have brought down from the archives. “I’m surprised the lending library let it out of the building. It’s in very fragile condition. Do you know where the key is? I’ll destroy the whole thing if I force the lock.”

“It supposedly came from New Orleans,” I repeated the gossip I’d heard. “I’m not sure about the key. I was going to ask Kate about that too. Some of the circulation staff believe the book is cursed.”

He chuckled a hearty laugh that defied his ghostly appearance. “Well, there are quite a few books from that time period that are associated with the occult. I will do some research on this particular title.”

“But you think it’s really that old?” I was really curious to hear his opinion on the matter. “You don’t think it’s a fake.”

“No, this leather binding looks original. Leather from that time period turns to dust just like this. It would be hard to replicate that in a forgery,” he explained, seeming confident in his analysis.

“Gotcha.”

Before I could say anything else, Janet’s assistant, Kate, slipped through the doors to the workroom. She was a tall, slim woman with a snake-like mouth and cat eyes. I caught her looking at us before she whipped down the aisle that led to the reference offices. 

Bruce stood up, took off the gloves and tossed them in the trash can. Then he cracked his knuckles. “I guess I better get back up to the archives. I’ll let you know what I find out about the book.”

“Oh, thanks. No hurry.” I smiled at him as he backed out of the cubicle and left the workroom. Then I felt an intense draw, almost like a magnet, pulling my eyes back to the book.

It was now alone on the cart. All the other interlibrary loan books ready for pickup had gone home with their borrowers. I wondered why the person who ordered it hadn’t picked it up. I plopped myself down in Janet’s chair. Maybe I could use the interlibrary loan database to find out what was going on.

A few moments later, I was still trying to figure out how to log into the database when I heard a throat clearing behind me. I whipped around to find Kate standing there.

“May I help you?” She flipped her long blonde ponytail over her shoulder.

“Hi, Kate.” I flashed her my most charming smile. Despite my snarky streak, sometimes I could live up to my name.

“Why are you sitting at Janet’s desk?” Kate folded her spindly arms over her chest.

“Oh, sorry, I was just trying to get into the interlibrary loan database. A few of the circulation staff members were concerned that the patron who ordered this book,” I gestured at the supposedly cursed volume on the cart beside me, “hadn’t picked it up yet, so I was going to call to make sure they know it arrived.”

“That’s not necessary.” A smile spread across Kate’s face, soft and sweet. “I can take care of that for you.”

“Do you know who ordered it?”

She shrugged. “No clue.”

“How is Janet doing, anyway?” I changed the subject. “Have you spoken with her?”

“Janet ate some leftovers for lunch yesterday, and she went home early complaining of a stomachache. I have a feeling whatever she ate—”

“Ah, okay,” I interrupted her, not wanting the gory details. “I understand. Hopefully she’ll be back tomorrow.”

“I’m sure she will be. Is there anything else I can do for you?” She gave me a pointed look, but the sweet smile on her face remained.

“No, I guess not.” I rose from the chair and began to make my way out of Janet’s cubicle before turning back toward Kate.  “Hey, have you noticed anything weird happening since this book came in?”

A small, tinkling chuckle erupted, Kate’s shoulders shaking ever so briefly. “Besides the plant dying and the shelf collapsing?” She gestured to the plant that was now behind the cart holding the book. Janet assured me it would look better by today, but it was still very much dead.

I nodded. “Right, besides those things.”  

“Yes, this computer has been giving me fits all day,” she admitted. “It’s randomly crashed three times, and I haven’t been able to log into the I.L.L. database.”

So that was why I couldn’t get in. I was pretty sure the sticky note on Janet’s computer with Charles61591 neatly printed in blue ink was the password. Bryce Beach Public Library wasn’t exactly known for its security, not even after what happened last month with the gala funds and Founders’ Bible.

“Is that the password?” I gestured toward the yellow sticky note.

“Yeah.” Kate rolled her eyes. “I’ve been trying to get her to change it, but . . . she’s a creature of habit.”

I smiled and nodded. “Right. Well, so many of us are.”

“True enough.” Kate’s sweet smile now seemed to be permanently plastered on her face, and it was somehow even more unnerving than the scowl she usually wore.

“Alright, I’m going to get going.” I backed out of the cubicle with a friendly wave.

“See you later, Sunshine.”

I stopped at the reference desk to ask Tom to recommend a new book for my father. As he droned on about some obscure World War II battle that may or may not have been related to his recommendation, I noticed something dark streak between the stacks of reference books beside us.

What in the world was that? Tom didn’t seem to notice, continuing to ramble on. I caught the words “Burma” and “victory” as the person, wearing all black, stopped at the end of the row. I could see them lurking in the space between one shelf and the next. What on Earth were they doing?
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My evening program for my YA patrons went off without a hitch. Anna Cooper, my favorite patron of all time, was the last to leave, and she did so with a huge stack of books. 

Before she left, she inquired about the “big old book.” Her eyes gleamed with curiosity as she pointed to a gray metal cart pushed up against the wall outside the back entrance to the workroom.

“Oh, that’s our cursed interlibrary loan book!” I joked.

“Cursed?” Her dark eyebrows arched, a look of panic flashing across her face.

“Oh, not really.” I waved my hand to dismiss her fear. “Someone ordered it through interlibrary loan, and they haven’t picked it up yet. Weird stuff keeps happening around it.”

She leaned forward, intrigued. “What kind of weird stuff?”

I explained some of the strange happenings, and her eyes doubled in size. “But I’m sure it’s just a coincidence. I don’t believe in stuff like that anyway.”

“Well, that makes one of us.” She hugged the stack of books she’d just checked out to her chest and got the heck out of Dodge. I mean, the library.

Now the library was empty, except for me, and I was desperately trying to ignore the creepy feeling crawling its way up my spine. Why was the interlibrary loan book in the hallway, anyhow?

I shut down my computer, slid my purse over my shoulder, and picked up my keys, holding them in my right hand to use as a weapon if necessary. I felt like a complete idiot sneaking away from the YA area toward the hallway where the book sat right next to the water fountain.

Halfway there, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end as something dark flashed down one of the aisles of reference books across from the circulation desk. I shivered, thinking of the lurker I’d seen earlier today. Maybe I was wrong about being alone? Maybe Gary, our custodian, was still here.

I made my way across the space, willing my pounding heart to settle down. Taking a deep breath, I stopped right beside the cart. The book was propped against the metal bar in the middle, facing outward. It was still wrapped in the protective covering Bruce had brought down from the archives. Nothing looked out of place.

Why did the cart get moved out here? I jiggled the handle on the back door to the workroom, expecting to find it locked. But, much to my surprise, it swung right open. Did we learn nothing from the theft that occurred mere weeks ago? 

I stepped inside and fumbled for the light switch on the wall next to the door. Moments later, the entire space was flooded with bright, fluorescent light. I locked the door behind me and walked through so I could exit by the circulation desk and make sure that door was locked too. 

All the desk chairs had been moved to one side of the room, and the trash cans were all on top of the desks. Looking down at the carpet, I saw tracks from the vacuum. Gary must have been cleaning in here tonight. 

Some other carts were pushed along the back wall near the reference librarians’ offices. He must have moved the chairs, carts, and trash cans out of his way so he could vacuum under all the desks. Maybe that was why the interlibrary loan cart was moved to the hallway, though that was very far away from both Janet’s cubicle and the corral of all the other carts.

Very curious indeed.

Passing by Janet’s cubicle, I did a double take. There was a crystal vase with six red roses perched on her desk. Their scent was so strong, the sweet fragrance wafted into my nose even from several feet away.

Whoever sent Janet flowers at work must not have known she called out sick today. I stepped closer to them, knowing full well I shouldn’t read the card, and had it been in an envelope, I definitely wouldn’t have. But with it staring right back at me, how was I to resist? Like librarians can just NOT READ something when it’s right in our faces.

The note said, “Miss you. Love, C.”

That was it.

Very curious.

Surely Janet would be back at work in the morning, and we could get in touch with the patron who ordered the supposedly cursed book, and then we could all get back to business as usual at Bryce Beach Public Library.

Letting those warm, optimistic thoughts soak in, I pulled open the door to the circulation desk area, locked it, and then closed it behind me. I’d leave out the front door and make sure it was locked as well. It seemed Gary had only done half his job tonight, so it was a good thing I was here to make sure the building was secure. I’d be mentioning his negligence to Evangeline in the morning.

When I passed the Founders’ Bible, I gave it a reverent nod, paying my respects to the most priceless relic in Bryce Beach. “Father, please let your Word stay safe tonight,” I said a little prayer. I’d said that prayer every night I’d left the library since the Bible was stolen. I was just so thankful it had been recovered and was now safely locked up. 

Leaving the light on in the lobby, as was our closing procedure, I opened one of the two front doors and stepped out into the warm June night. When the door closed behind me with a loud click, I ensured the lock had engaged by tugging on the handle.

Relieved, I took two steps before movement caught my eye. I whipped toward the bushes planted against the brick building’s façade, thinking it was another dark flash like I had seen in the reference area twice today. Goosebumps pricked my skin as I froze in my tracks, my heart drumming against my ribcage like it was performing the ending of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture.

Sucking in a deep breath, I stepped toward the bushes to examine them, but no one was there. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a black streak bolt around the side of the building into the darkness.

Someone had definitely been lurking in the shadows. It was probably just some kid hanging around after the YA program.

I quickly pumped my legs, heading for my car parked down the street at the corner coffee shop. My favorite barista, Jennie, knew how to hook a girl up. I often parked there and walked to work, especially on the nights I was staying late for a program. It created an extra parking space for attendees.

Yes, it must have been a young adult patron or two, I reasoned as I put more and more distance between myself and the library. Bored kids—it was summer, and they probably didn’t have much to do. It wasn’t like Bryce Beach was a hub of excitement. In addition to tattling on Gary, I’d talk to Evangeline about having the police check the building at night after YA programs. 

Of course, that didn’t explain the lurker I’d seen this morning in the reference area. It was too early in the day to be a teen—and they hardly ever used reference books, especially when school wasn’t even in session.

But I really liked the it was just a kid theory, so I was going to stick with that for now.
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The next morning when I entered the library from the rear parking lot, I was surprised to see several people gathered in the hallway outside the back entrance to the workroom. Barbara, Tom, Jada, Evangeline, Molly, and others were standing there, all gawking and murmuring.

“What’s going on?” I asked, and then the sea of coworkers parted, and I saw the issue for myself.

The carpet was so soaked with water, there was a puddle standing on top. And the water fountain seemed to be dislodged from its mount against the wall.

“What happened?” I gasped. 

Then I remembered: the interlibrary loan cart had been parked there with the “cursed” book when I left the library last night, presumably because the custodian had moved it when he vacuumed the carpet in the workroom.

Barbara walked away, shaking her head so hard, her gray curls bounced up and down on her head.

Tom pursed his lips. “Looks like the water fountain is busted,” he explained helpfully.

Thank you, Captain Obvious, I wanted to say, but by the grace of God, I restrained myself.

“Something happened to tear it away from the wall,” he continued mansplaining to the women gathered around him.

I needed to get out of there before my mouth exploded with some unkind words. I offered an apologetic smile and continued down the hall to my desk in the Young Adult area. Evangeline followed me.

“You were here late last night,” she said. “Was Gary here?”

I’d been so eager to convince myself nothing was wrong, I’d managed to block out the strange goings-on in the building right before I left. “He was gone when I left,” I reported to my interim boss, “and he didn’t return the chairs, carts, or trash cans to their rightful places after he vacuumed in there.”

Evangeline sighed. “He was in my office yesterday asking for a raise. I tried to tell him, as acting director, I have no power to make changes to the budget. The board would have to approve a raise. He harrumphed and stormed out. Do you think he busted the fountain on purpose?”

“Why would he do that? He’s the one who’ll likely have to clean up the mess.” I shrugged. I knew people didn’t always act rationally, but that didn’t make any sense to me.

Evangeline sighed. “I don’t know. I’m just trying to figure out why bad things keep happening.”

I hadn’t wanted to read anything into this, but. . . “Well, I can tell you that the interlibrary loan book was on a cart right next to the water fountain last night when I left.”

“It was?” Evangeline’s thin black brows arched as she considered this new information. “Maybe it really is cursed?”

I scoffed. “You know I don’t believe in that.”

“Well, the so-called coincidences are piling up.” Her dark eyes narrowed as she folded her hands in her lap.

“Oh, the other thing about last night . . .” I’d nearly forgotten this part. “I saw someone lurking around—definitely outside, but possibly inside too. And there are flowers on Janet’s desk, but I’m not sure when they were delivered. I was here all yesterday afternoon and evening, and they definitely weren’t there when I was in her cubicle talking to Bruce and Kate.”

“Did you get a look at the lurker?” 

“No. I tried, but when I went over to the bushes where they seemed to be hiding out, they took off in the shadows around the side of the building.” I threw my arms up. “Well, it just didn’t seem safe for me to follow them.”

“Some sleuth you are,” Evangeline teased me. 

When a frown curled my lips downward, she reached out and grabbed my hand—a rare gesture of affection from my friend and colleague. “Sorry, I was just joking with you. I guess I need to beg the board to give us more money for security cameras. They put some in the lobby near the Founders’ Bible, but we clearly need them everywhere.”

“Right. Oh, and, by the way, Gary didn’t lock up the workroom after he vacuumed either.”

“Grrr. I’ve already talked to him about that.” She sighed. “And he wants a raise!”

A shriek from the circulation desk stole our attention. Both of our gazes rocketed to where Barbara stood holding the phone away from her ear.

Evangeline and I both rushed over to her. “What’s wrong?” I panted. Running wasn’t exactly my strong suit.

She was still holding the phone, and all the color had drained from her face. It took her a moment to compose herself and form words. “Th-the police. They’re on their way here.”

“What? Why?” I had already gotten on the Bryce Beach PD’s bad side with the case I solved last month. I had vowed to avoid them, which meant driving the speed limit and coming to a complete stop at all intersections.

It seemed like only seconds later that the front doors swung open, and the tall, broad-shouldered chief of police sauntered in, a serious look gripping his features tight. His long legs carried him to the circulation desk in only a matter of steps.

“G-good m-morning, Chief J-James,” Barbara stammered.

“Can I speak to the library director, please?” His deep, smooth voice seemed to rumble in my chest.

“I’m the acting director,” Evangeline offered. “Let’s go to my office.”

Even though I probably wasn’t meant to be part of this conversation, my feet didn’t get the memo because they automatically followed them to the stairs. The director’s office was on the second floor.

Evangeline looked over her shoulder. “Sunshine?”

“I’m like the assistant director, right?” I shrugged. Beyond feeling as though I had a duty to the library, I had an overwhelming curiosity as to why the chief of police was here.

My friend rolled her eyes and turned to Chief James. “Do you mind if she sits in?”

A scowl twisted the chief’s lips down. He was no fan of mine after what happened with last month’s theft, but hopefully he wouldn’t balk at having me sit in on their meeting. He huffed, his nostrils flaring as he curtly shook his head. 

That was good enough for me.

Seconds later, Evangeline’s admin assistant, Pam, was ushering us into the director’s office. Evangeline hadn’t gotten a chance to make it her own—plus she didn’t know if she was staying on in the role—so it was still very drab and beige from the previous director.

I settled in a chair across from the chief, eagerly awaiting his explanation for why he was here. Evangeline did the polite thing and asked him if he wanted coffee. Pam went to fulfill our orders.

“I’ll be brief.” He laced his fingers together and brought them to rest in his lap. “Your employee, Janet Nelson?”

“Yes?” Evangeline’s brows arched as we both leaned forward.

“Ms. Nelson was found deceased in her home this morning,” the chief reported.

Shock surged through me so violently, I thought my breakfast might make an encore appearance. I looked over at Evangeline, and her hands were trembling.

“No,” she murmured, one hand lifting to her mouth to cover her parted lips. “What happened?”

“Our medical examiner will perform an autopsy,” the chief stated matter-of-factly, “but our preliminary investigation points to the deceased ingesting a toxic substance.”

I wondered how they’d arrived at that conclusion but wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.

“We’ll know more after the autopsy. Her elderly neighbor usually sees Janet walking her dog in the mornings and evenings, but she hadn’t taken the dog out for about twenty-four hours, so she called us for a welfare check,” he shared.

“Is . . . is the dog okay?” I stammered.

“Yes, she’s been taken to the shelter.” His shoulders lifted and his chest expanded, shifting his shiny badge as he took in a deep breath. “I wanted to take a look around her workspace if I could.”

“Oh, of course,” Evangeline said. Then she gasped as her hand flew out, grabbed mine, and squeezed it so hard, I nearly squealed.

“What is it?” the chief and I blurted out at the same time—awkward! 

My friend’s voice shook. “Sunshine, tell Chief James about the interlibrary loan book.” Evangeline rose unsteadily, gripping the back of her chair to keep her from swaying.

I stood too, glancing up to find the chief’s eyes blazing into me like two flaming torches trying to illuminate my soul. 

“Well, what about this book?” he demanded, his voice gruff.

Evangeline still looked uneasy, like she might fall over at any moment. I didn’t want to leave her like that, but Pam came in carrying three mugs on a tray. Maybe coffee would make her feel better?

“Take Chief James downstairs to Janet’s cubicle,” Evangeline instructed as she took a mug of coffee and returned to her desk. “I’m sorry. I need a moment.”

“Of course, thank you.” Chief James chose a mug and followed me out the door to the stairs. I grabbed the remaining mug.

As we made our way to the first floor, all I could think about were the roses on Janet’s desk and how she never got to see them. I was completely devastated, and . . . it sounded like she was murdered?

Did the interlibrary loan book have something to do with this?

Did the lurker?

Jesus, take the wheel!
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“What’s going on?” Jada mouthed from the circulation desk, where she stood talking to Barbara as I led Chief James through the door to the workroom.

“Just a sec,” I mouthed back. I couldn’t very well announce in the middle of the library that Janet had been found dead—and possibly murdered! We already had patrons visiting, and Molly was getting ready to start a program for preschoolers over in the children’s department, which meant lots of parents and tots were roaming about.

“This is Janet’s desk.” I gestured to her cubicle and workstation. The roses were still there. The plant on her filing cabinet was still quite dead.

“Who are the flowers from?” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of blue nitrile gloves.

I shrugged, pretending not to have read the card. 

Glancing around the space, I wondered where the interlibrary loan book had gone. And where was Kate?

“I’ll have to take the card as evidence, but I’ll put the flowers here, alright?” Chief James lifted the vase and set it next to the dead plant on the filing cabinet. The contrast of the brown leaves next to the vibrant red petals left a queasy feeling in my stomach.

He opened Janet’s desk drawers, looking over everything carefully. Then he opened the filing cabinets and did the same.

“What does Janet do here?” He didn’t look up from his work.

“She’s the interlibrary loan manager,” I explained, “and the library’s media specialist. She orders all the DVDs, CDs, audiobooks, et cetera. Those are interlibrary loaned a lot, so anything that gets requested frequently, she buys for our collection.”

“Understood. Now what was it Ms. Dupree said about a book? I’m assuming you have a number of them here.” He gestured around, his lips curled into a smirk. Was he trying to make a joke? If so, he failed miserably.

I didn’t really want to open the can of worms about the strange book. And why was that?

I knew why. Because I wanted to solve the mystery on my own. I thought I was just figuring out who had borrowed the book and why they hadn’t come to pick it up yet.

I didn’t realize it was going to turn into a murder case.

We don’t know it’s murder yet, Sunshine, I chided myself.

But I did have this feeling . . .

I noticed the sticky note with the password for the I.L.L. database was still there. Then it clicked: Charles61591. Charles was Janet’s ex-husband. Their anniversary was in June—and 1991 seemed like a plausible year. Her password was her ex’s name and their wedding date. No wonder Kate expressed dismay at the fact her boss hadn’t changed the password.

“Oh, C!” I gasped, turning toward the flowers. “They’re from her ex-husband.”

Chief James’s eyes rocketed to mine. “What? How do you know?”

“Her husband’s name was Charles.”

“Was?” He blinked a few times as one hand reached up to rub the shiny brown scalp on his bald head.

“He’s her ex,” I explained. “The note is signed ‘Miss you. Love, C.’”

“Ms. Baker,” Chief James’s deep voice rumbled, “the book?”

“Right. So, everything bad started happening when an interlibrary loan book arrived for a patron. A shelf broke, this plant died, the water fountain got busted, the computer was glitching . . . and now Janet is dead. Some of the library staff believe the book is cursed.”

“Can I see this book?” He scrubbed his hand down his face like he was expecting this case to be open and shut. Well, it did involve a book, so . . . maybe it was open and shut. See, I could make book jokes too.

“Yes, of course. As soon as I find it.” 

“What’s the book called?” His pen was poised to make a note in a small yellow legal pad.

I clasped both hands over my mouth as the title screamed inside my head: When Love Kills.




* * *




As soon as Chief James left, I raced back up to Evangeline’s office, ignoring Pam’s scowl when I threw the door open and rushed inside. “First off, are you okay?” My chest heaved as I struggled to catch my breath.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Evangeline insisted, though she was looking down at her coffee mug as she said it.

“I think it’s her ex,” I blurted out. “Do you have access to the interlibrary loan database?”

“Her ex? What do you mean?”

“I think her ex might have poisoned her,” I announced.

“Why? Why would he do that?” Evangeline shook her head, her black hair rustling around her shoulders.

“I don’t know; call it a hunch. How much do you want to bet he was the one lurking around the library last night? He delivered those flowers. The note said ‘Miss you. Love, C.’ His name is Charles.” I could barely get the words out fast enough.

“Slow down, Sunshine.” My interim boss raised her hand, palm out, toward me. “Just because you solved one library mystery doesn’t mean you need to solve this one—or that there even is a mystery to be solved.”

“Your employee is dead!” I reminded her. “How can you be so callous?”

She huffed out a breath. “I’m not callous at all! I’m deeply upset—can’t you see? I just don’t want to jump to any conclusions.”

“I think he loved her so much, he killed her.” My voice wavered with excitement. “We need access to the interlibrary loan records. I bet you anything he ordered that book.”

“But why? It doesn’t make any sense! What’s his motive?”

“The book is called When Love Kills. She divorced him. Maybe he’s seeking revenge?” 

She was right, it was a little out there. But someone did it, and most violence against women was committed by a domestic partner. 

She huffed out another long breath. “There’s a hard copy of interlibrary loan requests printed out at the end of every week,” she said. “If the request was put in last week, it should be in the hard copy.”

“And where is that stored?”

“Should be in Janet’s filing cabinet,” she answered.

I didn’t waste another moment. My sensible flats almost skidded across the carpet as I raced out of the room. It was only through God’s mercy that I managed not to fall as I flew down the stairs, back to the workroom and Janet’s cubicle.

As I rounded the corner to the circulation desk, that same prickling sensation I’d felt last night stabbed at me. All the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood on end. I felt like I was being watched. I looked over my shoulder at the reference area. It was vacant, but my eyes fell on a gray metal cart.

There was When Love Kills—the cart had been moved again!

I was sure there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for it. When Tom arrived and saw the exploded water fountain, he probably wheeled the cart to his area to get it out of the way.

Before I could contemplate any further, I heard a faint commotion, then saw a dark streak move between the shelves. Suddenly, three or four books leapt off, crashing down onto the cart below.

My eyes snapped shut as panic flooded through me. How was this happening?! I was witnessing it! 

When I opened my eyes, I noticed the books had landed all around When Love Kills, but the ancient interlibrary loan book had not been disturbed in the slightest. It stood upright against the cart like it was daring me to come closer and investigate.

It seemed to be drawing me closer to it, but I was too afraid to touch it.

The interlibrary loan records! That was my first priority. I’d tell someone else about the weird commotion and possible lurker sighting as soon as I knew who ordered that blasted book!
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I passed a huddled mass of mourning coworkers as I entered the workroom on a mission to find the hard copy of the interlibrary loan report. Kate was at the table outside Janet’s cubicle processing a shipment of books that had just arrived. 

“Hey, Sunshine,” she greeted me a little too loudly, barely looking up from her work. She was wearing earbuds. That explained her gratuitous volume.

It dawned on me that she didn’t know about her boss.

When I passed through circulation, Barbara’s face was streaked with tears. Jada had come from tech services and was consoling some of the other circulation workers, as was Tom and the other reference librarian, Jessica. But the look on Kate’s face told me she hadn’t heard the news.

Would I have to be the one to tell her?

Lord, help me find the words, I prayed as I gestured for her to take out her earbuds. “When did you get in?” I started off gingerly.

She pulled out one earbud, which nearly got tangled in her long blonde ponytail. “Just came from the mailroom, picked up this shipment of I.L.L. books on my way. I’ll have to call our tech person about the database because I still can’t get in.” She shrugged and started to put the earbud back in.

“Wait.” I reached out to touch her arm. “I need to tell you something.”

She jerked back from me, seeming offended I had touched her. “What?”

“Janet . . .” I started, now feeling my own tears stinging at the corners of my eyes.

“She’s still sick?” Kate guessed, an innocent look on her pale face.

My throat constricting as emotion welled up inside me, I shook my head. “No, sweetie, she’s . . . she’s dead . . .”

“What?” Kate’s blonde brows furrowed as she processed my statement. Her chest heaved as her own anguish rose to the surface. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

“No, of course not. Why would I joke about something so horrible?” I sobbed.

“It’s the book. It really is cursed.” She shook her head. “I . . . I have to go.”

“Wait, where are you going?” 

“I have to go home; I—” A tear streaked down her face before she took three slow steps that turned into a jog. She called over her shoulder, “Find out who ordered the book!”

She couldn’t manage any other words. And when I blinked, she had rushed out the back door.

I took a moment to collect myself. Despair, fear, panic, determination—so many conflicting feelings were warring inside me, but the best thing I could do for Janet right now was to figure out what happened to her.

And if this interlibrary loan book was truly cursed.

Sucking in a resolute breath, I opened her filing cabinet and looked for the folder, stopping when I came to one labeled Interlibrary Loan Weekly Reports. I snatched out the last sheet and scoured it for the title When Love Kills.

Barbara, Tom, and the rest of the staff were beginning to filter back into the workroom. I didn’t want them to know I was investigating the case of the mysterious interlibrary loan book, so I followed Kate’s path out the back door. 

The custodian, Gary, was using a wet vac to suck up the puddle under the broken water fountain. He scowled at me as I passed. “Stupid library. Been working here for two years, and I’ve never even gotten a raise.”

I wanted to tell him that none of us had gotten raises in the past two years, but I had bigger fish to fry—namely looking at this report. I plopped down at my desk in the YA area, where I wasn’t likely to have any patrons until well past noon.

Just as my eyes were able to focus on the tiny print—it could be time for reading glasses—a commotion sounded in the periodical area. I’d just found the line containing When Love Kills and saw the name of the requesting patron when an ear-shattering shriek echoed throughout the building.

I was processing the information, committing the image to memory as I rushed to the periodical area to find Barbara standing by the magazine racks, both hands over her mouth. 

When she saw me, she pointed to the stand that held the newspapers. We kept the daily edition of four or five papers on long wooden poles, and every day we had a handful of regular patrons who came in to read them. The entire stand had been upended.

And right beside it?

When Love Kills was sitting primly on its gray metal cart like it hadn’t done a thing.

“I think I know who’s behind all this,” I told Barbara, who was still too shocked and upset to speak.

When she opened her mouth to ask, “Who?” only a whisper came out.

“Charles Nelson.”

“Janet’s ex-husband?” She was finally able to put some volume behind her words. “How do you know?”

“He’s the one who ordered When Love Kills.”
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The way I saw it, I had two choices: I could call Chief James, tell him everything I knew and turn over the interlibrary loan report to him. Or I could go pay Charles Nelson a visit and ask him why he killed his ex-wife.

Did this mean Charles was the lurker I’d seen around the library? He ordered the book and was wreaking havoc in the library, so we all thought his ex-wife’s death was part of some strange curse instead of by his own hand?

As I made my way back to my desk to look up Charles’ address in our patron database—if he made the I.L.L. request, he must be in there, I reasoned, I saw Bruce coming down the stairs. He smiled when he saw me.

“Sunshine, guess what I found out about that book?”

I froze in my tracks. “What did you find out?”

Was he going to tell me what I already knew about it? That Charles Nelson was the one who ordered it? Or did he have some other information?

“It is cursed,” he said. “It’s been well documented by the New Orleans library that lent it. To be honest, I think they sent it because they wanted it off their shelves.”

My nose wrinkled up in confusion. “Why didn’t they just get rid of it?” 

He shrugged. “It’s not supposed to cause problems unless someone opens it,” he explained. “With the key.”

“Oh. Well, it looks like it’s still locked, and I haven’t seen a key.”

“They didn’t send a key with it?” He tilted his head in curiosity. He was trying to unravel this puzzle just like I was.

“I don’t think so. I haven’t seen a key.”

“Maybe they thought if they separated it from its key, the curse couldn’t hurt anyone? No one would be able to open it.”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t believe in curses, you know. There has to be another explanation. Janet’s ex-husband is the one who ordered it—and today she turned up dead.”

“What?” He gasped. “What happened?”

“They think she was poisoned.” I shook my head sadly. “I’m on my way over to Mr. Nelson’s house to see what I can find out. Flowers from him magically appeared on her desk last night. That means he was in the library, and I think he’s the lurker who’s been moving the book around and causing all the weird things to happen.”

Bruce gave me an uneasy smile. “Be careful, Sunshine,” he warned. “I heard he had an affair with a much younger woman.” He sighed. “Janet kept finding her hair on his clothes—and in their bed. He couldn’t deny it.”

“That must have been horrible. I don’t understand why he would want to kill her though.”

“Me either,” Bruce agreed. “Maybe he’s not okay in the head, you know? Do you want me to go with you?”

I looked at my coworker’s bony, frail body. How in the world could he protect me any better than I could protect myself? At least I was a big girl. I wouldn’t be easy to take down. 

“I’ll be okay, Bruce. I’ll just call 9-1-1 if I get into any trouble.”

Oh, boy, would Chief Vincent James love that! He’d bailed me out last time. And I would probably never hear the end of it if I had to call him again.




* * *




I hastily scribbled down Charles Nelson’s address and headed out the back door, nearly tripping over Gary, who was still repairing the water fountain. He definitely wasn’t the culprit—I doubted he had a beef with Janet, and why would he break something he would be responsible for fixing?

As I climbed into my car, the sound of tires peeling out of the parking lot captured my attention. I whipped around to see a small blue car racing down the street. 

How much do you want to bet that’s Charles? I thought smugly as I turned on my ignition.

Once the car was idling, something shiny caught my attention on the pavement. Leaving my car running—might as well give Charles a chance to get home first, right?—I climbed out to look at the small metal object glinting under the summer sun.

I walked a few feet and bent down to study it. It was a tiny golden key. As soon as it registered what it was, my heart kicked into overdrive, beating with the force of a thousand wild horses. 

I plucked a tissue out of my purse and gently picked up the key, careful not to smudge what might be fingerprints on it. See? I was as good at this as any detective on Chief James’s squad! I’d show him I could do his job as well or better than anyone on the force!

That smug smirk still plastered to my face, I tucked the evidence inside my purse and took off for Persimmon Street, where Mr. Nelson resided.




* * *




I peered into the window on the side door of the garage as I made my way to Charles Nelson’s front door. A small blue car was parked in the two-car garage. Bingo—that was the one I’d just seen leaving the library. Next to that was a white full-size truck with “Nelson’s Plumbing” on the side.

Mr. Nelson was a plumber. So he probably knew exactly how to make a mess with the water fountain. Before I rang the doorbell, I could have sworn I heard a female voice shouting, but as soon as the chimes echoed through the house, it stopped.

The door handle twisted, and when it opened, a stout middle-aged man stood there with streaks of tears down his cheeks. “Wh-who are you?” he stammered. “It’s not a good time.”

“I’m one of your ex-wife’s coworkers,” I said. “Please, may I come in for a moment?”

He closed his eyes for a second as though it pained him greatly to swing the door open. The sound of water rushing through pipes met my ears. “Are you running a bath?”

“It’s my girlfriend,” he said, his voice little more than a sob. “She’s taking a shower. W-we just had some difficult news.”

“What happened?” I questioned him, playing dumb.

“Didn’t you hear? J-Janet is dead.” He ripped a tissue from a box he was conveniently carrying and blew his nose. “Someone poisoned her.”
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“Poisoned?” My nostrils flared from all the smugness coursing through my veins. I had him right where I wanted him. “How did you know that? Even the police don’t know for sure.”

“My girlfriend told me,” he said. “She works at the library. She was upset and came home.”

Kate? I didn’t say anything to her about poison.

“Did you send Janet flowers?” I asked him.

He nodded. “Did she get them?” His sobs ceased momentarily as his eyes bounced between mine. “Red roses. Her favorite. I hoped she’d call me.”

“Did you send them to the library?” 

“No,” he shook his head, “I had them delivered to her house two weeks ago. I . . . Uh . . . didn’t want my girlfriend to see them.” 

He lowered his voice and leaned closer to me. “You see, I’m still in love with Janet. I was hoping she’d take me back. She tried to tell me I’d get bored with someone so much younger than me and that the grass isn’t always greener, but I didn’t listen to her.” 

Now a wail rose up from deep in his throat, racking his whole frame. His face flushed scarlet with a mix of anguish and rage. “Now I’ll never get her back. I can’t believe she’s gone!”

“Mr. Nelson, did you order a book through interlibrary loan?”

The redness dissipated as his brows drew together. “Interlibrary what?”

***

After expressing my condolences to Mr. Nelson, I raced back to my car, then drove like a madwoman to the library, where I was very lucky to avoid getting pulled over by one of Bryce Beach’s finest.

I threw open the door to Evangeline’s office for the second time that day, startling my boss, who was on the phone. She stared at me, perturbed I’d interrupted her phone call.

“It was Kate Wren,” I breathed out. “Call Chief James. Get him down here.”

Her dark brows arched. “What? How do you know?”

“Does the building behind us still have a security camera that picks up our parking lot?”

“I think so, why?” Her nose scrunched up as her eyes bounced between mine.

“We need to see footage from about an hour ago. I found a key in the parking lot. A key to the interlibrary loan book. Whoever dropped it is our suspect.”

She took one look at me and said, “Let’s go.”




* * *




Chief James met us at the office of the apartment building behind the library. He didn’t seem thrilled about asking to see their security footage, but after I explained all the evidence I’d collected, he agreed to look at it. 

Sure enough, when the office manager pulled up the recording of the parking lot from earlier in the morning, a tall, thin figure wearing a black hoodie dropped something from their pocket as they headed to a small blue car.

“That’s Kate’s car,” Evangeline confirmed.

“We can’t tell who it is, though,” Chief James countered.

“Just watch,” I implored as the figure walked to her car. As she got in, she took down her hood—revealing a blonde ponytail and earbuds in her ears.

It was Kate.




* * *




A few hours later, Chief James returned to the library, coming directly to my desk in the YA area. In his usual stalwart fashion, he asked me if I had a moment to chat.

“What’s up?” I was anxious to hear what had happened on Janet’s case.

“I stopped by to pick up some food from the refrigerator in your lounge,” he said. “Ms. Wren confessed to poisoning Janet’s lunch.”

“Wow,” I breathed out, relief flooding through me. “But did she say why?”

“Apparently, Janet never knew it was Kate her husband had an affair with. Kate and Charles continued to see each other in secret after the divorce. When Charles sent Janet those roses at home, she bragged to Kate the next day that her ex wanted her back.”

I felt so terrible for Janet—she had no clue it was her own employee who had destroyed her marriage! And then I remembered what Bruce said about Janet finding long blonde hair in their bed. 

“Feeling betrayed, Kate launched the plot to get the cursed interlibrary loan book and set Charles up for the murder of his ex-wife. For some reason, she didn’t think it would ever be traced back to her. She didn’t think anyone knew about the affair.”

“So, she ordered the book, waited for it to come in, and was lurking around the library, wreaking all manner of havoc around it. She even planted a fresh bouquet of roses to show Charles was trying to get her attention,” I filled in.

“That sounds about right,” Chief James agreed.

“I guess she didn’t count on me catching her red-handed,” I said with a laugh. 

“Yes, that video footage was certainly key.” Chief James returned my laugh and even slipped me a tiny wink.

Maybe there was some hope for us yet.




* * *
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“I would kill for one good idea,” I said aloud, scaring my cat. Zeus, a fluffy orange tabby, jumped from the bookshelf, his napping spot, and disappeared. He knew my mood was ugly. Everyone knew.

The deadline loomed, a dark cloud, gathering thunder. With every second, it came closer. I had no idea what the story would be about. Not a breath of an idea. Not an inkling.

I was under the gun.

I stared at the blank page for a good ten minutes then sighed and pushed away from the typewriter. With both hands gripping a hunk of my hair, I pulled gently. I didn’t want to start pulling out clumps of hair but I was almost there. The end of my rope.

The calendar, a large, obnoxious thing taped on the whiteboard that took up nearly the entire south wall of my office, was too horrible to contemplate. Instead, I turned to the window. My view across the bay was this tiny apartment’s best feature. The skyscrapers of San Francisco jutted into the heavens. At night the Bay Bridge lit the night like a string of luminous pearls. 

But now the view didn’t cheer me. I felt the weight of my editor’s expectations on my shoulders. Not to mention my literary agent. Maisie could be a real bear. She believed in me when I had given up, but her advice was basically: ”get busy, send pages.” As if. 

I spun around to look for Zeus at the top of the bookshelf. Even my cat had abandoned me. Below his spot, the shelves were lined with my books, a testament to ambition and imagination that had deserted me. On the top shelf were the most recent tomes, psychological thrillers, all proudly penned by Zoe Sexton. I’d finally started using my real name after decades of pseudonyms. The red lettering against glossy black glared back at me from the spines and the cover of last year’s release, face out on the shelf: TINDER IS THE NIGHT by ZOE SEXTON, bestselling author. A quote from the New York Times below my name read, “Scintillating, scorching, and unputdownable! A treat from a master.”

A “master?” Ha! Of procrastination. If only one could believe their own publicity.

My eye fell down the shelves. Mysteries, romances, and even some sci-fi. I’d tried nearly every genre, to the chagrin of my agent. I got bored with myself. It happened to the best of us. 

On the bottom shelf were my first books. They were all westerns, a genre with an audience now so small it consisted mostly of rocking chair grandpas. It was sad. I loved westerns when I started. They seemed so exotic, like real-life fairy tales of good and evil. My pen-name back then was Zayne Black, a silly confection to piggyback on the famous author. My stories were nothing like Zane Grey’s but they sold for a while. By the 22nd book, the handwriting was on the wall and I moved on. 

My first husband, he of the western period, used to call me N-Zayne. He said I was insane to write so fast and publish so much, that I would burn myself out. If he was here today, he would not hesitate to say, “I told you so.” He was nice that way. 

I stood up, sick of looking at the blank sheet of paper. Should I turn on the computer and stare at an empty screen? No. I stretched and turned inadvertently to the oversize calendar on my wall. It was hard to avoid, which was actually the point. 

There, on today’s date, was the notation: “Launch Party, Emerson Bullock, 7 pm, Seventeen Gallery.”

Months ago, Maisie had sent me the invitation and made me promise to attend. Emerson Bullock was her client too, a big bestseller, not unlike the way I used to be. It would be painful to be in his presence, no doubt. He was a well-known scoundrel of the first order, a rounder and bully even in the best of times. While celebrating himself? Intolerable. 

I groaned and bent over. What further horrors would this day throw at me? I didn’t want to know. The landline in the kitchen rang then. I had a pretty good idea who it would be. 

“What are you wearing?” Maisie Brooks asked abruptly. My agent, the queen of tact. “Because you’re going. You promised. So, what are you wearing?”

“Right now? My bathrobe.” This wasn’t true but it often was at this time of day.

“Something black. That’s what everybody wears.”

I sighed. “That’s doable.” My entire wardrobe was black. 

“I’ll send the car. I don’t need it. I’m picking up Emerson a couple of hours early to get some food in him.”

“Good luck with that.”

“Try to be nice. Okay?”

I hung up. Nice? Unlikely. 

By the time the Town Car deposited me at Seventeen Gallery in Sausalito, it was almost 8 p.m. I’d made the driver wait while I changed from a dress, to a maxi skirt, to a black blouse, and just because, white pants. I hoped I could spill something on them and leave early. It was a strategy I’d employed before. 

The party was in full swing, the chatter echoing around the cement courtyard behind the gallery space. Abstract statues graced one end, a full bar on the other. Tables of books on one side. Strings of white lights gave the venue a jolly atmosphere. “Almost like Christmas,” I groused to myself, heading through the people to the bar. The bartender was an older guy, a little rough around the edges, in need of a haircut. I noticed tattoos peeking out from his white cuffs as he mixed my drink.

As I waited for my gin and tonic, someone tapped me on the arm. “Zoe! Good to see you out and about.” He grinned through a Viking beard and thick blond hair. My ex-husband, number two. Still good-looking after all these years. Totally unfair.

“Toby. What are you doing here?” I sipped my beverage, giving the bartender a thumbs-up. 

“Emerson invited me. He knows a good contact when he sees one.” Toby ran a big book festival in the city and knew all the writers. 

“Super. Excuse me.” I stepped around my ex and glanced into the crowd. Would any more of my exes be in attendance? I hoped not. I spied Maisie and made a beeline for her. If I got a chat in with her, then I could leave. 

She put on her fakest fake smile. “Zoe darling. So good of you to make it. Emerson will be thrilled.”

Was she drunk already? Emerson and I never liked each other. Still, she was my agent so I gave her a perfunctory hug.

Cocktail chit-chat ensued. Book talk, industry talk. It was boring except when it was depressing. Like when dollar figures were bandied around, high ones and low ones. You never knew which camp you’d be in next. 

I managed to avoid the guest of honor. He mostly stood behind a table laden with his new book, one of his Secret Service thrillers. I glanced at the piles. I hadn’t paid any attention to him for years. Not since we’d exchanged a few unkind words about the quality of his books — then my books — at a librarians’ convention. 

Emerson made ripples last year when a major newspaper spoiled his reputation as a professional crime fighter. He told his publisher for years that he was a former FBI agent, working undercover on domestic terrorism cases, putting away bad guys. The publisher naturally used that information to shine up his bonafides for writing crime fiction. “Authentic. . . from the source. . . a real G-Man.” Unfortunately, a reporter did some digging and found that he had never been an agent or any sort of cop. He had lied about his affiliation with the agency for decades.

But I no longer cared about that scandal. I’d moved on, although I have to say it was a burr in my saddle for a couple days. His publisher certainly didn’t care so why should I? They continued to make money off him, and vice versa. Oh well. I had bigger fish to fry, like actually finishing my book. 

I grabbed a few hors d’oeuvres but didn’t manage to spill them on my pants. Having finished my G & T, I switched to water. I reluctantly received business cards from potential publicists, schmoozed bookstore managers, and publisher’s reps. I yawned. A thousand of these parties over the decades and nothing changed.

Until, hallelujah—some drama.

The sound of raised voices made the crowd still and turn toward the bar. Maisie had her hand on Emerson’s shoulder and was murmuring to him. Still gaunt as ever, he wore black alligator cowboy boots and tight jeans with a black satin cowboy shirt, the kind country western singers wore. He was almost bald  now, I was enchanted to observe. His response to our agent was not so enchanting: “Back off, woman! You ain’t my mama.”

Maisie, in her black pantsuit and blue blouse, was a big woman, broad-shouldered and nearly as tall as Emerson. I had no doubt she could take care of herself. If anyone knew the real Emerson, she did. Whispers rose behind napkins. Maisie was close to her favorite author’s ear now, speaking in a low voice. 

Suddenly his arm straightened and he pushed Maisie backward. She yelped as she fell to the floor with a bounce. Emerson turned away, his lip in a sneer as he slurped down his drink, and slammed the glass down for a refill. 

My head swiveled. Was anyone going to help Maisie up from the floor? She squirmed a bit, groaning, in an awkward position. I sighed, stepped forward, and leaned down to take her arm. 

“Let me help you, hon,” I said quietly, hoping Emerson had moved off. 

No such luck. He glared at both of us. “You.” He squinted at me with bloodshot eyes. “It would be you. Miss goodie-two-shoes.”

I barked a laugh. Nobody had called me that, ever. If anything, I was the opposite. Maisie got her feet under her somehow and leaned on me as she rose. I slapped her backside to dust her off. When I straightened again, Emerson Bullock was in my face. 

“What did you say?” he demanded.

“Nothing, Emerson. Just helping our agent to her feet. Like a gentleman would.” I couldn’t resist a barb. Call me an idiot.

“What did you call me?” He was sputtering now. 

I hadn’t said “idiot” out loud, had I? “Ah, Emerson? That’s your name, isn’t it?” 

Maisie shook her head. “Don’t,” she whispered.

“You!” Now he was poking me with a finger in my chest. “You’re that hack. Are you still pretending to write? You wouldn’t know a plot if it bit you in the patootie.” 

I could feel Maisie’s hand tightening on my right wrist. My temper flared. I’d been called a few things to my face. I could take it. A fellow writer could call me almost anything but, true or not, calling me a hack? Them’s fightin’ words.

Suddenly, without conscious thought, my left hand rose. I threw the remains of my water into his face. Emerson sputtered, cursing and shouting. Water dripped off his nose, then his chin, darkening his satin shirt. Maisie made soothing noises. The bartender pushed napkins over the bar. Emerson cursed me out, including some choice descriptors of my mother. Then he threw the remains of his own drink at me. 

It was just ice cubes. No harm, no foul. They rattled to the floor. But they did smell strongly of bourbon. 

An ice cube rolled off my shoe. As the puddle beneath it grew, I began to laugh. Slowly at first, then it built to a raucous level. I couldn’t help myself. A few people around us laughed too. But not Maisie who frowned, or Emerson who turned purple with anger. I couldn’t stop laughing though, it was just too funny. Middle-aged writers throwing drinks like drama queens. Hilarious.

Which made the events after the launch party even less funny. Not one bit humorous.




* * *




I slept in the next morning. I wasn’t hung over from one gin and tonic but the literary crowd gave me a good social hangover — headache, sour stomach, the powerful need to be alone. Zeus curled at my feet, taking up too much room as usual. Finally, sunlight hit my bed and it was too warm in the room. I wrenched myself upright, took a shower, and made coffee. I felt human again. 

Emerson had stalked out of his own launch party soon after the water incident. The atmosphere in the courtyard lightened and voices rose again. Maisie wrung her hands, worried about her client driving home, then remembered she’d told him to use the car service. She left soon after, calling herself an Uber. For me, the party was done — toasted and roasted. I left as quickly after Maisie as I could wrangle. 

I felt some remorse for having ruined his launch party. It didn’t last long. I could hear his words: “You hack!” They rang in my head. I turned on my computer after two cups of coffee. I was a hack, he was right. I couldn’t even begin a novel, let alone finish one. Or was I? Who was he to say? His own writing was nothing special. A sudden curiosity seized me. How old was the creep? Had he ever been married? Did he use a ghostwriter? Where was he from?

It wasn’t easy to find information about Emerson Bullock. Facts, not the massaged PR stuff. His Wikipedia page still had the FBI baloney on it. No personal details. His photo was a publicity headshot covering half his face with a cowboy hat, the same one he used on Twitter. I dug deeper. At noon, I stood up and stretched, just in time to hear the buzzer from the lobby. 

“Yes?” I hoped it was a package. That always made my day.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Sexton.” It was the doorman, Alex. “I had to send them up.”

I blinked. “Who?”

My doorbell rang, drowning out Alex’s reply. I stepped back from the intercom and peeked out the spy hole. 

It was the cops. 

My first reaction wasn’t negative. I had good relationships with some of the Bay Area’s finest, after being a mystery writer here for many years. I couldn’t see their faces. Was this a social visit? Get real. Probably not. 

The door swung wide. Three officers stood there, two in blue, ramrod straight, one in plain clothes. Three seemed like overkill. Was I going to resist? I was half their size.

“Ms. Zoe Sexton?” the tall one in a shabby sports coat asked as he flashed the badge on his belt. I confirmed I was. “We have some questions for you. Can we come in?”

I squinted my eyes. “Concerning what?”

“Your interactions last night with one Emerson Bullock.”

“Wait a minute. Did he press charges? He’s more fragile than I thought. It was one glass of water. Half full actually. Did he tell you that?”

“No, ma’am. Mister Bullock isn’t talking.” He paused dramatically. A sense of dread filled me. “He’s deceased.”




 * * * 




It took a while to get the full picture from the cops. But finally, they revealed that the bestselling author was shot a couple of times in the chest sometime after the launch party and his body was dumped in a large laundry cart in the basement of the gallery. Since he was one of the first to leave, no one saw it happen. The car service driver never got a call to pick him up. 

I had to explain to the officers that he and I were not enemies. Just professional rivals. No hard feelings. 

“Some folks at the party heard him call you a hack last night. Just before you threw that glass of water at him,” the detective replied. His name was Reynolds and, although tall, he was not the most attractive cop. His face was a permanent shade of red and he sported a graying old-school buzz cut. The two uniforms stood by the door in case I made a run for it.

“Well, yes. He did say that. It wasn’t nice.”

“So, you disliked him.”

“Maybe a bit, sure. But I didn’t kill him.” I frowned at the detective. “You don’t kill everyone you dislike.”

“There would be no one left?” Reynolds posited.

I smiled. “I have friends. I like people.” I hoped he didn’t ask for names. I had been so wrapped up in my writer’s block I hadn’t talked to anyone in months.

“Sure,” he said. “Maisie Brooks is your agent? You shared her with Mister Bullock?”

“And a number of other writers.” 

“She says you were her biggest author for a while but now Emerson Bullock was the bestseller. Her breadwinner, her favorite.” I shrugged. “You must have hated him for that.”

“I hated myself, if you must know. I’ve run out of ideas.” I sighed. “Look at all those books I wrote.” I gestured to my bookcase. “So many stories. Nearly two hundred books. Now the well appears to have dried up.”

Reynolds rose from the hard dining chair. He turned toward the bookshelf and read the titles. “Ten Thousand Ways to Die. One Terrible Night. The Good Death. Storm Clouds Gather. Ancient Wounds.” He glanced down the shelves. “Are these westerns? Two Miles to Trouble. My Favorite Gun.” He looked up. “What’s that one about?”

I tried to remember. It was on the bottom shelf, books I’d written decades before. “As I recall, it’s about a gunslinger in Nevada territory who will only kill people with a certain type of six-shooter.”

All three cops stared daggers at me. “What type?” Reynolds asked.

“A pearl-handled revolver with a long barrel. You know, like the old West.” I mimed pulling a gun from a holster and blowing the smoke off the barrel. It was a stupid move, in retrospect.

“Do you own such a gun, Miss Sexton?” Reynolds asked.

“No. I don’t have any guns. I’m not enamored with gunslingers and that silly mythology about the West. I used to write about it but it got old fast. All the women are whores or saints, the men are all puffed up about themselves and think shooting solves everything. It’s such a cliché.” 

They continued to stare. “Are you sure about that?” Reynolds asked.

“The cliché? About the myth of the West?” My stomach lurched. “How did Emerson die?”

The uniforms exchanged glances. Reynolds stepped closer to me. “Two bullets from a pearl-handled revolver.” 




 * * * 




I met my lawyer in the lobby of the police station. Willard Allison made record time driving to the precinct building near my apartment. He blew in, a bit frantic, clutching his briefcase to his chest. Willard was an old family friend, always available to look over contracts. He probably hadn’t anticipated me being questioned in a homicide investigation. 

But he rose to the occasion, beating back accusations and innuendo from the detective and his cohorts. The revolver found at the scene didn’t have my fingerprints on it, or anyone else’s. The plot of a novel isn’t evidence of anything but a rich imagination. A tiff at a public party is hardly a pretext for murder. They had very little that pointed to me besides the book I’d written about the gun and my animosity to the deceased. But just before 5:00 in the evening, a different cop entered, whispered in Reynolds’s ear, dropped a file on the table, and disappeared. 

Reynolds cleared his throat. “You may recall, Miss Sexton, that a dark substance was found under Mister Bullock’s fingernails on the right hand.” I didn’t recall because no one had told me but I urged him on. “An item was found in the dumpster behind the gallery, a book with scratch marks on the cover.” He looked up. “You know what book it was, don’t you?”

“She does not,” Willard answered. “Games,” he muttered. 

“It was an old paperback. One of Miss Sexton’s.” He slipped a photograph from the file and turned it toward us. “Bastards Never Win, by Zayne Black. That’s you, right? Says here in small print, ‘Zoe Sexton writing as.’” 

Four long scratches marred what had never been a very effective cover. The face of a cowboy with a five o’clock shadow wasn’t going to sell books. I couldn’t help remembering the paltry sales for the western. This was the second edition, reprinted after I’d started publishing under my real name. It still bombed. 

After the silence, Willard said, “That proves nothing, sir. Anyone could have used the deceased’s useless hand to make those scratches after dispatching him. Using an old book of Ms. Sexton’s is obviously a ploy to get you to arrest her, a piece of misdirection. You’d be entirely missing the real killer. Are you going to charge Miss Sexton or can we leave now?”

I glared at Willard. Do you need to dare them to arrest me, I wanted to shout. But Reynolds slipped the photograph back in the file and stood up. 

“Don’t leave the Bay Area, Miss Sexton. We will need you again for questioning.”




* * *




I made Willard tea. It was the least — and the most — I could do. We sat in my living room, two yellow armchairs and a coffee table, and stared at the setting sun making sparkles on the bay. He’d already asked me about Bastards Never Win. I had no idea how many copies had survived in the wild. It was pulped, covers torn off, after a couple years. That didn’t mean dozens of copies couldn’t be floating around.

“Anybody could have found a copy at a used bookstore. But what about the pearl-handled gun? Who would know about that old western novel? Do you think the murder weapon is even related to my book?”

“I think we must assume it is. Most murderers throw their weapons in the bay. This perpetrator dropped the gun at the scene to make a point. Someone is trying to frame you, my dear.” Willard pulled his bushy eyebrows together. He was a fusty old fart who dressed like someone from the 1930s, complete with a vest and watch fob. “One of your boyfriends? A former friend? A business rival? An ex?” 

“Toby was at the launch party. My second husband.” 

“Did he hate Emerson Bullock too?”

I sighed. “I didn’t hate him, Willard. And I don’t think Toby cared one way or the other. He courts writers to come to his book festival. That’s all.”

“So no motive. What do you know about this Emerson Bullock? The deceased.”

“Not much.” I recounted the revelations about his FBI service being debunked. “He’s a boozehound? And not very nice.”

“Your research is impeccable. See what you can dig up.” Willard left, reassuring me that all would be well. I wondered how he knew. 

After he exited my apartment, I lay down on the floor like a mummy and stared at the ceiling. Zeus came out of hiding and sniffed my cheek. My life seemed to be unraveling. I didn’t like it one bit, but at least something was happening. An unruly drama with cops beat the heck out of the deadly pulse of the blinking cursor. I counted my breaths until I reached fifty and got bored. Then, I got up and went to work. 




* * *




By the next morning, I had a four-inch pile of printouts on the corner of my desk. I’d worked most of the night, driven by a rising panic that I was living out a plot of one of my novels. Emerson Bullock didn’t deserve to die in such a violent way. The only way I could atone for my rudeness, and by the way, save my own hide, was to find out who killed him.

It always came down to motive. Why? Who hated him? Well, the gossip around Emerson over the last year had been plentiful and harsh. As I brewed coffee and poured a chilled glass of orange juice that morning, I spread the printouts across the table to read and absorb. 

A former federal agent blogged about phonies and took particular pleasure in taking Emerson down. What would he gain from killing Emerson though? A large online book club wrote scathing reviews of his books. Those women took no prisoners. Ouch. Also, a Twitter kerfuffle. I pulled the printout over. Emerson was harassing a couple beauties. They reported him and told the world about his sleaziness. His posts on Twitter now looked like a publicist had taken over his account. For the best. 

The origin of the FBI story, the one that told the world Emerson was a fraud, was first published in a small newspaper in Oklahoma, before being re-printed by a large metropolitan paper. The original author of the piece used an anonymous source who was “well-placed,” whatever that meant. I searched for the article and the name of the reporter. Stella Weintraub no longer worked at the Oklahoma State Journal. But the good old internet tracked her down anyway. I looked at the time and decided it wasn’t too early for a check-in with Stella.

She still lived in Red Creek, Oklahoma, where the newspaper was published. I had to pay for a full background check online to get her phone number. She didn’t answer, of course. Nobody answered the phone anymore. I left a detailed message, first giving her the bad news of Emerson’s demise and then asking if she would call me.

I went back to my printouts. Emerson Bullock said he grew up dirt poor but graduated from Texas A&M. That was accurate, at least the college part. But his claim to have done a special police course with Interpol felt a little soft, like the FBI business. The agency, based in France, didn’t give out information to civilians. But they also didn’t offer special courses on terrorism, like the one Emerson claimed to have taken. So probably bogus. 

My cellphone rang. “Zoe Sexton here.”

A little intake of breath. A woman gasped: “The author? You called me just now?”

A little chit-chat revealed Stella Weintraub was now a librarian in Red Creek, having sworn off journalism when she got death threats over the Bullock story. She was slightly breathless to speak to me, the famous author that I used to be, so I immediately liked her. 

“Emerson Bullock is dead?” She had a good ol’ twang. “Are you absolutely positive? Is this a prank? Because I’m pretty sure he was behind those death threats. I just never could prove it.” 

I reassured her he was deceased. “How did you get this story about him in the first place? Did you get a tip from someone?”

Stella took a deep breath and began the tale. She knew Emerson Bullock as a child. They grew up in the same dusty town in west Texas. She’d followed his career with hometown pride. But the fact about him being a federal agent didn’t sit right. He’d been a juvenile delinquent as a teenager, arrested for petty stuff like joyriding, shoplifting, and getting drunk on Saturday nights. There was a rumor he stole a car and wrecked it but his daddy paid somebody off. So, maybe not so poor after all.

“How can somebody go from that to a straight-arrow FBI agent? I just couldn’t fathom it. I began to dig. It took ages to get someone in Washington to talk to me. Six months of phone calls, emails, and letters. Finally, I wore them down. A low-level clerk did the search for me. Nobody named Emerson Bullock, or Bullock Emerson for that matter, was ever an FBI agent. He made it up.”

“You are very tenacious, Stella. What did Emerson do after college if he wasn’t an agent?”

“He wrote for a podunk newspaper like mine. I guess I always thought I would write a great novel, ‘cause he did. At least I get to read them here at the library.”

“How long did he work at the paper?”

“A year or two. I think he got fired. He had a drinking problem, you know.”

“I’ve heard. So, he’s now about twenty-four? What’s his next move?”

“When I tried to track down his domiciles over the years there were some big gaps. But around the time he was thirty he got a job here in Oklahoma, at the Museum of the Western Cowboy. He was a security guard.”

“Where is that?” I was scribbling like mad. Stella was my new best friend.

“Not far from here actually, a little place called Meaker.” 

“Why did they need security guards?”

“They have a huge collection. It’s real nice. Lariats and saddles and spurs and stuff? Even an Annie Oakley display with her boots and her rifle and a playing card she shot. There’s somebody’s stuffed horse and fancy sidearms from the movies. The museum’s famous. The guy who started it was a stunt man way back in Hollywood.”

I blinked. “Fancy sidearms. Like pearl-handled revolvers?”

“Oh, sure. Real pretty ones.”




* * *




The yelp I let loose fifteen minutes later scared Zeus. He howled and hid in my closet. After a few more details from Stella, I found a news article about a theft at the Museum of the Western Cowboy. Oddly only two items were taken: two matching pearl-handled six-guns that had been used in a 1936 western called “Seven Minutes to Sunset.” It featured a little-known actor-cowboy. Rusty Haymaker became a big western movie star for a few years until he enlisted during World War II. He died in 1959.

According to the article, Rusty’s memorabilia had been lost for many years but showed up at an auction in Tulsa in the 1970s. The old stuntman’s museum bought the lot and resurrected Rusty’s public profile, at least in Oklahoma. I printed out the article for my friend, Detective Reynolds. Somebody needed to do some sleuthing; I guess it had to be me.

As Zeus returned, jumping into my lap for his daily five-minute cuddle, I pondered the theft. Why just those two items? If a person was going to take the trouble to break into a museum, why just take two guns? It wasn’t as if they were the most famous items on display, or the most valuable. Possibly a sentimental choice?

I noodled the web some more. Was Rusty Haymaker a stage name? It sounded like one. Then the revelation that Rusty’s real name was Aloysius Bullock. And yes, thank you, online genealogists! Aloysius was Emerson Bullock’s great-uncle. Born in Texas, died in Tulsa. I pumped my fist in the air. I loved my job.

Had the thieves been caught, the guns recovered? The internet was very slow to reveal answers. So I put on my shoes, grabbed my jacket and notebook, and ventured out into the world. 

My first stop at the city library was a bust. Their internet was exactly like mine. We looked at some of his old books but the librarians had never met Emerson Bullock. My next stop, Maisie Brooks.

My agent lived across the bay in Pacific Heights, in a fabulous old townhouse she’d inherited from her wealthy parents. I took the subway under the bay and hailed a cab. I used to walk up the hill but I was getting out of shape, staring at my computer all day. Maisie’s maid answered the door. I was always surprised that people still had domestic help. But the gray-haired woman, seventy if she was a day, fit in well in the genteel neighborhood. 

I was deposited in a stuffy parlor full of Victorian furniture. The maid brought me a glass of water, no ice, although I had not requested it. Maisie arrived, heaving breaths, in a flowing caftan, her makeup smudged and her hair a rat’s nest. 

“Oh, Zoe, isn’t it awful?” She threw her arms around me and we commiserated for a moment. “I’m just beside myself. Poor Emerson. I’ve been on the phone all day.”

“Did you hear the police hauled me in? They think I’m responsible.”

Maisie fell into an armchair, shocked. “What? You must have misunderstood.”

“They found Bastards Never Win with scratches on the cover in the dumpster behind the gallery. The same cover paper was under Emerson’s fingernails.”

Maisie looked blank, trying to keep up. I continued, “Plus a pearl-handled revolver was used. Remember my book, My Favorite Gun?” She blinked a few times. “The same gun, Maisie. Whoever killed him dropped it at the scene.”

“Wha — Zoe!”

“Someone’s trying to frame me. It has to be somebody who saw me throw water on Emerson at the party. Do you have a list of everyone who was there?”

Maisie gulped, nodding. “I gave one to the police.” She stepped into the marble-floored hall. Her office was behind the kitchen, in the old chef’s rooms. She returned with a sheet of paper with a long list of names. I found my name, Toby’s, Maisie’s, a clerk from Bridge Books, and a lot of strangers.

“Do you know anything about these people?”

“I invited the bookstores, publicists, reps. Customers just showed up. I never got their names.”

“How could I find their names?” 

“The bookseller might have credit card information if they bought a book.” How many killers use their credit cards at the scene? Forget that line of inquiry. 

Maisie took the paper back and scribbled the name of the caterer on the bottom, Frisco Fine Foods. “I forgot to tell the police about the caterer. But they looked fine, didn’t they?” 

“I guess. Before I jump in, what can you tell me about Emerson? Like, where he lived, his background?”

“He lived in a small town in the Midwest. Kansas? I think on a farm. He never talked about his childhood. I didn’t mail anything directly to his home. He used a drop box in Wichita.”

“Is that common?”

Maisie shrugged. “Writers are eccentric.”

“Did you speak to him on the phone?”

“Oh, all the time. His cellphone has a Kansas area code.”

“Did he ever mention the Museum of the Western Cowboy? It’s in Oklahoma.” Her eyebrows jumped but she shrugged. “Or a relative of his who was a movie cowboy?”

“We didn’t really do small talk.”

“Do you have a photograph of him? I can’t find one online.”

“He was very camera-shy but I have a few.” She left again and returned with a 5-by-7 black-and-white photo of Emerson wearing a black cowboy hat and a severe look, eyes askance. “He wouldn’t get new headshots. That one’s about ten years old. I’ve represented him for over twenty years. I can’t believe he’s gone.”

I thanked her, clutching my new clues. She made me promise to call with an update on the police situation. “If I need bail, you’re my one call.” 

Which didn't seem that funny as I walked down the hill to catch a cab.




* * *




The next morning, I woke up very early, dawn just creeping in with a layer of fog on the water. My head was a jumble of facts I’d gleaned the day before. I was trying to sort them but something was missing. Before I could make coffee, my phone chirped. A text from Maisie.

“You’ll never guess — I heard from Emerson’s sister. She has three unpublished manuscripts he wrote recently. Did I want them? Of course, I said yes! I am so relieved, not just for myself but also for his family. Are you in jail? XO.”

I stared at the phone. Emerson had a sister? I would have to ask Stella about that. Something niggled my suspicions again. Three new Emerson Bullocks out of the ether. Hmmm. 

Zeus was feeling needy, so I spent fifteen minutes grooming and playing with him. Then I got back to work. I outlined everything I knew about Emerson Bullock. It wasn’t much. I went back on the internet and searched for the Museum of the Western Cowboy again. When had Emerson worked there? Stella said he was in his thirties. His obituary was in the Wichita New Standard this morning and picked up by national papers. According to the obit, he was fifty-five when he died. Twenty to twenty-five years ago, he’d been a security guard. The theft had taken place in 1997. Did he work there then? Could he have been involved somehow?

I had to wait to call the museum. Finally, I spoke to the museum director, a lovely woman named Flora. “Before my time,” she apologized.

“Can you tell me who worked the security detail that night?”

“You think—oh.” She pondered that. “The items were never recovered. Is that what you mean?”

“It’s possible the guards were at least accomplices, isn’t it? Was anyone else in the museum that night?”

“I’m sure they were cleared.”

“Right. Do you have records of the guards, their names?”

Flora sighed. “We used an outside service. We still use them.”

“Can you share the service’s business name?” Flora obliged, giving me the name and number of the company that provided the museum’s security. Anything to get me off the phone.

The security service was based in Tulsa, called Armed and Secure Inc. I punched in their number. They didn’t want to speak to me. I hung up, found the name of the owner on the internet and called him at home. 

Manuel Finney sounded pleased to get a call from anyone. He’d founded the business nearly fifty years earlier and was well into his golden years. I pretended to be a newspaper reporter following up on the pearl-handled revolver theft. 

“Sad day,” he said. “And the police never found the guns?”

“No. Do you remember any details of that evening?”

“So long ago,” Finney muttered.

“What about the guards? Did they talk to the police?” He thought they did. “Did you speak to the guards later?” 

“The company always did a debrief after an event.”

“Who was working that night? Do you recall?”

“Their names? I’m sorry, miss.”

“You seem very business-like. Would you have any records, say, the police report, in your home office, sir?” Nudge nudge.

Finney perked up. He set the phone down and was gone for twenty minutes. I was sure he’d forgotten about the call when he suddenly returned, triumphant. “Here it is.” He was breathless. “Now, what do I look for, miss?”

“The security guards. Their names.”

He mumbled to himself as he read the police report. “Here ya go. Wade Kellogg. Don’t remember him. He called in the break-in. The other one was Emerson Bullock. That name sounds familiar.”

Yessss. My heart rate spiked. “He became a famous author. He wrote thrillers.”

“Oh, yeah? Wait. I think I have one on my bookshelf. Yup. Here it is. He worked for me. How about that?”

I jumped around the room after he hung up. One more piece fit into the puzzle. Zeus hid again. Time to call Stella. The librarian was still at home. “Hello again, Miss Sexton.”

“I was just thinking about what you said about Emerson when he was growing up. Did he have sisters or brothers?”

“Yes, two sisters. He was the baby. I guess that’s why they let him get away with so much.”

“Ah. One of his sisters has several unpublished manuscripts of his. She’s sending them to his agent.”

Stella paused. “That’s, um, impossible.”

“Well, sometimes writers write faster than they can publish.”

“No, I mean both his sisters passed. They died in a fire at the family home years ago. It was tragic. Their dog died too.”

“I see.” Somebody was passing themself off as a sister. “Did you ever meet Emerson later? Did he come to reunions or maybe funerals?”

“Not even his sisters’.” 

“Really. I wonder why not.”

“Well, the rumor was he was in prison.”

I realized, after we hung up, that I hadn’t done a full background check on Emerson. Suddenly it seemed very relevant. I put down my $19.99 and waited for the internet to spit out the details. 

Emerson Bullock had been in jail, a few times over the years. His juvenile record was likely expunged when he turned twenty-one but there were more arrests. The crime he went to state prison for, armed robbery, was in Oklahoma. How in hell did he get a security guard job with a record like that? I guess it was harder to track down a criminal’s background back then. 

After his museum gig, he was sentenced again to prison for four years for holding up an armored car. Nothing after 2003, when he was paroled. Still, the fact that his great-uncle’s fancy pistols were stolen while he was working at the museum was pretty suspicious. On the other hand, he was dead. So, who killed him? 

What about the other guy? Wade Kellogg, according to my new friend Manuel. I paid for another background check. Wade’s criminal activity was impressive, a litany of misdemeanors and petty crime. Nothing recent.

I picked up the black-and-white glossy photo of Emerson that Maisie gave me. Taking a quick snap with my phone I sent it to Stella Weintraub. “Last known photo of our guy,” I wrote. 

Almost immediately she answered: “Who? That’s not Emerson. I’d know his ugly mug anywhere.”

I blinked a few times. If that wasn’t Emerson — and it was the man I’d met many times and had recently doused with water —who was it?




* * *




I was back on the floor, staring at the ceiling. If the man portraying himself as Emerson Bullock was someone else, where was the real Emerson? What name was he going by? Zeus strolled by, unconcerned as usual. If Emerson and Wade worked at the museum together and stole the revolvers together, could they have switched identities? Could Emerson Bullock have been the writer, using Wade Kellogg as his frontman, his “beard” as they used to call them? But why? And why kill the golden goose?

It always came down to motive.

Later in the afternoon, after a long lunch, I sat in Maisie Brooks’s office. We’d been trying to untangle the Emerson Bullock puzzle for an hour. She’d told me she didn’t meet Emerson in person until his fifth book, his first bestseller, Midnight Journey. He hadn’t really changed much over the years. More lines in his face, sunken cheeks, less hair, but basically, he was the same man she’d met twenty years before. A secretive man, he often suggested a past but never gave particulars, giving him an air of mystery. The FBI, of course. They’d had a few words about that cock-up. But mostly he was a cowboy or at least a farmer. Beyond that, he revealed few personal details. 

“And not really Emerson,” I reminded her. “Maybe that’s why he was light on details and drank like a fish. And Maisie? He had two sisters but they’re both dead. I don’t know who contacted you, but it’s not a sister.”

She frowned. “Who wrote them then?” 

“The real Emerson?” I shrugged. 

“Do you think the real one killed the fake one? Did he get tired of the ruse? Wanted the limelight for himself?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Not sure how that would work. And why implicate me?”

“To throw suspicion off himself, Zoe. He’s clever. He knows how investigations work.”

“I wonder. They must have stolen those guns together. They worked together. We know they knew each other. Maybe Emerson was shy. He just wanted to write so he paid Wade to play him in public? Could they have switched? Was he calling himself Wade Kellogg?” She shrugged. Another idea popped into my head. “Did they get fingerprints off the dead Emerson?”

Maisie brightened. She did love a good mystery. She picked up her old black phone. She knew someone in the state crime lab. She turned on the charm, asking him about the book he was writing. Everyone was writing a book these days. 

“Here’s the thing, Teddy. Emerson Bullock was my author for over twenty years. But it’s come to my attention that he wasn’t who he said he was. I know, shocking.” She winked at me. “I was wondering, did they fingerprint the corpse, er, the deceased?” She nodded. “Did the results come back yet?” She shook her head. “Is there any way to put a rush on them? Because I think you’ve got an imposter there. It’d be a shame if it got out that there was a mix-up. They’ve already published his obituary. What if he’s still alive? Like Mark Twain: ‘The report of my death has been greatly exaggerated.’ It’s distressing, yes. Call me! Can’t wait to read your manuscript.”

I was looking over my notes. “When did you find out that he wasn’t an FBI agent?”

“When everyone else did. I read it in the New York Times.”

“Did anyone really care about that at his publisher? That he lied?”

“Not really. It blew over in a few weeks. You know how they are. They don’t care if you lie, you’re a fiction writer.”

“Maybe somebody did care. Was anyone upset?”

“A few cranks. I threw all their letters away.”

No evidence there. “You hired the caterer, right? Do you want to call them? I didn’t get around to it. We’ve got a possible name now. Ask for Wade Kellogg and see what happens.”

Maisie was on a roll. She dialed, brightening her voice. “Frisco Fine Foods? Maisie Brooks, here. I wanted to thank you for the delightful service for the Emerson Bullock book launch.” She pursed her lips, listening. “Yes, that was a shame. So tragic. Have the police contacted you?” She shook her head. “Well, they may. It’s an open investigation. I hoped to speak to one of your crew. He was so helpful. I want to thank him personally. I think his name is Wade? Ah, Wade Kellogg. Is he there?”

She listened for a while and hung up. “He works for them, as a temp. He’s a bartender. He was there, Zoe.”

“The bartender, of course. I remember him! He had some odd tattoos.” I frowned. “But how to prove he knew Emerson? Or he is Emerson?” 

“Or he killed Emerson,” she said.

We looked at each other for a long minute then blurted out at the same time: “Fingerprints.”




* * *




The art gallery sat dead-center in the San Francisco art district called DoReMi. The little gallery was jammed with the artsy crowd for an opening of small works. Tiny painted pieces, most just six-by-six inches, covered the walls. I was glad I had my reading glasses in my purse.

Maisie wore gray slacks and a black tunic with a multi-colored scarf as if unable to pretend to blend in. I wore black on black, blouse and trousers. We had a mission tonight and couldn’t blow it by announcing we weren’t cool enough to be at a San Francisco art opening. 

Maisie had called the caterer back to find out if they were catering again. They said, here, at Implosion Arts. Maisie nearly begged them to let her thank Wade in person. She was in rare form, pink with excitement at the prospect of subterfuge. 

“What will he do?” she wondered in the taxi. “Just hand over a glass with his fingerprints?”

Why wouldn’t he, was more the question. And the answer was that he didn’t want to get caught. He knew me, and he would probably recognize Maisie too. It had only been two days since he’d mixed cocktails for us. 

“We can’t get the drinks ourselves. It’ll be too obvious,” I told her as we swung into the gallery, stuffed with patrons eager for free food and plonk. 

“I know what to do,” Maisie whispered.

She saw someone she knew, leaving me to squeeze into the crowd. The cups held by folks around me were plastic, but the hard type, so they should show fingerprints. I carried a big tote bag and hung around, waiting for someone to set down an empty one. Unfortunately, we were early. Everyone was drinking. 

A caterer came through with plastic cups of white wine. I snatched one, just to blend in, of course. Maybe these glasses hadn’t passed through the bartender’s hands. That could be a problem. I squinted at the tiny art. You would have to hang it in your bathroom. 

Through the crowd, I could see so-called Wade Kellogg behind the bar. He was mixing drinks and pouring wine in real glassware, tall tumblers, and stemmed wine glasses. He was a good bartender for a writer. He had a hard look, with unkempt grayish hair and a three-day beard. I wanted to sneak a photo of him for Stella but couldn’t take the chance.

The woman working for the caterer came through in the other direction with a tray of dirty glasses, some partially full. A few were real glass. I spun to intercept her but she was quicker, raising the tray over her head to get through the crowd. A society lady was watching me try to snatch a passing empty glass. I smiled my sweet smile. 

I felt someone behind me. Maisie was depositing glasses in my tote. “Four. Is that enough?” she whispered.

“Real glass or plastic?”

“Um, plastic.”

“He’s mixing drinks into real glasses. It’s a better bet. We need a glass tumbler or wine glass. Oh, and look around. Is anyone wearing gloves? That would help narrow down the prints.” 

Maisie scanned the crowd. “There’s someone. And a wine glass.”

She nodded toward another society type, a well-dressed woman wearing short baby-blue kid gloves and a matching jacket, with a short black skirt, holding a wineglass by the stem. Her platinum up-do was stiff as she sipped her red wine. They were passing white wine so she must have picked that up at the bar from Wade. An idea went through my head and I didn’t like it. But no better ideas bubbled up. We had to get on with this.

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered. “You grab her glass.”

I side-stepped, positioning myself in front of the woman, bending to examine the art. Quickly, I made my move, taking a large step backward as I spun around. I felt the wine glass against my elbow.

She yelped. “For heaven’s sake!” I turned to find her dabbing a dark red wine stain on her jacket with her scarf. 

“I’m so sorry. Will that come out? I’m such a klutz. I will pay for dry cleaning.” I babbled on. Maisie joined us, giving cleaning advice and taking the wine glass off her hands. 

“Let me get you a fresh one, ma’am,” she said cheerfully. “And a towel.”

Ten minutes later, we spilled out onto the sidewalk, holding in our laughter. I waved down a taxi. “Who do we have to murder to get fingerprints run?”

Maisie smiled. “I have my Teddy in place.”




* * *




It took three excruciatingly long days for the system to process the prints of both the corpse and the bartender. Teddy said it was quick work but the nationwide system was overworked and slow. Both men had criminal records; they should be in the system. He lit a fire under somebody, somewhere. Maisie all but promised Teddy a publishing deal.

We knew the results were in but we weren’t insiders. Teddy wasn’t privy to the results either. No one told us anything. But a couple days later, while Maisie and I were eating lunch at her local pub, I got a call from Detective Reynolds. “Miss Sexton.” 

I grinned at Maisie. “Detective. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

There had been an arrest, he told me. The deceased had been misidentified. He was actually an Oklahoma man named Wade Kellogg. Emerson Bullock was using his name. Emerson had been tracked down from fingerprints on a wine glass while he was working as a bartender. 

“Excellent work,” I schmoozed. “So, the real Emerson is still alive?”

“And in custody. He was arrested last night and made a full confession. It was like he couldn’t wait to get it off his chest.”

I put the phone on speaker so Maisie could hear. “As a mystery writer, I have to ask: what was his motive?”

“There was some bad blood between them. He said Kellogg double-crossed him in an armored car heist. Bullock was sent to prison based on Kellogg’s testimony. Bullock said he waited for his moment. For years he had Kellogg pretend to be him for author appearances so he could keep an eye on him.”

“Keep your enemies close. Have you traced the pearl-handled revolver yet?”

“No. It’s old, no serial number.”

“Just a thought. I was doing a little online sleuthing, and I ran across this museum in Oklahoma. They were robbed of two pearl-handled revolvers that had been used in an old western movie. The guns were never recovered. The names of the security guards that night were Bullock and Kellogg.”

Pencil scratching sounds. “Uh-huh. Name of this museum?”

“Museum of the Western Cowboy in Meaker, Oklahoma. It could be relevant, maybe?”

He grunted. “There was a money motive too. Kellogg wanted more cash to keep quiet and play the author. Bullock didn't want to pay.”

“It’s always money.”

“When it’s not revenge. You can move around freely now, Miss Sexton.”

There was a long pause in our lunch while we savored the moment. Then Maisie gasped. “That was the plot of his first novel, The Double-Double. A double-cross, a trial, right down to switching identities.”

“He must have written it in prison,” I said. “While the details were fresh.”

As we walked out into the salty air and spied the red-orange towers of the Golden Gate Bridge, Maisie said, “I guess my days as Emerson Bullock’s agent aren’t quite over. Not sure how I feel about that.”

“What about the books the so-called sister offered?”

“Tainted, I’m afraid.”

“Maybe he’ll write more novels from prison. Think of the publicity.”

She smiled. “I may drop him. I have a new favorite writer now. Tell me you’ve got some ideas for your next book.”

I laughed, watching seagulls sailing on the wind over the bay. I took Maisie’s arm as we walked up the hill. “You know, I think I do.”




* * *
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A tabby cat jumped up on a Formica table in an empty diner, licked his paw, and spoke. “I’m Larry, and this is my story. Normally, I don’t speak, but on rare occasions, I do. Those who don’t know me might assume I’m simply a stray, but I’m much more than that.” He paused and glanced out the window. “I think I found my human helpers. Gotta go.”

The aging buildings huddled close together as if sharing a secret. Many windows featured paper banners or hand-painted A-frame signs placed in front of the entrance. Clouds muted the noonday sun and gave the feeling of nature momentarily holding its breath. The low hum of traffic in the distance blended with the sound of a radio playing zydeco music through an open window. A tabby cat jumped down from its windowsill perch inside a defunct diner as it spotted a middle-aged couple. The woman tucked a lock of her ash-blonde bob behind her ear and pointed toward a building. “There it is.”

Her husband lifted his shaggy brows and sighed before addressing his wife. “Donna, did you already pay these people? The outside doesn’t look promising.”

“Oh, Mark.” She brushed aside her husband’s criticism. As a detective, his natural reaction to almost everything was to find a possible criminal slant—even when there wasn’t one. “Bookstores have a very thin profit margin. They can’t waste money on the exterior.”

“Sez you.” He crinkled his nose, half-grinned, and continued strolling toward the store.

“Besides,” Donna continued in what her husband often referred to as her knowledgeable expert tone, “most of these vintage bookstores do all their business online. It doesn’t matter what the outside looks like. It could be a rental. All we need to do is pop in and grab the Fancy Lieu, Girl Detective series I ordered for Lilian and then you can pick out where to go for lunch.”

The tabby cat rubbed up against Mark’s leg, earning a scratch behind the ear. “Who’s a good kitty?”

“Meow,” the cat answered in a plaintive response.

“Looks like you made a friend,” Donna offered as she moved toward the bookstore door.

“Possibly. Don’t you mean Nancy Drew as opposed to whatever you said?”

Donna half-turned and gave her husband an indulgent grin. “Fancy Lieu is the name of an Asian American teenage girl detective series written in the 1930s. Not all that popular, but Lilian insisted it would be the perfect gift for her grandmother. Well . . .” 

“Still trying to break into that social clique, huh?”

“Maybe.” Donna refused to elaborate, knowing her husband’s opinion on the subject. As a detective, his work associates served as his friends. She didn’t have that luxury as a B and B owner. As for her employees, they happened to be relatives. So what if she did make a little extra effort to wedge her way into a group of polished, successful, local women who held a book club meeting once a month? Surprising Lilian with the series could be her ticket into the group.

A Closed sign pulled a groan from her. “How can it be closed?” Donna peered at the store hours printed on the door. Lights switched on indicated someone must be inside. Donna pressed one ear against the glass and could hear voices talking—possibly male voices—but they were too low to decipher.

Mark came up behind her. “Oh look, it’s closed. I guess we should head out for Barbeque Bubba, the best barbeque east of the Mississippi.”

He didn’t even try to hide the delight in his voice which meant it would be a hard sell to get him to come back. Her hand wrapped around the doorknob, hoping against hope it would turn. “It could be the owner forgot to turn over the sign. Those things happen. I even forget to do that.”

“Good try. The Painted Lady Inn doesn’t have an Open sign.”

She twisted the knob, and the door opened a few inches. The tabby cat shadowing Mark took advantage of the opportunity and shot through, disappearing into a long aisle of loaded bookshelves. Donna gave the door a shove, pushing it open even farther, and then stepped through and stopped. Her nose crinkled as she inhaled—not the beloved smell of new books, or even the leathery smell of old tomes, but a musty basement scent of hidden things. A few table lamps glowed at the counter and on tables, creating a cozy atmosphere. 

She could still hear the voices. “Hello?” she sang out loudly. “Donna Taber. I’m here to pick up my order.”

Nothing. Despite the lights and voices, a stillness hung over the store. Her husband moved around the counter observing everything, but touching nothing. “Donna. I found your books.”

She spun around to face her husband, not willing to admit to her unease. A movable plastic cart with Reserves written on the side featured brown paper-wrapped rectangles pushed together haphazardly with invoices taped to one side. “Yes, dear?”  

Picking her way through the furniture crammed together in the open area, Donna reached the cart and pawed through the rectangles until she uncovered a thick one with her name on it. “Got it.” She picked up the package and waved it.

“You already paid for it?”

“Of course,” she answered, willing to give up the info now that her books existed. “We can go eat barbeque—”

Loud feline wailing interrupted the conversation. Mark rubbed his jawline. “I’m no expert on cats, but I think our feline friend may need some assistance.”

Without thinking twice about it, Donna tucked the package into her tote and followed her husband. They ducked down one aisle lined with wooden shelves too tall to be seen over. There was no cat there, which set them hurrying to the next aisle. A few books on the floor proved a hazard to Donna as she went flying, palms first, to the wooden floor with a thump.

Her body against the floor with her head turned, she could see underneath the shelves. A few inches between the lowest wooden shelf and the dusty floor allowed her visual access. Four paws and a tail indicated the location of the cat—and an unmoving prone human. Her nose twitched, inhaling a cold, heavy stench of death. Her former career as a nurse in the post-surgery unit helped her distinguish it.

She accepted her husband’s hand up and dusted off the front of her clothes before announcing, “I found the cat . . . and also something else.”





2







In the shadows cast by the bookshelves, Donna tugged on her clothes, delaying discovering whatever waited for them on the other side. The cat continued meowing, and the voices, which first convinced her of the open-for-business status, chattered on, only to be interrupted by a loud commercial.

“Radio,” she announced before her husband could. Despite not being a licensed professional when it came to solving crimes, Donna jumped in feet first whenever a mystery presented itself. It was no surprise, considering she had met her husband when a dead body had shown up in the inn she’d purchased. Even though he might not admit it to his co-workers, she had helped unmask the killer. 

“I knew that,” Mark answered. “Knew it the moment we entered the store.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Donna cocked her head, telegraphing her doubt with the simple movement.

“No reason to mention it. I figured where there’s a radio, there has to be someone to listen to it.”

“Yeah,” she agreed and pursed her lips. “Well, I think there is someone on the other side of the shelves who isn’t listening to the radio.”

Mark’s shaggy eyebrows went up, and he mouthed the word, “Dead?”

Donna nodded. 

Her husband sighed and added in a low voice, “Just once I’d like to go somewhere new and not stumble over a corpse. We can hope it’s natural causes.”

“We can hope,” Donna echoed. So far, they had solved a total of thirteen murders together—even though her role remained unofficial. She leaned forward on her tiptoes to whisper into her husband’s ear, “Do you think the killer’s still here?”

“No.” He gave his head an emphatic shake. “We barged in, jangled the door-mounted bell, chattered, crashed about the place, and brought a noisy feline in with us. I’m sure they’d have left by now.”

His words failed to reassure her. Donna slipped off her shoes and, holding a finger up to her lips, tiptoed down the aisle and peeked around the bookcase. The tabby gave a loud meow as if commenting on the lack of assistance. The nurse in her kicked in, even though a part of her knew better. She knelt by the body of the man, reached for his wrist, and checked his pulse. Nothing. “He’s dead.”

“Looks that way to me too.” Mark pulled out his phone, typing in three digits and holding it up to his ear. “Hello? Detective Mark Taber. I’ve discovered a dead body. I’m at . . .” He stopped and waited for his wife to provide the location.

“The Book Nookery at 635 Walnut.”

Mark relayed the address and then listened before responding. “I’m certain he’s dead. My wife is a nurse, and she checked. Okay, we’ll remain here until the police arrive.”

The forty-something man on the floor wore a navy windbreaker—the type that usually featured a logo of a company or a name stenciled on the jacket. His rusty hair and the side of his face were visible. Donna, still in a kneeling position, leaned over the man a little more.

“Don’t touch him more than you already have,” Mark cautioned. “Since we called in the body, we’ll naturally be suspects.”

“Makes no sense,” she complained. “Can you get me the chopsticks out of my tote bag?”

“I can’t believe you took the chopsticks from the sushi restaurant.” 

“They just throw them away. I might as well.”

He retrieved the chopsticks and handed them to her. “Do I want to know what you need chopsticks for?”

She took the chopsticks, slipped the ends under the unfortunate man’s head, and gently turned it. Open eyes startled Donna, causing her to drop the chopsticks. “Oh!” she commented and shook her head. “I, of all people, should remember people die with their eyes open, especially if they were awake.”

“Step away from the body before the police arrive,” Mark forced out through gritted teeth.

Donna reached for the chopsticks while noting the redness around the man’s mouth and the dilated pupils. Something else clung to the man. The scent struck a responsive chord that failed to include a label.

The whine of a close siren sent her lurching to her feet. Her husband lent a hand to steady her. As he did, Donna whispered as if the body or the cat might overhear her, “Do you think we should tell the police the man died from poison?” 

Larry, the cat, cocked his head as if listening and meowed with satisfaction. He’d chosen his human helpers well.
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Outside the Book Nookery, the sirens suddenly went silent, causing Donna and Mark to shuffle backward from the body. Donna kept a grip on her tote bag while Mark shoved his hands into his pockets. A meow sounded as the tabby cat padded around the bookshelf, jumped on the counter, and fixed an expectant gaze on the door.

Slightly dirty bookstore windows allowed them to glimpse rushing, black-uniformed officers, along with a slight, middle-aged man dressed in a cardigan and clutching a canvas satchel. The sweater guy flattened himself against the window, probably afraid he might get caught in the stampede. The door-mounted bell jangled as two officers burst inside. The first officer was a male with icy blue eyes and super short hair that shouted former military. His grim expression indicated he’d take the role of the bad cop. The shorter female officer sported more hair and clutched her weapon at her leg, swiveling her head left to right. She made eye contact with the taller male and then asked Donna and Mark, “Are you the hostages?”

“No,” Mark answered in his professional tone. “There are no hostages.”

The taller man sighed. “Loraine is really going to have to work on those codes.” He holstered his weapon, and his partner did the same. “Was it a snatch and run?”

Before either could answer, the sweater man stumbled through the door, wide-eyed, and squeezing his satchel for dear life. “What’s happened? I just went to mail out some orders.”

“Who called?” the tall officer, sporting a name tag that read Sloane, inquired.

Donna considered herself a pro at reading people since so often guests don’t actually say what they mean. A simple inquiry at the B and B, such as if they had suitable activities for children, meant could you watch our children? “Who called?” could also mean why are you wasting my time over some silly book? “We called. Dead man in aisle three. Poisoned.”

Sweater guy gasped, collapsing in a nearby chair. Officer Sloane rested his hand on his weapon. “You would know this how?”

“Nurse.” You’d think people would appreciate succinct answers, but the fact that the officers took an actual step back announced their suspicions. Donna put her free hand on her hip. “I’ve seen my share of poison victims. Most survive. This guy didn’t.”

“Uh-huh,” Officer Sloane murmured. “Why are you here?”

“Officer,” Mark held up his hand as if to get attention. “I happen to be a detective for the Legacy, North Carolina PD.” His hand hovered near his shirt pocket.

“Hold it!” Sloane yelled. “Officer Burke, you get his shield—if he has one.”

The shorter officer approached Mark and managed a brief smile. “Sorry,” she apologized as her fingers dipped into his shirt pocket and retrieved the badge case. She flipped it open. “He is who he said he is.” She displayed the open case for Sloane’s view. 

Sloane grunted, again holstering his gun. “Dead guy?”

“Third aisle.” Mark leaned his head in the direction of the bookshelves.

The sweater guy remarked, “That’s Art and Autobiography. I have reference books on that aisle—mainly crossword dictionaries. Most people come in and look up things as opposed to buying the dictionary.” He coughed, adding, “Never mind.” 

Another siren sounded, ending abruptly as two blue-shirted EMS workers ran to the door carrying cases. “Is this where the shooting is?”

The bookstore owner groaned and covered his face with both hands. Sloane motioned for them to come in, forcing everyone to crowd together. “Third aisle.”

 “Let’s start again,” Sloane addressed Donna and Mark. “You managed to get into a closed store?” 

“Excuse me.” Donna held one finger up and then dropped it, afraid she might wag it. “Open door. I had an order to pick up, and the radio was playing.”

Sloane turned to the sweater guy, who shrugged. “My bad. I may have left the door open. Most of my business is online and by credit card.”  

One of the medics popped out from the bookshelves. “This guy is dead. No gunshot wounds. Rigor mortis is setting in too. Was he even alive when you called?”

“Dead when we got here,” Donna explained. “The cat found him. It acted very upset.”

“Cat?” the sweater guy squeaked, pushing up to his feet as if Donna had said rattlesnake. “Where? I’m allergic to them.”

“Tabby.” Donna craned her neck, looking for the elusive furball. “He was just here.”

Sloane groaned. “This case better not rest on a missing cat.”




Outside the bookstore, while the humans inside rushed around with much noise, the cat waited. He wanted to stay and make sure his old friend received justice, but he’d had his encounter with those in uniform before. Somehow, he would end up in a locked cage, headed for the local shelter. No, thank you. He’d avoid that particular scenario this time. He’d trail his new helpers, get the info he needed, and possibly beg a free meal from them.
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The bookstore possibly never held more than three or four customers at one time. With six people milling about and one person seated—along with a gurney—a claustrophobic would flee the place. Spotty sunlight and table lamps provided meager illumination not conducive to reading or even perusing books. Even though the owner showed up, he made no effort to turn off the radio, which only added to the chaos.

Despite the police dismissing them with the promise of calling if they needed more info, Donna and Mark remained. Slightly out of the way, Mark feigned searching for their restaurant on the phone while Donna attempted to engage a medic in conversation.

“Poison, right?”

The EMT shrugged his shoulders. “Could be.”

Before he could say more, Officer Sloane cleared his throat. Without a word, he reminded the medic not to speak to civilians about an unfolding crime. He gave a brief nod in Donna’s direction. “You can go. We’re waiting for the arrival of the medical examiner, Dr. Winston.”

“That wouldn’t be Xavier Winston?” Mark inquired, glancing up from his scrolling and lifting his shaggy brows.

“It would,” Officer Burke volunteered the information, earning a dark look from her fellow officer.

“Wow!” Mark exclaimed with over-the-top exuberance and elbowed Donna. “X and I went to high school together. Even back then, he knew he wanted to be a doctor. We used to call him Dr. X.” 

“Cute,” Donna acknowledged. “What did they call you?”

“Mark.” He grimaced. “Not much you can do with my name. I can’t wait to see him.” 

“Me too,” Donna chimed in. “I want to hear him confirm my initial observation. Can’t quite put my finger on what type of poison, though. Arsenic has no smell. Then, there’s—” An elbow to the ribs cut her recitation short. Before she could complain, her husband pulled out his phone and typed.

A snippet from The Rockford Files theme song sent Donna digging through her tote for her phone. A text message from her hubby waited. It read: Not a good time to show how much you know about poison in front of the police.

Donna, somewhat pleased that her husband recognized her expertise when it came to toxins, pecked out her reply. I’m not stupid. I remember the odor on the man. Bitter almonds. Cyanide. That’s what spies use on one another. Maybe he entered the bookstore to retrieve a message in a book or meet another spy who turned out to be a double agent. She hit Send and waited.

Her husband opened the message, rubbing an open hand over his face after reading it. Mark often did that when trying to hide his expression. Perhaps it’s just as well since a smirk or a laugh would irritate. Spies were everywhere. Why else would the US have the CIA and the UK have MI6 if spies weren’t an issue? She crossed her arms and sucked in her lips. Time would tell, and hopefully, it might hiss espionage.

A bell jangle directed everyone’s attention to the door where a balding man with a medical bag stood with one hand on the knob. He nodded at the police. “Sloane, I heard you got a vic for me?”

“Yes, sir, I do.” The officer gestured in the direction of Donna and Mark. “These civilians stumbled over him while in the bookstore.”

At the mention of his establishment, the owner moaned and hid his face in his hands. Dr. Winston directed his attention past the man, declaring, “Mark Taber? What are you doing here?”

“Yeah, that.” Mark stepped forward to shake Dr. Winston’s outstretched hand. He gave it a couple of pumps and dropped it. “My wife ordered a vintage book, and we swung by to pick it up, then we found the body. I’m kind of wishing she’d paid to have it mailed. Still, it’s good to see you.”

“You too,” Dr. Winston added and nodded in Donna’s direction. 

“Donna Tollhouse Taber,” she introduced herself, giving her husband the side-eye for failing to do so. Did he forget, or fear that once introduced, she might suggest her spy possibility to his old friend? She made sure to stick out her hand, which the doctor took and shook.

“Good to meet you too. I imagine you have your hands full keeping this rascal on the straight and narrow,” he teased as he released her hand.

The comment so surprised Donna that she momentarily forgot to mention her poison observation. “Oh, I try.” Later on, she’d ask Mark what the man meant. Her husband was the very definition of straight and narrow. If a vending machine gave him a little something extra, he usually left it behind since he’d only paid for one thing. Never mind that the next person took it.

“Hey, good to see you.” Mark pulled out a crisp business card and handed it to his old friend.

“Same here.” Xavier reached inside his white coat, retrieved his wallet, and pulled out a slightly dog-eared card. “In the scheme of things, my customers never ask for a card.” He crinkled his nose, adding with enthusiasm, “Why don’t we catch up over a brew or two?”

“Sounds great!” Mark agreed with an amiable expression, pocketing the card. “We’re only in town a few days, though.”

 “All the same, give me a call.”

Once Dr. Winston donned his latex gloves, social time ended, and Sloane eyed them. Yep, he’d tolerated them longer than most. As they moved to the door, Mark handed Sloane another card. “In case you need any more information, just call.”

Even though he accepted the card, Officer Sloane replied with a tinge of superiority. “We have it under control.”

They so didn’t have it under control, and Donna wanted to point out why, but her husband gently steered her out the door while passing the waiting cat. “Wait until we get to the car,” he cautioned.

They failed to notice the cat following them on soundless furry feet. While they had their doubts about the efficiency of the local law enforcement, Larry held a few doubts about his chosen pair. All the same, while a dog might be able to trail the killer better, it had a hard time conveying the information to the right authorities. The arrival of Dr. Death, as Larry called him, signaled something very bad had happened to his friend. As humans go, he carried a whiff of chemicals that stung, along with a certain prestige that caused other humans to get out of his way. It could be they were just reacting to the smell too.
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The mouthwatering aroma of smoked brisket indicated they’d reached their destination, along with the Best Barbeque Joint in Raleigh signs. Red and white bunting fluttered on the porch of the house-turned restaurant. The counter sat in the open garage. A half dozen picnic tables scattered across the yard featured folks chowing down on huge sandwiches dripping with sauce, and roasted corn. Donna gave an approving sniff as her husband opened the car door for her.

“Smells delicious.” 

“The real test is in the eating.” They both chuckled but quickly stopped.

Before Mark could shut the car door, the cat from the bookstore slipped out of the car and sauntered across the grass with his tail up. “Did you see that?”

“I did.” Donna cast a worried look in the direction the cat went. “We’ll have to take him back. He’ll never find his owner.”

“You’re right.” He shot one hand through his salt-and-pepper hair as he continued, “Good chance his owner was the stiff in the bookstore.”

“That’s problematic.” Her hand slipped up to her neck. “All the more reason to look after it. I’ll try to catch it. You order our lunch. See if they have anything a cat might like.”

“I doubt they have roast mouse.” He watched his wife weave through the tables, peering under them, and drawing questions. A few people abandoned their lunch and helped Donna search for the hitchhiking feline. In a matter of minutes, she cradled the cat in her arms and met him at the only empty table. 

“I got our guy!” Donna indicated the cat as if her husband might be confused. “Odd, though.”

“What’s odd?” Mark unloaded the food on the table, including a small bowl the owner had provided for the kitty. 

“He came right to me.” Donna shook her head. “I thought cats were supposed to be difficult. It’s as if he knew me.”

“We did meet earlier,” Mark reminded while handing her a sandwich. “I got catfish for the cat. Seemed appropriate. Cat”—he waited a moment— “fish!”

A sigh served as a response. The cat watched from his perch on the bench as Donna unwrapped the fillet, tore it into cat-sized bites, unscrewed the bottle of water, and poured it into the dish. Once she placed both the fish and water on the ground, the cat jumped to the ground and scarfed up the tasty meal.

“Look at that.” Mark pointed at their furry friend. “I thought cats were picky eaters.”

“Could be he missed breakfast—especially if the dead guy was his owner.” Donna bit into her sandwich and moaned her response, “This is soooo good.”

“About the dead man”—Mark added extra sauce and scraped sautéed onions out of a cup onto his brisket—“did you notice that the EMTs mentioned rigor mortis?”

Still chewing, Donna nodded and then sipped her sweet tea. “I also noticed that the owner said he was gone for a short time. Our victim would have been dead for at least two hours or more. How far away could the post office be?”

The paper bag rattled as Donna rooted through it. “Did you get any slaw? I always like to try other folks’ slaw recipes. Still looking for that perfect one.”

“It’s in there. Small cups, though.”

Donna pulled out a white Styrofoam cup and popped the lid. “Looks like the standard creamy sweet slaw. He said he went to the post office? What business owner leaves his store without locking the door?”

“That’s weird, but not too peculiar. Half of the robberies that happen in our hometown of Legacy involve someone not locking the doors or windows which leads to things mysteriously walking away. He could have gone to the post office and then run other errands.”

Donna huffed. “Never thought you’d take the side of a suspect.”

“Just being practical. Besides, we could be suspects.”

Donna paused in bringing her teacup to her lips. “We were there to pick up the books I ordered.”

“Yep. A decent enough reason, but I think owning the store trumps that.” He winked, biting into his sandwich. For at least the next few minutes, he devoured his meal without speaking. 

Waiting never served as Donna’s strong point, but she kept silent about as long as she could. She slipped some sauce-free brisket to the still hungry cat that readily accepted it. The rattle of another sandwich paper forced her to jump in when she could. “You know, we need to take the cat back to the neighborhood. Maybe we can stop by the shop and see if the owner knows where the cat lives.”

A hearty laugh escaped Mark, drawing a few curious stares from other diners. “Yeah. Stop by the bookstore. Return the cat. Pepper the hapless man with nosy questions. If you remember, he couldn’t even stand, being so overcome with emotion.”

“Maybe.” Donna waved her plastic fork at her husband. “It could be that he wants you to think that. All that head in his hands might be his trying to hide his face or his lack of emotions.”

“You’re the cynic. Want me to be you and go ask for the slaw recipe?”

“Ha! Very funny.” Her nose crinkled. “Don’t ask. It needs more seasoning. Finish up since our bookseller might close early. The police might make him close, with the store being a crime scene.”

After a few minutes of dedicated eating, they cleared the table, picked up the cat, and headed for the car. About that time, a low purr sounded.

Larry, the cat, liked to consider himself a street-smart feline. He went where he wanted and occasionally struck up friendships, but he never stayed anywhere long. While sad at the recent death of his friend, he had to admit this pair fed him much, much better. Perhaps there was something to be said for being a kept kitty.





6







Clouds scudded across the sky, hinting at rain. The neighborhood’s ramshackle appearance, that Mark had joked about only a few hours earlier, fared even worse the second time around. Could be the gathering clouds or the yellow crime tape. Murder tainted the coziest locale. Familiar with the bookstore location, Mark parked a bit closer this time.

Plenty of folks had gathered in front of the bookstore for a look-see. A few put their faces right on the dirty glass, causing Donna to shudder. “Look at all the locals rubbernecking. Do you think we can even get through the crowd? Is there anyone inside?”

“Don’t know.” Mark shifted the car into Park and glanced back over his shoulder to the curious onlookers. “Surely there should be someone who recognizes the kitty and where he belongs. Who knows? The actual owner might even be here.”

“Maybe,” Donna replied in a soft voice.

“Getting attached?” He arched a brow. “How do you think our doggo would feel about a new addition?”

Her hand stroked the soft fur, feeling his ribs under her fingers. Whoever owned him before could have taken better care of him. “Jasper wouldn’t mind. Besides, a cat makes a place cozy. All the same, we should try to find the real owners.”

Donna draped the cat over one shoulder as she exited. Her husband pulled out his shield as a way through the crowd. Several people commented on the cat.

“Isn’t that Tiger?”

“No, you mean Felix.”

“I always called him Morris.”

Donna turned to an older woman near her. “Do you know this cat?”

“In a way,” she replied and reached up, scratching said kitty under the chin. “Sometimes, I open up a can of tuna and leave it on the stoop.” She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s always empty when morning comes.”

“Are you saying this cat is a stray?”

The woman bobbed her head, adding, “Long-term stray. He’s been here for months. Just recently, he started shadowing Simon around.”

The rattle of door glass from Mark knocking caught the interest of part of the crowd, while Donna continued her conversation. “Simon. Is he the owner?”

“Possibly.”

When the woman didn’t elaborate, a bearded, tattooed man close to her did. “Simon’s homeless as far as we know. Old Bob, that’s what I call the cat, used to follow him everywhere. Heard tell they think Simon is the dead dude.”

Donna peered through the assorted folks crowding the sidewalk for a glimpse of her husband. Surely, he’d want this information. The tall door cracked open enough to admit a person and then slammed. “Hey! Wait!” She shoved her way to the entrance and hammered on the door with her fist while holding the cat with the other. “I’m with him!”

The door cracked again. “Yep, that’s my wife.” Mark ushered her in and locked the door. Inside the store, a forensic specialist pointed to an area far from the bookcases for them to stand as a photographer snapped photos of the area, grumbling a little as he did so. 

There were no signs of the canvas-satchel-clutching owner. Instead, a slender woman with gray and purple hair conversed with Mark in a low voice. Eyeliner meant to frame the eyes accented her crow’s feet, emphasizing her age. Mark waved her closer when the woman stopped speaking. He gestured to his wife. “Donna, I’d like you to meet the actual owner of the store. This is Helen Petty.”

“Ah, Helen . . .” Donna stalled. Pleased to meet you sounded wrong under the circumstances.

“No worries. Your husband already told me he met someone claiming to be the owner.” Helen waved her hand in the air. “Go to the dentist and see what happens.”

“Did you leave your place unlocked?” 

“Same question your husband asked.” She wagged her head slowly and added, “Nope. You’ve seen the neighborhood. Would have preferred another location, but I inherited the business. Surprisingly, some of the books are quite valuable. I thought about putting the Closed sign up, but it felt more like it would be telling the wrong element to come inside.”

“I hear you.” Donna adjusted the cat since he had sunk his front claws into her shoulder trying to maintain his perch.

“Oh, I see you have our neighborhood beggar. Don’t think I’ve ever snuck a fish sandwich past him that I didn’t share.” Helen petted the cat’s back. “A couple of times, I thought of taking him home. Tell me more about the guy who was pretending to be me. Your husband mentioned you had a good eye.”

The compliment cheered her since she knew Mark seldom gave unmerited praise. “He came in with the police acting all bothered about the store and clutching a canvas satchel to his chest.”

“Wait.” Helen held up a long-fingered hand. “Satchel.” She crossed her arms over her chest with her fingertips touching her shoulders and hunched a little. “Like this.”

“Exactly.”

“Oh, that’s just Jeremy. He can be a bit obsessive. You’d think he had gold in his bag, but it’s just crossword puzzles and pencils. He comes in here all the time to use the crossword dictionaries to look up clues. I should charge rent on those books.” She laughed. “The big ones run around thirty-five dollars. Serious crossworders use more than one.”

“Serious crossworders,” Donna repeated the phrase with an interested expression. “Tell me more.”

Helen smirked. “There are contests. Never much money. Occasionally, I get more than one crossword fan in here at once, and they trash-talk one another. Bragging about how they can solve the New York Times puzzle in less than an hour.” She pressed a hand over her chest and rolled her eyes. “It’s all I can do not to laugh. As for Jeremy, he’s harmless. Spends a great deal of time here, doing his puzzles and chatting. He probably rushed in to make certain his precious crossword dictionary survived.”

Strange Helen should mention that. “Well,”—Donna held up one finger— “he did mention the dictionaries and complained about people using them. The dead guy was in the same aisle as the dictionaries.”

“Art and autobiographies,” Helen added. “Body was gone by the time I arrived.” She pointed to her slightly swollen jaw. “Got shot up with lidocaine. Tooth removed. I’ll get a screw put in for my implant. I’m like a car with replaceable parts. My friend called about the ambulance in front of the store, which brought me here despite my drug hangover. Anything else you need to know?”

“We’d appreciate your help with Mr. Kitty,” Mark answered. Despite trying to catch her husband’s eye, Donna failed. She cleared her throat.

“Ah, Simon. Did you know him?”

“No,” Helen answered concisely and put her hand up to her cheek. “My mouth is throbbing.” She turned away from them, signaling the end of the conversation.

Mark and Donna made their goodbyes and left. Once in the car, Mark asked, “Who’s Simon?”

“The dead guy.”

Larry meowed, wishing he could express to his current chauffeur all that he knew. His only hope rested on them being as curious as a cat. Perhaps they’d help find the killer. Surely, they noticed that Helen was lying—and not just about sharing her fish sandwich.
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Donna squinted against the afternoon sun penetrating the car windows as she petted the furry traveler. A big box discount store that carried everything from kitty litter to cat food would serve, but none had been spotted so far. Strip malls boasting cigarette outlets and tattoo parlors, along with the occasional family diner and storefront church, crowded together along the busy road. Her lips pursed, and she twisted in her seat to observe her husband staring straight ahead with a poker face. It was hard to say what he might be thinking, so she asked, “Think the locals can handle the murder?”

He grunted and continued to stare ahead. “Might as well give it up. This isn’t Legacy, and you don’t happen to be married to the lead detective. I doubt anyone will let you help.”

“Yeah, I know.” She gave a derisive snort. “Their loss. We need to pick up some food and whatever Booksy might need.”

“Booksy, huh?” Mark commented with just enough of an upswing to sound doubtful.

“He was found in a bookstore.”

Mark cleared his throat. “I spotted him on the street. Using your logic, we might as well call him Avenue.”

“Avenue,” Donna repeated the name. “Too many syllables. Can’t imagine calling the cat with that long of a name.”

“Might as well call him Tater Tot for as much as he’ll respond to his name.” The topic of conversation sat tall in Donna’s lap and gave an emphatic meow, resulting in the human chuckling. “You hear that?” Mark added, turning to smirk at his wife. “He agrees with me.”

“All you males stick together.” She smoothed her hand over the feline’s head, stopping when she encountered a rough surface. “He’s got something on his neck.” Her fingers pulled a collar, fashioned to resemble his coat, a little bit away from his neck. “Well, I’ll be doggone. He’s wearing a collar, but it’s the same pattern as his coat. As if someone didn’t want a person to see it. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

 “What?” Mark peered at the mentioned collar. “Weird. What purpose could it serve? Tag?”

“Nope.” Donna fiddled with the collar, moving it gently around his neck. “You’d think a collar made to match your cat would cost a pretty penny. Yet the cat’s experienced some lean times.”

“Too bad he can’t talk. He’d clear up the matter.”

“Speaking of clearing up matters.” Donna tapped her index finger against her temple. “Honey, you should give Dr. X a call. It would be a perfect time for you guys to catch up. I could drop you off wherever you decide to meet up. Then, I’d go pick up whatever Taco needs.”

“Taco. Really.” Mark shot his wife a pained look. “I wouldn’t mind seeing Xavier, but you do realize we can’t work on the case.”

 “I didn’t say we’d work the case.” She waved her hand as if shooing away the remark. “Food names are trending for pets. Besides, you can’t tell me you don’t have questions.”

He used his thumb to point back to himself. “You know me. The only two civilians we’ve met so far are lying. The question is why. They can’t have much of a motive to murder a homeless guy. Maybe he consumed something meant for someone else?”

“Probable,” Donna agreed. “Did you get a good look at the man?”

“Not as good as you.”

“Exactly.” She relaxed back into her seat, the better to watch her husband’s responses. Taco made biscuits on Donna’s thigh, getting comfortable, curling up with a purr. “I smelled poison on his breath, but I also got a good whiff of deodorant soap and cologne. Rather fresh as if he’d showered this morning. Then there are his clothes.”

“Khaki pants, navy windbreaker, dark shoes. Unremarkable. Men have been wearing that combination for decades.”

The blinker clicked as Mark switched lanes, heading toward their motor lodge. The car slowed and stopped as they slid into the parking spot in front of their room. Once the engine turned off, Donna continued the conversation. “Good quality clean clothes. Tight weave, no pilling, excellent stitching—possibly from a high-end European store.”

“European, huh? Did you spot a designer label? Even rich folks drop off stuff at the thrift shop.” He swung his car door open, allowing the nearby road sounds to wash over them. Still, Donna’s exasperated sigh remained audible.

“Geesh.” She shook her head and passed the cat to him. “One person says he’s homeless and that’s it for you. So, they don’t know him all that well. They just can’t place where he lives or don’t want to say where he lives. Could be he made some clever remark about having no place to call home, which someone misunderstood.”

“All right. I’ll give you that. I did notice his shoe bottoms showed very little wear. Leather loafers too. Who wears those?”

“Just about every stylish male under fifty who isn’t wearing athletic shoes. That in itself isn’t unusual. No labels anywhere. Nothing on the front of his jacket—not even a discreet embroidered brand name. Since he was face first on the floor, there was no name on the back of his pockets, and there wasn’t even a little tab sticking out on the outside stitching. Reminds me of a podcast I listened to about a dead spy in Sweden. Spies cut out their labels, so they can’t be traced back to a certain place.” On that note, Donna grabbed her tote bag, ready to exit the car when her husband swung the door open.

“Podcast.” He snorted, fishing in his pocket for the key. “You’ll have to open the door.”

Not bothering to reply, Donna took the offered key hooked to an oversized plastic key ring with the motel’s logo. A cell phone burbled as she shoved the sticky door open. Mark thrust Taco at her. “It’s my cell.”

Holding the cat, she kicked the door wide, half-listening to her hubby.

“Hey, Xavier! Surprised to hear from you so soon. Being a medical examiner must be a sweet job.”

Mark waved at her and mouthed the man’s name as if she hadn’t already figured it out. Taco jumped onto the bed. Using her free arms, Donna mimicked tossing back a drink. 

“Sounds great,” Mark spoke into the phone. “Oh, my wife doesn’t mind. Wants to get in some shopping. Seven works for me. Cranky Corgi is a weird name for a bar. A neon corgi will make it easy to find? Okay, see you then.”

She waited until her husband ended the call. “What did he say?”

“Drinks at seven at the Cranky Corgi. What did you expect?”

“Something more than that.” She inhaled, considering the matter. “I suppose he couldn’t say anything about the guy being a spy because it’s an active case.”

“Protocol.” He pulled the front of his shirt out and sniffed. “I think I’ll change. Smells too much like death.”




Larry the cat, now sporting the name Taco, directed a judgy stare at the man. As people went, he reminded him of Simon—always particular about his clothes. Very particular. Even though their friendship only stretched across weeks, he remembered Simon cutting labels out of his new clothes. Initially, he let Larry chase the label scraps across the rented room. After a while, he carried them out to the empty fire pit, doused them with a vile-smelling liquid, and set them on fire. Half the things humans do make no sense.
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The flashing neon corgi sign pulled a smile from Donna as she lifted her hand to her husband, who waved goodbye before ducking inside the bar. She considered tucking Taco into her tote and slipping in to see if they named their drinks after dogs and to eavesdrop on her husband’s conversation. He might not steer the conversation in the needed direction. A meow reminded her of her real priorities—getting nutritional food for the newest family member.

A click on the car navigation directions to the nearest pet center caused a smooth British male voice to fill the car. “Continue one quarter mile, then turn left.”

“Thanks.” Donna played with the idea of sneaking inside the Cranky Corgi after her shopping spree. Clues often showed up in normal conversation. Once in a buffet restaurant, Donna overheard a woman confide she’d taped a burner phone underneath her husband’s car to track his movements. A glance in her rearview mirror showed a dark sedan following closer than she liked. While her husband sometimes resorted to tapping his brakes to get someone off his tail, Donna sped up, pushing her speed a few miles over the limit. Another mirror check showed the sedan kept up with her and the man gripping the wheel scowling. Jerk!

The lovely accented voice warned that her destination was ahead on the right. Good. She could turn and lose the man. Not wanting a fender bender, she turned on her signal, giving the man ample time to slow. Her mood brightened seeing the oversized pet store. 

Turning off the engine, she reached for Taco and her purse, dashing for the security of the store without looking back. Her shoulders twitched the way they did when someone stared at her. While Mark often chided her for taking crime dramas and podcasts too seriously, she did draw one nugget from both. Well-lit public places discouraged nefarious sorts from acting on evil impulses. Crowded places worked even better unless your pursuer happened to be psychotic—then all bets were off. 

Inside the store, soft music played and occasionally a bird squawk or a dog yip added to the atmosphere. A diminutive employee, garbed in a shirt featuring smiling pets, greeted her. “How can I help you?”

“Let’s start with a cat halter and leash.” Even though most people insist that you can’t walk a cat on a leash, maybe Taco would be different. After all, he had led them to a murdered man. It felt like they were two of a kind because murders happened in their vicinity.

“Over there.” The employee pointed her to the right aisle. Delicate ribbon-wide leads dangled along the aisle, along with sequin-studded halters. Donna turned Taco toward the leads. “Any favorites?”

A loud, grumpy meow sounded.

“Oh, I wouldn’t,” Donna insisted, as if understanding Taco. “The pink sequins are so not you. You’re an elegant gentleman. We should try some on.” She fingered the polka-dotted one but resisted, moving past the purple one before picking up a green mesh halter. 

“This provides a nice contrast with your fur. It won’t vanish on you like your current collar.” She snapped on the halter, which Taco accepted with almost no resistance, proving his amazing cat status. “You look marvelous!” Donna held the cat up and grinned. “Let’s get this nasty old collar off you. I’ll need to get you a new one with an ID tag.” She placed Taco on a shelf and undid the collar, and as she did so, felt something stuck to the underside. Before she could examine it, a man with an obvious holster bulge at the shoulder pointed at her. “She stole my cat!”

The shoppers regarded her with suspicion. Flustered, Donna clutched Taco closer. When in doubt, bluff. “This isn’t your cat. The shelter wanded him for a microchip. No chip. He’s half-starved, which would not make you a very caring owner.”

Judgy shoppers transferred their glares to the man, who continued to stalk toward Donna. Her eyes narrowed as she recognized him as her tailgater. Why not confront her in the bar parking lot? He wanted her alone and assumed she’d surrender the cat easily. Think again, Buster!

What could he want? Her hands tightened on the old collar. Pivoting slightly, her back to her nemesis, she shoved the old collar down her shirt. Acting as if the intimidating man didn’t exist, she picked up a leash and held it out. “What do you think about this one?”

He stopped about two feet from her and growled, “Gimme my cat.”

“He’s not your cat.” Donna used her most authoritative voice. When dealing with an obvious troublemaker, confidence worked along with lying. “I picked him up at the shelter which you could have also done.”

An unhappy murmuring broke out among the watching customers. Her earlier greeter approached from the other end flourishing a mop. “You heard her. You missed your chance at adoption. I’m sure there are plenty of other cats.”

He tried for a smile but failed, baring his teeth. “I want this cat. It’s special.” Not expecting him to lunge for the cat, Donna stumbled backward when he did. She tumbled, loosening her hold on Taco, who leaped for the top shelf, disappearing into the next aisle.

From her prone position, Donna yelled, “Assault! Someone call the police!”

Yelling broke out among the watchers.

“Brute!”

“I’m calling 911.”

Among the excited human voices, a spate of barking erupted before several perfumed dogs raced around the store, followed by a headphones-wearing groomer. She glanced back at the greeter. “Help me capture the dogs!”

Shoppers joined in the chase, ripping open bags of treats to lure the escapees closer. During the chaos, Donna regained her feet and watched the man slip from the building. There was no way he’d give up that easily. Worse, she’d have to go out into the parking lot to reach her car. Lots of bad things happened in parking lots—especially in the dark.

A quick search discovered Taco near the hamsters, watching them with great interest. 

“I found you!” Donna picked up the cat and hugged him, delaying her departure by buying overpriced cat supplies.

By the time she’d checked out, a police car had stopped in front of the store. Officer Sloane entered the store, noticed Donna, and shook his head. “You’re not staying long, right?”

It was not the expected greeting, but Donna chose to overlook it. After giving her statement, Sloane followed her to the Cranky Corgi bar, where she jumped out, dashing inside with Taco draped over one shoulder. “You won’t believe what happened to me,” she announced to her husband and his companion. 

A stern-faced waitress arrived at the table and pointed at Taco. “No cats. You have to leave.”

“I will,” she addressed the waitress with a smile. “Do you have anything fishy on the menu for my starving four-legged friend? I just rescued him, and he really needs a good meal.”

The server’s face softened. “Ah, that’s so sweet. I’ll bring you some fish fingers.”

Mark snapped his fingers. “I told you she was good.” He nodded at his wife. “What do you have?”

She patted the area over her heart and then down to her waist. “Thank goodness I tucked my shirt in—never mind it’s a fashion no-no.” She untucked her shirt and pulled out the collar. “There’s something on the back that a scary guy who tried to steal Taco wanted. Angry customers, a defender with a mop, and calling the police resulted in his vanishing.”

“Wow,” Xavier murmured the word. “This case keeps taking wild turns. What’s on the collar?”

Three heads bent as Mark unwrapped paper, exposing a tiny plastic pouch with a memory chip inside. “That’s anticlimactic,” Donna spoke first.

“Right now, it is,” Xavier concurred, reaching for the pouch and putting it into his wallet. “I’ll hand it off to cyber forensics to see what’s on it.”

“That’s all we can do,” Mark said and nudged his wife. “We should get going.”

“Meow,” Taco replied.

“He’s waiting on his fish fingers. I’m rather curious what they might look like too.” 

After paying for the fish fingers, the three of them headed out. Donna fed Taco fish fingers, which turned out to be a clever name for fish sticks, on the drive back.

Taco/Larry rubbed his paw across the underside of his neck. “Glad to have that finally gone. Not sure what the plan was to place it there and then not tell Simon where to find it. Several times I attempted to explain it. Instead, he kept going back to that bookstore, paging through various books, flirting with the owner, and irritating the book satchel guy—but he might not have noticed since humans often aren’t the most observant species.”
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A furry face nuzzled Donna, but she kept her eyes closed, enjoying the last moments of drowsiness. “Mark, you need a shave.”

Her husband stepped out of the motel bathroom with a lathered face. “I am shaving. You might want to talk to the other male in your life about his whiskers.”

Her eyes popped open, and she gazed into Taco’s green eyes. “Hello, sweetie. I bet you’re looking for breakfast.”

“Meow.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Her feet hit the floor, and she gathered kitty breakfast supplies. After putting the filled dish on the floor, Donna waited while Taco casually sniffed the food and walked away.

“Did you see that?” Donna complained.

“Let me guess. Your kitty won’t eat the expensive food you bought.”

“Ha!” She placed one hand on her hip. “He’s testing me. Maybe we should bop out and buy some fish fingers instead.”

“Ignore him. He’ll eat when he’s hungry.”

Mark made it sound so easy. Donna gave a last glance to her chance-found cat and then picked her outfit for the day. “I was thinking, sweetie . . .”

“You talking to me or the cat?” Mark waggled his eyebrows. “Must be the cat.”

“You.” She threw a pillow at him, but it fell short. “I know I wanted to go to that Taste of the City tour and possibly get some recipe inspiration . . .”

“I remember.” Mark ran a comb through his hair. “You planned pretty much everything from our foray to the bookshop to the food tour.”

Her shoulders went up in a shrug. “Sue me. I’m a planner. Besides, it’s nice to get out of Legacy.”

“If you say so.” He smirked at his wife, shrugging into a shirt and buttoning it. “I heard there have been no murders back home.”

“That’s good.” She placed a flat hand on her chest. “Still, I find it hard leaving here knowing we haven’t done all we could to assist.”

“I’m sure you do. Should I ask what your plan is?”

“Yeah, that.” Her lips twisted as her eyes rolled upward, searching for ideas possibly on the ceiling. “Why not swing by the bookstore? I could pretend to look for a book, and you could strike up a conversation. Who knows what you might come up with? If we hurry, we can solve the crime and still catch the Taste of the City tour.”




* * *




Surprisingly, the bookstore door opened, jangling the bell. Helen glanced up from a magazine. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, her tone flat and her expression unwelcoming. “Come to take some of my books?”

“No,” Mark answered while Donna adjusted Taco on her shoulder. “What do you mean?”

A snort accompanied Helen’s out-flung hand gesturing toward the bookshelves. “I thought all the crosswords freaks coming in and using my dictionaries was bad enough. I once considered having a coffee bar to profit on my freebie fellows. Even contemplated hiding the dictionaries under the counter. It would have saved Simon.”

“Why?” Donna decided to ask the obvious since her husband hadn’t.

The woman reached for a tissue and patted carefully around her heavily made-up eyes. “He was a decent man. Secretive, though. He never told me his last name, even though—” She gulped and cleared her throat. “At first, I thought he was a crosswords nut too—only much better looking than the rest.” Her lips tipped up in a sad smile. He had a way about him, you know.” She paused. “Definitely not from here.”

“Oh.” Donna’s interest piqued. “How so?”

“Accent. Slight. Good manners too. Knew how to treat a woman.”

Donna checked Mark to see if he caught what wasn’t said. He winked—then Helen shifted gears.

“The forensics guys in white hazmat suits grabbed all the crossword dictionaries. I blew a fuse at that.” Helen patted at her eyes again, putting one hand on her hip. “You’d be surprised how much shoplifting goes on here. I certainly don’t need state employees taking my stuff too. Told me they were evidence. They also told me not to go back to where—" She paused and reached for another tissue. “A special unit is coming to decontaminate the place. I’m waiting on them.” She inhaled audibly, giving a sad shake. “Poison. They didn’t say it, but it wasn’t too hard to figure out. Why else would they take my dictionaries? Someone must have dusted them.”

“Someone,” Donna echoed, clipping on Taco’s leash to prevent any wandering. “Money or love are your usual reasons for murder.”

A bell jangle stopped conversation long enough to witness the stumbling entry of the man Donna dubbed satchel guy, who then collapsed into a straight-back chair. Helen reacted first. “Jeremy! Are you all right?”

“Not sure.” He listed to one side with the edge of the table holding him up. “I came to check on you. To let you know I’m here”—he paused to breathe with some difficulty—“for you.” 

 Helen rushed around the counter and knelt beside him. When she reached for his hand, Donna lurched forward, grabbing her arm and hissing, “Poison.”

Mark called 911. Still, the medics would want details before their patient lost consciousness. “Jeremy,” Donna said his name to help him focus and acted on a hunch. “Did you wear latex gloves when handling the dictionaries?”

“Yes,” he wheezed the word with difficulty.

“How did you take the gloves off?”

“The usual way.”

Not helpful, but poison impaired his thought process. All it would take was a finger dusted with cyanide. Later, he could wipe the contaminated finger on his face or worse, prepare food. People never washed as much as they should. “Help is on the way. Why did you dust the dictionary? Were you hoping to kill Simon?”

Jeremy’s eyes fluttered shut, and he moaned. “I just wanted him to go away. Then, it could be just us.”

A surprised Helen put a hand up to her mouth. “It was never just us. I’m not sure where he got that notion from.”

Mark put down his phone, softly announcing, “Help is on the way.”

Before long, sirens sounded and medics rushed in, taking a description of the symptoms and possible poison from Donna. The two of them turned in Helen’s direction. “Do you need to call anyone to stay with you?”

“Tilly across the street will come.” She picked up a tissue, gesturing with it. “I had no clue. None. People never referred to me as a femme fatale. Seems like men are dropping dead around me.”

“I’m pretty sure Jeremy will make it,” Donna assured, scooping up Taco, who roamed as far as his four-foot leash would allow. 

The door opened just as they approached, and the tall form of Officer Sloane filled the doorway. “You two again?”

“We’re on our way out,” Mark explained. “This town is too dangerous for us. We’re heading back home.”

“Wait!” Donna yipped the words, grabbed a tissue from the box, and used it on the door knob. “Safety first.”

Outside, Donna gave a last glance at the store. “Sad.”

“All death is sad, but murder even more so. This is a case of the heart wanting what it wants, but failing to consider the consequences.”

Larry grimaced. It was just like humans to wax poetic when one of their kind did something stupid. With any luck, no one would figure out the cryptic codes stored on the microchip. Then again, news of Simon’s death would cause the current codes to be voided. In some ways, Larry failed, but he did secure a much more relaxed lifestyle. Just as well because it looked as if Project Spy Cats just took a face plant.




* * *
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All I wanted was a day off. 

It's not asking too much to spend a day shopping and sitting in a café with a croissant and a latte, is it? Instead, I wound up taking custody of a lost and dangerous book.

The book in question? Hester Johnson's lost grimoire. Hester had come to Proctor House asking for sanctuary last year and as much as we didn't want to, we let her in and kept her safe. Witches don't turn each other away in times of trouble, no matter what. She left in the middle of the night, taking all her belongings with her, and we still don’t understand why.

Alex, my de facto night watchman, found her the next morning, propped up on the door to my apothecary with nothing but the clothes she was wearing. Palmer took charge of the case and back then, he did a delicate dance of protecting me but letting me run my own investigations of witch-related crime.

I can't call on him anymore, not since he said he couldn't stand by and watch me throw myself at danger. I was on my own, which is why I didn't call him when Langston Canterbury asked me for help.

I opened the door to Langston’s antique bookstore at nine on Monday morning and when he looked up, he broke into a grin. "Isabella, I'm so glad you're here. I need help and I wasn't sure who else to call."

I looked around the shop, the old books neatly shelved along the walls and comfortable leather armchairs in the same position as when he'd opened the antique bookstore next to my apothecary last week. He'd removed every last trace of Carolyn Arneson's tourist shop and turned the space into a warm, inviting antique book store. "Sure, what's up?"

He motioned for me to join him at the wing-back armchairs in front of the electric fireplace. After raising his eyes from the antique, leather-bound book he was holding, he sighed. "Your family has a sort of . . . reputation in town."

I winced. My family had different reputations, depending on who you asked. We were the crazy women who didn't care what other people thought about them; we were the women who could never keep a man; we were the creepy women you kept your kids away from at Halloween. I needed clarification before we went on. "What do you mean?"

"You're different," he said. 

I cocked my eyebrow at him.

"Not in a bad way," he rushed to explain, "but in a you-know-more-than-everyone-else way."

His face was red and he was getting flustered.

"How can I help you, Langston?" I asked, hoping to get to the point before he died of embarrassment.

Langston shifted in his chair and held the book out to me. "I'd like you to look at this book. I suspect you know what to do with it far more than I do."

I took the book from him, fairly certain it was a grimoire. But how he'd gotten his hands on it? The leather cover had cracked over the years and the pages had yellowed, some more than others, where potion ingredients seemed to have been spilled on them. The first page had names written on it, the last of which was Hester Johnson. I looked up at Langston. "Where did you find this?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. The book had been missing and I'd assumed it had fallen into the hands of Jake Forster

"A pawn broker I’ve done business with before brought it to me. Someone brought it into his shop and never picked it up. He knew he'd never get a fair price for it there, so he offered it to me."

I frowned. Who would have pawned off this valuable book? Someone who didn't realize its worth. I flipped through a few more pages and stopped at a potion designed to harm a person's loved ones. "Okay. This book has some important, but dangerous information in it. How much do you want for it?"

He leaned forward. "How important, and how dangerous?"

"It's important enough to keep out of the public and dangerous enough to kill."

Color drained from his face. "So it's real? And you can keep it safe?”

My first instinct was to burn it and spread the ashes so they could never be reunited. "My grandmother will know how to keep it safe. How much do you want for it?"

Langston shook his head. "Nothing. I don’t want it in my shop. I haven't had a decent nights’ sleep since I bought it. I could feel it was . . . evil and I didn't want it in the wrong hands."

I frowned. "Wrong hands? Has someone expressed interest in it?"

Langston seemed to relax now that I was willing to take the book. "I know this guy, William, who makes vampire hunting kits and sells them online. He wanted to buy it, saying the authentically old pages would increase his profits."

What? Who hunted vampires? And were they even real? "Vampire hunting kits? Like, for actually stabbing someone through the heart with a stake?” I closed my eyes, hoping this wasn’t a new trend. “Is that a thing people do?"

Langston laughed. "No. there's no such thing as vampires." He paused for a moment. "Not unless you know something I don't."

I shook my head. It was bad enough he alluded to my family being witches. I wasn't about to delve into any other supernatural being, whether real or not. "I don't understand. Who buys these kits?"

He rolled his eyes. "William tells me it's all about the aesthetic. People who live in all black houses, things like that."

I knew the kind of people he meant. I had a few for customers and they took their life on the dark side a bit too seriously for my liking. None of them had magic powers, as far as I could tell, but I was still careful about what I sold them. And if the magic in Hester's grimoire got out onto the internet, bad things would happen when untrained witches started playing around with it.

I'd done a few dangerous things when I was a kid, and I had been given a lot more training than some witches. "I'll bring it to my grandmother and I promise, she'll make sure it's safe."

He smiled with relief. "Thanks. I'm glad I can count on you to take care of this."

I took the book and headed back to the apothecary. It was a relief that it had finally surfaced, and was now safe. The minute Grandma took possession of the grimoire we'd never see it again, so I settled into my office chair and started to read. The first few pages were a family history, similar to a family tree in an old bible. Hester's family had lived in Sewall since its founding. I scanned for any of my relatives, but we didn’t share any ancestors. That was a relief.

Moving on to the potions and spells, I didn't like what I was reading. Sure, the healing spells were fine, but the spells to inflict damage made me shudder. The potions on just the first few pages were designed to inflict physical and psychic damage—sometimes on a wide scale. Every time I thought I'd read enough to condemn the book, I'd find another useful healing spell or potion. I didn't stop reading until the sun went down and the office grew dark. I stretched as I stood, then unlocked my safe and placed the grimoire inside it. There were a few potions I wanted to copy for myself before I brought the book to Grandma.

So much for a relaxing day off. I was jittery and stressed from the evil I'd read in the book and I wasn't looking forward to the walk home. I considered asking Jameson, my black cat familiar to teleport me to my apartment, but if I did, he'd ask what was wrong and insist on giving the book to Grandma immediately. Instead, I requested an Uber and tried to keep my cool as I waited.
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They say history repeats itself, but why isn’t it ever the happy and uplifting parts? Why does it always have to be the bad stuff?

After a fitful night's sleep, I returned to the apothecary early the next morning. My street was swarmed by police. 

Detective Palmer, my ex-boyfriend, looked up from his phone and even from the end of the street, I saw the relief on his face. With this many police and Palmer on the scene, my heart sank because I knew someone had been murdered. I hoped it wasn't Langston. 

I scanned the crowd as I made my way to the crime scene tape and saw Langston talking to Kate, my friend, and Palmer's coworker. Things had been strained for us and we hadn't been able to talk for weeks now. I waved to her, hoping she'd let me look at the crime scene. Instead, Palmer strode over to me and lifted the tape. "What's going on?" I asked.

He'd taken the time to replace his relieved expression with a neutral one. "Miss Proctor, we've got some questions for you."

So it was going to be like that, was it? I could be cold-hearted and ignore how much I'd missed him too. "Of course, detective. We can use my office and I can make tea for everyone out here."

He frowned. "That won't be necessary." He pulled the phone from his jacket pocket and showed me a picture. "Do you know this man?"

I blew out a long breath. This man — this dead man — was sitting in the doorway to the antique bookshop, much like the way Hester had been left in mine. He was in his mid-fifties with a beard and more gray hair than brown. "No. I've never seen him. He's not a customer. Shouldn't you be asking Langston about him?"

Palmer scowled at me. "We have, but when two murders look the same and take place in almost the same location, we get suspicious."

It didn't surprise me he remembered how Hester had been found. He'd been worried for me and now that I thought about it, that may have been the beginning of the end for us. "I have no idea. I've never seen him before, but you must have found who he is by now." 

He looked at me skeptically. "You're not lying to me, are you?"

I wished I could be offended by his lack of trust, but I'd hidden the truth from him in the past. For his own protection, but he never saw it that way. "No, I'm not."

Palmer turned to look at Kate and Langston. She took notes as he continued to speak. "Mr. Canterbury said the two of you discussed him yesterday."

My eyes widened. "I never met him, but his name is William." I glanced at my watch. "Can I open my shop? We can keep talking while I start organizing."

He flicked his eyes to my door, then back to me. "I suppose so."

I unlocked my door and Palmer put a hand on my shoulder. "Let me clear the building first."

I stepped back, thinking he was overreacting but the stony expression his face took on when he unholstered his gun told me he was serious. He probably did this for every store owner on the street, not just me.

Three minutes later he opened the door and let me in. "No one’s here, but your office has been ransacked."

My heart dropped as I rushed past him. Papers were strewn across my desk, books tossed to the floor. Worst of all, my safe was open and empty. "The grimoire is gone."

He surveyed the mess. "Are you sure? Maybe it's under something."

I shook my head. "No. It's gone, along with a few expensive ingredients and about a thousand dollars in cash."

I sat and put my head in my hands. How did I let this happen? It was a dangerous book but I left it here instead of taking it home or bringing it straight to Proctor House. I'm embarrassed to say it was only then I thought about Alex, the homeless man who slept next to my greenhouse and kept the property safe overnight. I jumped up and rushed outside, Palmer close on my heels. "Alex!" I called out. 

His tent shook as he unzipped it. "What is it? What's wrong?" he asked groggily.

I breathed a sigh of relief to see he wasn't hurt. "My office was ransacked and a valuable old book was stolen."

He stood and rubbed his face, scratching at his gray stubble. "What? I was here all night. Did you look at the video?"

The three of us trooped back into my office and I pulled up the previous night's recording. We fast-forwarded through the night, to see Alex leave his tent and unlock the back door at two in the morning. He stood outside the door for ten minutes, locked it back up, and went back to his tent.

"What happened here?" Palmer asked him.

Alex shook his head. "I don't remember this." 

"We need to leave and get the crime scene guys in here," Palmer said.

Palmer called Kate and a couple of techs I'd never met, joined us in the shop. 

"Do the office and the back door. Nothing else was touched," he told them.

I wanted to tell Palmer what was missing, but I needed to do that in private. "Can I speak to you alone?" 

Palmer turned to Alex. "You can go back to your tent, but don't go anywhere else. I need to question you next."

As the back door closed, I said, "I can't believe he'd purposely let someone into the building. Not when he's guarded it so well for so many months."

"How did he open the door? I thought you had wards keeping people out of the building."

I rubbed my temples, trying to ignore the scowl on his face. "I do. But he's exempt. So are you and Kate. And before you ask, no one knew that. Not even family. If any of you open the door, anyone can walk it."

"I only let him go because he didn't go into the building. It looked to me like someone," he began to whisper, "invisible made him open the door."

I nodded. Someone under an invisibility spell might have forced him to open the door. But how would anyone have known the book was in my safe? And if they did, why didn't they come get it in the middle of the day when it was unprotected?

Palmer sat on the stool behind the register. "Tell me everything Langston said about William."

I pulled him into the prep room for some privacy. "Langston seems to know my family are witches, or at least he suspects we are. He wanted me to take Hester's grimoire to Grandma because it wasn't safe in his shop. William wanted to buy it and tear out the pages to make vampire hunting kits."

Palmer's stoic face slipped. "Wait, vampires? Are there any around here?"

I gave him a small smile. "No. He was making these so-called kits as decorative wall hangings. I looked a few of them up last night online and they sell for a lot of money. The problem is that he'd have used real spells and potion recipes and from what I read yesterday they were almost all harmful.

Palmer sighed. "Great. Just what we need."

The techs came out of my office. "The safe was wiped clean but there were plenty of other prints in the room."

Palmer nodded. "Miss Proctor's are on file. Call me with your results ASAP."

Once they left and we were alone again, he put his elbows on the counter and closed his eyes. "Isabella, I just . . . I can't. I need to find the murderer. If I find the grimoire in the process, fine, but it can't be my focus. You can't be my focus."

I started rearranging the shelves to show he wasn’t important to me either. "I understand. I'll find the book and if I find clues to your case, I'll pass them along."

He stood and walked to the tea table on the shop floor. "Don't put yourself in danger. I won't be there to protect you."

I did my best not to laugh, but I'm sure a little smile crept over my lips. What good was his gun when I had magic to protect myself? "I'll do my best. Same goes for you."
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With my office a crime scene, I drank a mug of tea and locked up, leaving a note on the door saying I'd be back to work in a couple of days. I needed help and there was no better place to find it than from my family. The short walk to Proctor House cleared my mind and before I got there, I'd determined a plan of action.

First, I needed to talk to Langston. I'd have to wait until the police were done questioning him, though. He might be able to shed more information on William and who might have wanted him killed. As far as I could tell, William's death and the theft of the grimoire had to be connected and Langston was the only person connected to the case that knew William.

I walked into the kitchen of my family's home to find Aunt Nadia slicing oatmeal bread. "I didn't expect to see you here today." She handed me a slice of bread. "Tell me if I added too much salt."

There wasn't too much salt, and we both knew it. Aunt Nadia was an excellent cook who had once run her own catering company. I took a bite to confirm I was right. "Perfect. Just the right amount of oatmeal too."

She poured me a cup of coffee and we both sat at the table. "What's up, kiddo?"

If there is one thing you learn growing up in a family of witches, it's that secrets are incredibly hard to keep. "Someone was murdered in front of the antique bookstore overnight."

Aunt Nadia raised her hand to her mouth. "Oh, how horrible." She peered at me before continuing. "But there's more, isn't there?"

I sighed. "It might be my fault."

My mother walked into the kitchen and took a coffee mug from the cabinet. "What might be your fault?"

"A man was murdered next to my shop. And Hester Johnson's grimoire was stolen from my safe last night," I said.

My mother sat next to me without pouring herself a drink. "You've had Hester's grimoire all this time? And you didn't tell us?"

I shook my head. "No. Langston Canterbury, the owner of the bookshop, gave it to me yesterday. He said it belonged with people who would use it properly and he didn't want to sell it to the murdered man." I took her mug and poured her coffee. "He wanted me to bring it to Grandma. I was going to bring it to her today, I just wanted to finish reading through it first."

My mother and aunt nodded. No witch would hand over a grimoire without looking through it first—the idea of missing out on knowledge would be too difficult for us to handle. "I was going to take notes on useful spells and potions, and then bring it over here today."

My mother put her arm around me. "You couldn’t have predicted it was going to be stolen. And you definitely have nothing to do with the murdered man. None of this is your fault. But it is your responsibility to find the grimoire again, before the person who stole it starts using it."

I put my head on her shoulder. "I know. But I don't have any idea where to start. Palmer said he has to focus on the murder, but I don't think he's going to share information with me unless he has to. I'm on my own here."

There was a knock at the kitchen door. "Are we expecting anyone?" I asked.

Aunt Nadia shook her head. It was rare for us to have unannounced visitors so I looked out the window to see Langston Canterbury wringing his hands and looking nervous. I opened the door to let him in. "Langston, what can I do for you?"

He smiled at me. "I'm glad I found you here. I'd like to . . . can I come in?"

I stepped aside. "Of course. I'm sorry. Can I pour you a cup of coffee?"

He walked past me and stood by the table. "No, thank you. I wanted to talk to you about what happened this morning. In private."

My mother and aunt looked at me, and I nodded. They left quietly and I invited Langston to sit. "Are you sure I can't get you something to drink?"

He shook his head emphatically. I wondered if he had witches confused with the fae, from whom you really shouldn't accept gifts. He sat uncomfortably on the edge of a chair. "I feel so awful about what happened to William. If I'd known he was going to be murdered, I'd have . . . " 

He looked out the kitchen window without saying more.

"You'd have what? I'm not sure what else you could have done."

He turned back to me. "Perhaps if I'd sold him the book, he wouldn't have been killed."

I shook my head. "The truth here is that we have no idea what happened last night. We don't know why, or even if, William was murdered—"

"He was. I heard Detective Palmer say he was strangled."

"Okay, but we don't know if William's murder had anything to do with the grimoire. He may have been the worst case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time."

Langston didn't look like he believed me. "But then the book was stolen on the same night. It can't be a coincidence."

I pursed my lips and decided he was right. "Most likely not. I was going to head out and investigate who stole the book. Do you want to come along with me?"

Langston's eyes lit up. "Yes, I would."

I stood. "Great. Let's go." Did I have a plan for how he could help me? No. But I understood how powerless he felt. I held the kitchen door open for him. "First, tell me everything about William and who you think might want to kill him."

He walked outside and turned back to me. "I have no idea. I don't even know what he was doing in the area in the middle of the night."

I wished I had more security cameras around my shop—I might have been able to see who had killed William. As much as I wanted to find the grimoire, my heart kept going back to the victim. He had family and friends who loved him and he shouldn't have had his life cut short. "Okay. Since we both think the two events are related, we should investigate both. Is that okay with you?"

Langston nodded as we started walking down the street. 

"Good. Let's start with the pawn shop. Maybe we'll be able to find a clue there."




* * *




When we got to the pawn shop, Langston took the lead in questioning the owner. "About that book you brought me. Who pawned it?"

The owner, a short man with thick glasses, looked up at us. "I don't know anything about it. A guy I never met brought it in, I paid him twenty bucks and he left."

Twenty dollars? To the right person, that book would be worth so much more. 

"Did you take his name? An address? Anything?" Langston asked.

The owner sighed. "Why's it so important to you? Someone need the provenance? Because you're not going to find that here. The guy didn't know what he had and he brought it in with a bunch of other junk. After haggling, I took the whole lot of stuff for about a hundred dollars."

If he'd sold some of his own possessions, Thea might be able to find out who he was. "What else did he sell you?"

"Some silverware, couple of rings, and an old cell phone. It all sold, though."

My heart sank. So much for that idea.

"The book was stolen from my colleague's store," Langston said. "We're trying to track it down."

"Mr. —" I started.

"Campo. Juan Campo," he said.

"Mr. Campo, the book was stolen and we think a man was murdered for it too. We need as much information as we can find, then we’ll go."

He slid off the stool he'd been sitting on and waddled to his computer. "Give me a sec to look it up." After tapping on his keyboard for a minute, he found the entry. "Like I said, he came in with some mid-range silverware, three gold rings with no engravings, and the book. I did my due diligence—nothing showed up on a stolen property report—so I paid him and he left."

"Did he say where he got the book?" I asked.

Campo laughed. "He didn't say and I never ask. What I don't know can't get me in trouble, you know what I mean?"

"But you took his name, right?"

Campo shook his head. "No. He didn't even take the ticket. He had no intention to come back for any of it. He asked for cash too."

Great. This was a dead end. I wanted to leave, but Langston was more persistent.

"When he left, did he get into a car?"

Campo scoffed. "No. Not this guy. No car, no fixed address, but a fresh hundred-dollar bill burning a hole in his pocket. Probably spent it all on booze before the weekend was up."

"And you haven’t seen him since?" Langston asked.

Campo shook his head. "But listen, if I do, I'll give you a call. Okay? Just as long as you leave now, you're scaring off my customers."

Langston shook his hand. "Thanks for your help."

As we walked to the door, I noticed a group of people waiting outside with rusty carriages full of salvaged items. Their clothing looked just as salvaged as everything in their carts. Langston took my arm and hustled me away from the shop. "So much for that plan," he said dejectedly.

"I'm sure we can figure something out," I said. "Let's grab a coffee and think about our next move."
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We walked toward the Fancy Tart but stopped when darkness seemed to cover the street. Instinctively, I reached out and grabbed Langston's hand to keep him still. I called telepathically to my family and my familiar Jameson. Are you seeing this? We're about ten blocks from the house and the sun has disappeared.

"What's going on?" Langston asked, fear cracking his voice.

"I'm not sure. Let's move a bit and stand with our backs up against the wall." I put my free hand in front of me and slowly walked toward the brick building we'd been passing. Langston's hand gripped mine tightly. 

Not sure what's happening, my mother's voice answered.

The air was beginning to cool and wind was racing down the street. We positioned ourselves against the wall. "Good," I told Langston, "don't let go of my hand."

It's magic gone wrong. I'll fix it in a moment, Jameson said.

"Hang on, the sun will be back soon," I said in as calm a voice as I could manage. Around us, voices changed from curiosity about what was happening to panic. I cast a quick spell on my voice and said, "Do not panic. Stand still and wait for light to return." My voice sounded loud and authoritative to everyone in the city, but no louder where I was standing than anywhere else because I didn't want to blow my eardrums out.

Light began to return and exceptionally dark clouds began to move away from the sun. Everyone on the street looked up and stared as the clouds dissipated. "See, nothing to worry about. Just some very dark rain clouds," I said to reassure the people around me.

Almost no one in Portsmouth believed in magic, so they hung on to the idea of storm clouds for all they were worth and carried on with their day. Not Langston, though.

"Was that . . . "

I nodded. "Coffee's got to wait. We need to figure out where that came from." 

Four blocks east of you, my cat told me. I'll meet you there.

I let go of Langston's hand. "This way."

We walked the four blocks, dodging people who were standing in the middle of the sidewalk, looking for more dangerous clouds. 

We were a block away from Prescott Park when I heard the crackling of a fire. I scanned the road ahead of us and ran toward the pillar of fire and smoke shooting up above the trees, forcing my way past the people running from it. 

"Wait, what are you doing?" Langston called after me. He was in decent shape for an older man but I was certain I could outrun him. Fire at Prescott Park. I need help!

“Stay here,” I told him. “Or better yet, go back to the shop. It’s dangerous here.” I turned and hoped he’d do as I said.

The aunts appeared in front of me. "What in the name of Hades is going on?" Aunt Lily asked.

I shrugged. "No idea. But that blackout? It was most likely the same person."

Grandma appeared next to me. "Someone who has no idea how to use magic. Let's go."

We followed Grandma as she strode toward the base of the fire. It wasn't an illusion and we were all sweating by the time we rounded the corner and saw Hester's grimoire in the hands of a disheveled-looking girl who couldn’t have been more than thirteen.

"Give me that book," Grandma said as she cast a spell on the girl. The girl froze and Grandma took the grimoire. She closed the book and flicked her wrist toward the fire, which shrank down, then went out. Unfortunately, the trees and bushes did not. The aunts began extinguishing the flames while Grandma and I stared at the girl.

"Do you know who she is?" Grandma asked me.

I looked at her closely. "No."

Grandma released the spell on the girl, who crumpled to the ground, crying. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to. Please don’t kill me."

I moved next to her, slowly, so I didn’t startle her. "It's okay. The fire's being put out." I touched her hand and cast a spell to keep her from using any magic. "But you can't do any more magic. Not until you learn how to be safe with it."

"What's your name, girl?" Grandma asked, more harshly than I would have liked. 

"I'm Ellie. Ellie Wishnow."

"Where have you been all these years, girl?" Grandma asked.

Ellie began to cry. "I've been hiding. Everyone would blame me for my parents' death, so I changed my name and did the best I could until I came into my powers."

I was confused. “Why would people blame you for their deaths?”

She wiped at the tears on her cheeks. “People were already starting to die around me and I heard my parents talking about me like they blamed me for killing people.”

Grandma looked over Ellie to me. "Her parents were in a fatal car accident eight years ago and she was never found."

I put my arm around her. She'd been on her own for eight years. "Why didn't you come to us? We would have helped you."

Ellie shook her head. "I wanted to wait and learn so that you'd be impressed with me. When I saw the grimoire in the bookshop, I knew it was what I needed. Only," she gestured around the park, "stuff like this keeps happening."

Sirens blared in the distance. "We should take her home," Grandma said.

Before I could agree, she'd teleported us to the kitchen at Proctor House.
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We got Ellie settled with clean clothes and food before we began the interrogation. I ought to call Palmer, but I wanted to hear her story first. 

"How did you get the grimoire?" Grandma asked. 

Ellie sighed. "I tried to make that guy, William, steal it for me. I don't like making people do things for me, because if they fail, they die. But I needed it, so I waited until the shop was closed. I thought it would be easy for him to break in and grab it from the case, but it was gone. He came out and shrugged, and that's when he died."

Grandma frowned. "And you just left him there?"

“I didn’t know what else to do. Besides, if I moved him, his family would never know what happened to him. I was about to walk away when I felt a little tug, like the building next door wanted me to go into it."

The wards shouldn't have let that happen, but then again, I hadn't prepared them for the amount of evil in the grimoire. "Then what happened?"

She took a bite of her BLT and continued. "The wards were too strong and I couldn't get in. I walked around the building, looking for a weak spot when I found the guy in the tent. He was asleep, so it was easy for me to convince him to let me in. He tried to put up a fight, but like I said, I'm really good at making people do things for me."

I was torn. We had the killer and the thief in our kitchen. Part of me thought I needed to call Palmer. But the other part of me thought that while what she did was bad, she hadn't intended to kill anyone. If there was a chance of her being rehabilitated with a strong foundation of magical training, she needed to have that. Without it, her life would be wasted in the prison system. I couldn't look at her and tell which road she'd take when given the chance, but I was sure Hope could. "Hope needs to talk to her before we can make any decisions."

Ellie looked nervous. "Who's Hope?"

Grandma nodded. "I've already called her. Hope is your one chance at getting out of this without life in prison. You've done some truly awful and dangerous things in the past day or so and you need to prove you can be trusted to start making the right choices. Hope will decide, so you'd better start thinking about how you want to lead your life from now on."

Ellie began to cry. Her shoulders sagged and she looked relieved. "There's someone who can teach me? Someone who can keep me from hurting people?"

"Yes. But you'll have to work hard and follow her instructions to the letter. The minute she thinks you're not, you'll be back here facing Detective Palmer and a murder charge. Understood?"

Ellie nodded and wiped her face with a napkin. "Understood."

Hope appeared in the kitchen and simultaneously, there was a knock at the door. Aunt Lily looked out the window and then mouthed "Palmer" to us.

I rolled my eyes. We had to let him in because he'd just seen Aunt Lily. 

"Come with me, girl," Hope said to Ellie. 

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"You're coming to my house and we'll see what we can do with you." They vanished. I thought Hope would take time to question Ellie and probe into her psyche before deciding what to do with her.

Aunt Lily opened the door and forced a smile on her face. "Good afternoon, Detective Palmer. What can we do for you?" 

He took a deep breath. "You can tell me about the fire at the park, and the minute and a half that the sun went out today."

Bats! I hoped the murder investigation would keep him from questioning us so soon.

"You may as well come in so we can explain it all," Grandma said.

Palmer surveyed the room. "I'm not going to like this, am I?"

He wasn't wrong about that, but there was precedent for letting witches take care of their own and only relying on the criminal justice system as a last resort. 

Grandma began to tell the story. "Eight years ago, a witch family — husband, wife, and young daughter -  were in a horrible car accident in California. The parents were eventually found, but the little girl wasn't. After months of searching for her, she was declared dead and we all forgot about her."

Palmer nodded. "What was the name of the family?"

"Wishnow," my mother said.

"It turns out the young girl, Ellie, wasn't dead. She thought she caused the accident and ran away. She's been living on the streets ever since. She's been moving from city to city, trying to keep a low profile but her abilities always got the better of her, and  she had to move; start all over again in a new place."

He scowled. "What do you mean by getting the better of her?"

"Her magic is strong—about as strong as Isabella's. But she had no one to train her, so it was easy for her to accidentally hurt people. She's the one who killed the man in front of the bookshop," Grandma said.

I wish she hadn't told him the whole truth because I wasn't sure what he'd do.

"And she stole the grimoire. But I've got it now so it won't cause any more damage," Grandma continued.

Aunt Nadia handed Palmer a mug of coffee and a spice muffin. He flashed her a quick smile of thanks before his eyes went cold again. "Where is she now?"

"She's with Hope. Hope has taken responsibility for providing the training Ellie didn't get when she was younger, and for deciding whether the girl can be let back into society or not."

I interrupted my grandmother. "If you'd seen the relief on Ellie's face when she found out she could stop hurting people, you'd see we made the right choice."

Palmer stared at me, astonished. "She made the sun disappear. That doesn't sound like you at all."

"It was the grimoire. She was trying to do something completely different, but because she can't control her power, it got out of hand," I said. "I'd never do something like that, and I don't think Ellie would either, not if she could help it."

"So, what do you expect me to do with all this knowledge?"

Grandma shrugged. "Same thing you always do. Talk to the chief, fix up the reports a little bit, and let us witches police our own. I promise you, if Ellie steps out of line, Hope will bring her to you herself. We all want her to succeed, but we aren't willing to let her harm anyone else."

Palmer pulled out his phone and dialed. "Hey Chief, it's like you said. They've taken the girl to be retrained." He listened for a minute, then handed the phone to Aunt Lily. 

"Yes, I promise. If it makes you feel any better, I can check on her regularly." She listened for another minute and handed the phone back to Palmer.

"Are you sure?" Palmer asked. He grimaced and hung up. "Okay, here's what's going to happen. You are all responsible for Miss Wishnow's actions. If she steps out of line, harms someone, or makes the sun disappear again, you all come up on charges. Is that understood?"

We nodded. I didn't think that was fair, but the alternative was bringing her to jail, so I kept quiet. 

Palmer turned and strode out of the house, leaving us to worry about our futures.




* * *




It all started when she learned to read at five. One of her first and favorite memories is of words taped to all the objects in the house. Not long after that, books became the best thing ever and there was no turning back. She suffered a crisis of confidence in High School and College and decided writing was too difficult, so she earned a degree in Chemistry instead. Three career changes and four children later, she’s back to writing and much happier for it. Now she works from her home office in New Hampshire amid the books, kids, and occasional pets. 

Visit her at https://LisaBouchard.com. 





A NOVEL THIEF




By Jessica Baker





PROLOGUE







The typewriter in the apartment above the bookstore belonged to my great-grandfather. Dad and his father never touched it. But when I was little, my great-grandpa would sit me on his knee at the desk and show me how to type. The keyboard needed more pressure than a computer, but it felt so much different than just that.

My dad now owned the bookstore, but the upstairs space above the bookstore was only for me. I spent hours at that typewriter, creating stories about butterflies landing on the flowers at the rose garden down the street. About mysterious passengers on the train behind the shop and all the exciting places they were going. About a dark prince coming to sweep me off my feet when the girls at school picked on me for choosing to write stories instead of gawking at the football team.

My dad loved Edgar Allan Poe’s The Raven. The poem was printed across one of the walls of our family’s bookshop for as long as I could remember and framed by painted ravens taking flight. He even wanted to rename the shop “The Raven” after my great-grandpa died, much to my grandpa and my mom’s dismay. He had, however, gotten his way when I was born and named me Lenore.

Perhaps it was just a coincidence, but sometimes, it really felt like the stories came true.
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The bookstore was always empty this late in the day. A bit later tonight, it would come alive with the members of the book club that met every other week after store hours. Mom ran the book club and she was forever trying to get me to join. For the most part, I could find plenty of reasons to hide out upstairs in my room above the shop.

I always stayed upstairs during book club nights. While I worked in a bookstore and had been raised inside its walls, the idea of organized reading seemed painfully boring to me.

I left for college just after high school with the intention of finding grand adventures away from the slow little town. I wished I had actually gone on those adventures. After finishing college, I came home to work in the bookstore. I didn’t travel or really go to see anything. In college, studying was my priority and during my breaks, I worked at the campus bookstore. Everything became “someday”.

Tonight was no different than the other meetings, other than I hadn’t already gone upstairs by the time the first person came. But Mom was running late tonight, so I was still downstairs when the bells chimed and a man walked in.

He was tall and younger than the usual group that joined Mom. I felt like I knew him from somewhere, but he definitely wasn’t one of the members of her book club that I had seen before. He looked around the shop before he looked at me. 

“Is this where Joanne’s book meeting is?”

Even his voice was familiar, like something from a dream.

“Are you part of the group?”

He smiled. “I just moved here and met Joanne at the coffee shop across the street. She invited me.”

“I’m Lenore, Joanne’s daughter.”

He offered a firm handshake and his grin warmed my insides. “You may call me Sean.”

“They usually meet in the back.” I motioned to the chairs that I had started setting up on the other end of the store. “It’s just a bit early.”

“I don’t mind waiting.”

If Mom had invited him, he couldn’t be too bad. She had a sort of intuition about that sort of thing. Somehow, people never disappointed Mom. Even when they weren’t what they first appeared to be, she never seemed to face the sort of problems that the rest of us did.

It was awkward trying to finish setting up with Sean’s eyes following my every move. I wasn’t the biggest fan of being watched, yet with every move I made, I could feel his gaze on me.

“Why’d you move to Winter Falls?”

Small talk had never been my strong suit. Hopefully, he would equate my abruptness with friendliness and not be offended.

It was fortunate that Mom rescued me from having to socialize more. The door clanged open, the bells chiming as they hit the door frame, and she stepped inside.

“Sean! How lovely. You were able to make it after all.”

He turned to her with that strange, charming smile. “It was very kind of you to invite me.”

She turned to me.

“You haven’t finished setting up yet?” 

I shrugged, unfolding the last chair. Mom sighed, but Sean seemed oddly amused by it. “I’m heading up, unless there’s anything else.” She was silent so I kissed her cheek. “Have fun!”

 

*** 

 

The keys were familiar beneath my fingers, warm and solid as I pressed each one. The story hadn’t been flowing easily the last few days. The pages I had already typed lay in a neat stack on the corner of my desk. Once I managed to get a rhythm going, it felt like I finally knew where I was going with it.

The bell dinged when I reached the end of the row and I pressed the carriage return. The paper slid up, scratching slightly along the back bar meant to keep the paper upright.

 


The man wore dark clothing, his face obscured by a mask. Only his eyes were visible, catching the moonlight as he looked around the room.

He walked forward slowly, taking care not to hit any squeaky floorboards. He stopped at the nightstand and picked up the portrait on top of it. The man traced his finger over the tarnished locket that hung from her neck.

“So greedy,” he huffed as he set the miniature down again. “So willing to take what wasn’t yours.”

He pulled the nightstand open and removed a small jewelry box. Inside was the locket from the painting. He plucked it out, glistening in the dim light.

The pitter-patter of feet across the floor startled him.

“Meow?” The cat stared up at him with bright green eyes.



 

The train rumbled as it came through the station, rattling the windows in their frames, and I stopped typing. It would be gone in a few minutes, but the distraction was enough to throw me off. I glanced out the window. Just the usual Amtrak passing by. Trains didn’t stop in Winter Falls anymore. They hadn’t stopped here in a long time. The station was a historic landmark and the people traveling by train used to bring business to the town. 

I always liked watching the trains. As a child, I used to sit on the window seat downstairs and stare out as they passed. As an adult, I found it no less fascinating. 

It left as suddenly as it came, chugging slowly past the lake and by the rest of downtown. The lake seemed to glitter with the red lights on the caboose as the train headed northbound. Someday, I might actually take the train somewhere. It had always been a dream of mine, and one day it would be a reality. 

The noise quieted down for a split second before something creaked behind me. I blinked, trying to adjust my eyes back to the dim light of my office as I scanned the room. Was it just a figment of my imagination or was something really there?

“Hello?”

“Meow?”

The sound came from under my desk. I shoved the chair back and looked underneath. A pair of green eyes peered back at me. A cat? How had a cat gotten in here?

I glanced back at the door. I could have sworn I heard something over there but it was still closed tightly. Perhaps it got in before I came upstairs and had just been sleeping? But how had he gotten in here in the first place? The cat moved out from under my desk, strutted forward, and leaped suddenly onto the typewriter. His paws pressed down the keys and jammed them against the paper and the guide before he settled on my desk, looking very satisfied with himself.





2







The next morning, I went to the coffee shop across from the bookstore as usual. Mornings were always crowded, despite it being the off-season for the hotel next door. As one of two places that served coffee or breakfast items downtown, there was never a shortage of customers.

Sawyer smiled as he saw me come through the door. We’d known each other forever, like most of the kids who grew up here. Even if we left, there was just something about Winter Falls that drew us back.

Gia Griffin leaned on the counter as she waited for her coffee, eyes towards the door. Her gun and badge were prominently displayed on her dark blue police uniform. In high school, Gia moved here with her parents and we became friends. But she was skeptical and serious. The idea of pursuing writing seemed like a “fanciful hobby” to her rather than an actual career choice. 

“Morning, lovely,” Sawyer called out across the counter. “The usual, or you feeling adventurous today?”

“Just coffee, I think.”

He scrunched his nose. “Shame.”

He turned to get my coffee in a to-go cup and Gia looked back to her phone.

“You’re quiet this morning.”

Sawyer snorted. “She’s been obsessed over the robbery at the McBrides’ house last night.”

“They were robbed?”

“They were broken into,” Gia corrected. “As far as anyone can tell, nothing was actually taken. And no one was seen or threatened, so it wasn’t a robbery.”

“Then why break in?” That didn’t make any sense.

Gia let out a sigh. “If I knew, I wouldn’t tell you. It’s an open investigation until the captain releases that information to the public.”

“The McBrides live down the street from my parents.” I used to sell candy to them for school fundraisers when I was a kid. Mr. McBride was one of my best customers, though Mrs. McBride had always been a bit snooty.

Sawyer handed Gia her coffee and she took a sip. “I’ll be heading back there after this. There’s only been the one report. Nothing to worry about.” The “yet” went unspoken. “Who’s the guy staring at you?”

I glanced back. Sean, the man from the bookstore, watched me from the far side of the cafe. Our eyes met and my breath caught in my throat. I looked away quickly. “I’m not sure. He was at the store last night. Mom invited him.”

Gia’s brow furrowed. “Want me to see what I can find on him? It won’t be much without a name.”

“I didn’t think you were allowed to use department resources for personal use?”

“He paid with a credit card,” Sawyer chimed in helpfully. She glared at him, though Sawyer ignored it as he poked at the tablet. “Sean Ryan. He’s bought coffee here the last couple days.”

Gia wrote his name down on a slip of paper before she smiled back at me. “I’m not, but that’s what the internet is for.”

 

***

 

I hadn’t been planning to go by the McBrides’ house, but Dad asked if I could bring over his order from the hardware store after my shift was done. Passing by, the McBride house looked dark, though that didn’t mean much during midday in Florida. Mrs. McBride was retired, but she always seemed to be lurking. If it looked like she was never home, she never had to play hospitable neighbor unless she wanted to.

“Kraa-kraa!” 

I jerked around. The biggest crow I’d ever seen sat on the fence staring at me with oddly familiar eyes. Perhaps it wasn’t even a crow.

“Shoo!”

He cawed, though it was really more of a croak.

“Lenore Ellis! What on earth are you doing sneaking around in my rose bushes?”

I jumped. “Mrs. McBride. I heard what happened. I just wanted to check on how you and Mr. McBride were doing.”

She smiled sharply. I was familiar with that look. She thought we were beneath her. “You might as well come in.”

Mrs. McBride pulled iced tea out, pouring two glasses without ever asking if I wanted any. She had always been aggressive in her hospitality.

The pictures on her wall showed off her prized rose bushes and her tiny dogs. Oddly, in every photo, she wore a necklace. It was a plain, silver locket, but it didn’t appear to be anything special. But the truly strange part was that she didn’t have it on now.

“What a lovely necklace.”

Mrs. McBride walked over to me as her brow tightened in confusion. She looked at the photos and immediately stiffened up. The smile this time was forced. “Thank you. It’s getting late. Thank you for stopping by to check on us.”

She all but shoved me out into the yard, slamming the door shut and I glanced behind me. Perhaps it was just a coincidence, but tucked into the wreath on the front door was a gray feather. Most people wouldn’t have noticed it or wouldn’t have cared, but they hadn’t written a thief who left gray feathers as a calling card just last night.

But it had to  be a fluke. It couldn’t possibly mean anything. Could it?
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When I first moved back to Winter Falls, I knew I needed my own space. I couldn’t live in my parents’ house after being on my own for so long. Even a roommate would be more than I could bear.

As a child, I always admired the beautiful brick apartment buildings near downtown. You could walk to everything nearby, which made for a nice change compared to the rest of Florida where you had to drive everywhere.

The building was as old as the rest of downtown, making it a historic landmark. It had been designed by the same architect who designed several of the other mansions around town. Since the architect was a woman in a time when women rarely held positions of interest, it made the building historically significant, especially to the town. Zella Carroll was born and raised in Winter Falls, the daughter of one of the early settlers here. I always admired her. She did things people said were impossible or not a job for a woman to do. She disappeared when she was young but had been a bright flame in the town’s history while she lived.

As a result, my apartment blended the modern style with the art deco that was popular at the time. The stained-glass windows facing the hallway outside of the living room featured tiny colorful birds on orange trees. I lucked out getting a corner apartment on the third floor with a great view of the lake from my bedroom and it had been like a manifestation of my desires that it had actually been in my price range. It was only a one-bedroom apartment, but since I had the space above the bookstore as my own personal office and storage, I didn’t need to have a bigger apartment.

I kicked off my shoes at the door.

Gia didn’t pick up when I called, but several seconds later, the phone rang again. “Do you know what was stolen from the McBrides’?”

“You know I can’t tell you that.” I could practically hear the eye roll in her voice.

“Was it a necklace?”

The other end was silent for a long moment. “How did you know that?”

“I may have stopped by and talked to Mrs. McBride.”

“Lenore!” Gia snapped.

“She was wearing it in pictures. It was pretty, but definitely not her style. And it didn’t look expensive.”

Gia sighed. “It wasn’t.”

“Then why go out of the way to take it?” That was an awful lot of effort to break into a house for only a cheap locket. I didn’t really expect Gia to answer that. Any answer would be speculation at best. 

“Mrow?”

“What happened?” Gia asked in a panic. I hadn’t realized I shrieked.

Sitting in the middle of the floor was the black cat from the bookstore last night. Where had he come from? How had he gotten in? The only way would have been if someone let him in, but considering he ran off last night when I tried to get close to him and disappeared down the stairs, I don’t even know who would have caught him. 

“There’s a cat in my apartment.”

“What? When did you get a cat?”

“I didn’t.”

Something rustled on the other end. “I’m coming over.”

“What?” I shook my head, grabbed one of my golf clubs from by the front door, and started opening the closet doors with my free hand. There probably wasn’t anyone in my house. “Mom must have brought him over. He was wandering around the bookstore during her book club last night.”

The laundry room was empty, as was the bathroom. The bedroom and closet were similarly empty and I let out a breath of relief. I didn’t think anyone was actually here, but there had been that doubt in my mind.

“You still there?”

“Yeah.” I set the club back in the bag. “No one’s here.”

“That’s very reassuring.”

I rolled my eyes at her dry tone. “I promise I’m fine.” The cat had managed to push open my bag and climb into it. He pawed at the binder with my novel, like he was trying to tell me something, and he moved back as soon as I reached for it. With the phone tucked between my shoulder and ear, I set the binder on my coffee table and started flipping through it. “So have you had a chance to look up that guy yet?”

“Sean? Yeah. He just rented that old house on Grove.”

“The fairy house?”

The little cottage on Grove looked like something out of a fairy tale. I walked past there often. When I moved back, I checked about renting it, but it was well out of my price range. With the carefully controlled ivy sprawling the surrounding fences and trees, it seemed to have grown out of the ground fully formed. It had been built in the early 1920s and was tucked into a wooded area of land that used to belong to the big historical mansion before a lot of the land got divided and sold off.

Perhaps it was childish, but I always dreamed of saving up enough to buy that little house and living there. I memorized every detail I could about the little cottage, stalking it on real estate sites to make sure that if it went up for sale, I’d be the first to know. For as long as I could remember, it had stayed in the same hands. It seemed like some kind of sign that this strange man was living in my dream home after he kept appearing in my life.

“He works for the historical preservation firm and they brought him here. Nothing’s really striking me as odd about him.” Gia was silent a moment before, “you should ask him out.”

“What? No!”

“Why not? If it works out, you can get married and move into your dream house and if it doesn’t, well, maybe he’ll leave town and you can move in there anyway.”

“Thank you. I’m hanging up now.” She cackled as I hung up the phone. The cat was staring at me. “You really plan on staying with me?”

The cat stretched before lowering his head to his paws. “Meow.”

 “You need a proper name then.” He cocked his head. “And food and. . . stuff. What do cats even eat? Tuna? You like tuna, right?”

It was official. I had lost my mind. I’m sure that people talked to their pets, but he wasn’t my pet. I didn’t even know if he was a “he”. I didn’t know the first thing about having a pet. 

The cat blinked up at me. I guess tuna would do.

The date on the can said it was still good, so I opened it up as the cat padded his way into the kitchen. With him occupied, I made my way back to my manuscript and opened it again. Sure enough, the details I wrote about the gray feathers that the thief left were there. But I had forgotten that I wrote the thief as a kind of Robin Hood, only stealing from those that deserved it.

Mrs. McBride must have done something to deserve it, especially to have only a particular locket stolen.

“Kraa-kraa!”

I looked up. On the tree outside the window was the big black bird from earlier.
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The cat hissed out the window, his teeth bared and eyes practically glowing. The bird cried out again, but the cat stood his ground. There was something weird about that bird, something wrong about it.

Despite knowing it was stupid, something drew me to the window. Something made me want to open it and walk away. The bird flew in and perched on my coffee table. How did a bird look. . . indignant?

“I know you’ve been following me.” I looked at the bird—was it even a crow?—with the braveness I didn’t, in fact, feel. After all, I was talking to a bird. First a cat, now a bird. “What do you want?”

The last thing I expected was for him to hop to the floor and him transform into a human. If he had been an unfamiliar person to me, I think it would have been less surprising than seeing Sean Ryan standing in the middle of my living room.

I had to be losing my mind. Humans didn’t turn into birds and birds didn’t turn into men. My mind had to be playing tricks on me. It had to be.

“How did you get in here?”

His forehead creased in amusement, a smirk playing on his lips. “You let me in.”

“But. . .” There was no other explanation. I was going mad. I had to be. “But that was a bird. You were a bird? How were you a bird?”

“A raven, actually.”

“That doesn’t even make any sense.”

I backed against the wall, reaching for the golf club again, even as he sat down on my couch. The cat held his ground, hissing, but seemingly afraid to move closer. I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t want Sean closer either. “What do you want?”

He chuckled. “You are a rather terrible host, Lenore.”

I shuddered. Something about the way he said my name . . .

“This is my house. I didn’t invite you.”

Despite that, he sat down on the couch, seemingly unfazed. I contemplated calling Gia, but my phone was on the coffee table by his leg and I didn’t think I could get to it before him. I could try running to the door. He might get there before me and block the exit or he might not. It was hard to say.

“But you did.”

I frowned and crossed my arms over my chest. I didn’t like having defensive body language. It felt like it was too easy to read my thoughts when I did that. I didn’t want to let people know when they made me feel uncomfortable, but I needed that physical barrier between him and me. A chair would have been nice. A door would have been better.

“I never met you before yesterday. When would I have invited you in?”

“Something drew me to this town many years ago, something that wouldn’t let me leave. I thought I found the source of that power at the coven that meets at your bookstore—”

“Coven?” What coven? A coven of what?

“—but it wasn’t them.” He frowned. “You didn’t know?”

“Know what?”

“That your mother is a witch?”

“Excuse me?!”

I knew he had no manners, but there was no reason for him to call my mother names.

“She and her coven meet at your bookstore. To practice their magic,” he clarified as he took in my expression. “Did you really not know?”

“My mom was an accountant. She made brownies for my PTA bake sales at school.”

He blinked and cocked his head slightly, resembling the bird he had been a short time ago. “What does one have to do with the other?”

I waved my hand around as if that would explain anything. The words wouldn’t come easily, or at all really. It was too absurd. The whole thing was absurd. There was no way my mother of all people, my mother who didn’t like celebrating Halloween because it was “too spooky” and went to church every Sunday, was a witch. If witches even existed.

Why was I listening to him anyway? There was absolutely no reason to trust him. He was making it all up. Or worse, he actually believed what he was saying.

“Well, then.” He sighed. “It doesn’t matter anyway. They weren’t the source of the spell that trapped me here.”

I mouthed the words and they felt as utterly ridiculous on my lips as they did when he said them aloud. “Trapped you where?”

“In Winter Falls,” he said as if this should have been painfully obvious.

“I’ve never seen you before.”

His lips quirked. “I’ve been here. I tried to stay away, tried to return home. But I felt the energy again. . . the same power that brought me here. . . it was active and alive last night.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to explain.”

“You sense. . . magic?”

Magic wasn’t real. Magic was something I wrote about in my stories and had pretended with my friends when I was little and we’d play magic fairies. But I was old enough to know reality from make-believe and magic was most certainly not real.

He tilted his head. “I suppose that’s one way to put it.” He smiled. It was a rather pleasant smile, but at the moment, I wanted to punch him in his smug face. “You think it’s ludicrous, don’t you?”

That felt like a trap. You couldn’t tell someone that you thought they were just making up every word that came out of their mouth. “I. . . I don’t know.”

He held his hand open towards me, palm facing upwards. And then, it glowed soft white light. I blinked. My eyes had to be playing tricks on me. They had to be. There was no way it was real.

Like a moth to the flame, I stepped forward. He took my hand with his free one, guiding me so that I was the one cupping the light. It felt strange and oddly familiar. The glow from the light was warm, but it didn’t burn me.

Magic was real?

His smile seemed more genuine this time as if he knew what I was thinking. Perhaps he did. It just all seemed so impossible.

I pulled my hand away and sat down on the couch beside him. “So magic is real and my mom is a witch with a coven” —the word sat unfamiliarly in my mouth— “that meets in my dad’s bookstore.” He stared at me. “So what does that make you? A witch. . . or whatever a male witch is called?”

Sean chuckled. “A warlock. A male who is born into magic is called a warlock.” He shook his head. “But no. My people are called the Aos Sí. Your people call us ‘faeries’.”

If the myths I read about the fae were correct, the comment on hospitality made sense now. The cat meowed loudly on the floor as if to remind us of his presence. It seemed that the cat could sense that I was no longer panicking about Sean being in my apartment. What could I do against someone with actual magic that wasn’t even human?

Sean smiled, kneeling to offer his hand to the cat who sniffed at it curiously.

Why had he even come here to me? What did he hope to gain by telling me that?

The bookstore. . . the energy surge during the meeting. . . that cat had appeared out of nowhere during the meeting. And Sean. . . he was here because I had somehow trapped him in Winter Falls. But it was impossible. I didn’t even know how to do anything.

“I can’t help you.”

He frowned as he looked away from the cat. “You mean you won’t help me?”

I shook my head. “I mean "can’t’. Before a few minutes ago, I didn’t even know magic was real. It’s just something we pretended was as kids.”

Sean let out a breath and then stood. “That’s okay. We can figure that out."
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When I was a kid, the idea of having magic would have been a dream come true. But knowing it was actually real was another story. How could I help Sean when I didn’t have the faintest idea what to do?

My mother apparently had magic for years and lied to me. Did Dad have magic too?

“Did you hear about the break-in at the McBrides’ house?” He tilted his head, the motion looking oddly like a bird. “I think I brought the thief here too. Somehow.”

It sounded absurd still, even with the thought of magic being real.

The cat jumped up on the couch and laid his head on my leg. I mindlessly stroked his ears and he purred. I nodded my head towards the cat and Sean followed my eyes. “I think I brought him here too. I was writing about the thief getting caught by a cat—”

“Writing?”

My manuscript sat open in its binder on the table and it only took me a few moments to flip to the right page before I handed it back to him. Sean took it and read the scene. His fingers traced the letters and a frown overtook his face.

“This hasn’t been printed.”

I shook my head. “I find it easier to write on my typewriter. And then I can just scan it in.”

He flipped the page, reading the scene under his breath as he went.

“You never write anywhere else?”

“I mean, yeah, but the words just flow easier on that than they do when I’m using the computer or writing in longhand. Something about writing on it just flows so easily.” I shook my head. “I can’t really explain it.”

He cocked his head.

“And the cat appeared as you wrote it?” I nodded. “Hmm.” He traced his finger down the page. “Can I see the typewriter?”

“It’s not here. It’s—”

“—in the shop?”

I sucked in a breath, and he smiled.

“Good news: you might not have magic after all.”

He stood.

“And the bad news?”

He smiled. “We need to find this thief so you can put him back in your manuscript.”

Sean headed for the door and I scrambled after him, shoving the binder into my bag as I went.

“Wait! Back in the manuscript? How would I even do that?”

 

***

 

“How are we even going to track Eirene down?” Sean glanced back at me. The question on his face was as clear as day. “The thief. Her name is Eirene.”

Sean frowned. “The story said ‘he’?”

“It was a plot twist. The protagonist Amphelisia was watching from the wardrobe and thought the thief was a man, but it turns out it’s actually her sister Eirene stealing to help their neighbors. Eirene’s been dressing as their brother when she breaks in. He went missing during the war.” I grinned. “Did you know that ‘Amphelisia’ was a common name in the Tudor era, but its origins are not documented? At least, not anywhere that I could find. It just kind of appeared. And then disappeared.”

His brow furrowed and he nodded sharply but continued walking. I let out a sigh. Most people asked more when I said I was writing a book. They wanted to know what it was about and always asked for details I wasn’t willing to give. But he seemed like he didn’t care.

The sun painted the sky a thousand colors in one of the beautiful sunsets that reminded me of why I loved living here. Brilliant streaks of orange and pink against a still blue background. If we weren’t walking so briskly, one might have called the walk romantic. As it was, with his long legs and even longer stride, trying to keep up with him was challenging.

“Hey! What’s the rush?”

He hesitated but didn’t stop. “It’s easier to undo a spell within twenty-four hours of it being cast. We need to find Eirene. . . and bring her back to the shop before the spell is set permanently.” He let out a breath. “And I’ll need to examine the typewriter before that, since it seems most likely that it was the typewriter that used the actual spell and not you.”

I couldn’t begin to explain why I was so disappointed about not having magic. I should have been thrilled. A magic typewriter! An adventure! It sounded like it should have belonged in my book.

“Where are we going anyway?”

“We need a witch to locate Eirene.”

Dread settled in my stomach. If my mom was in fact a witch, she had been lying to me my whole life. If she wasn’t, Sean was just making things up and magic wasn’t real and he wasn’t actually a fae. I wasn’t sure which option I really preferred.

A glint of something caught my eye and I reached out, grabbing his arm as I slowed my steps.

“I don’t think we need one. Look.”

She looked just as I described her earlier in my book, which in our little town, looked pretty far from normal. She might have looked less out of place in Williamsburg or Salem, with the black doublet, hose, and breeches, and I hoped anyone seeing her thought she was wearing shorts and a jacket or cosplaying or something. Anything was better than the truth.

“What—?” He stopped and followed my gaze. “That’s her? What is she wearing?”

I rolled my eyes. I liked the late-Tudor era and all the history surrounding it. The class trips we took to St. Augustine were always very cool and the buildings there had sparked my imagination for as long as I could remember. But I also probably could have fleshed out my idea a bit more fully and written a proper outline instead of just writing whatever came to mind as I went. For a first draft, I didn’t think the story was bad, but it was definitely a bit convoluted. It would be a long time before it was revised enough that I’d consider letting anyone read the story in full. Between the whole Tudor-era time period, the thief storyline, and the fantasy elements that I barely touched on, it was more of a world-building draft than anything that resembled an actual novel.

Eirene didn’t see us, not at first. When she did, she turned and darted down the street, surprisingly nimble in such awkward clothing.

Sean glanced at me, but I let go of his arm and ran after her. She had a head start, but I had the advantage of actually knowing where I was going. Eirene’s footsteps paused as she reached the shoreline. The lake wasn’t something I would ever want to swim in, especially thinking about the gators I had seen in it as a kid. It was fortunate that Eirene didn’t know how to swim.

“What do you want?” she cried out in her thick accent that matched the one I had made up in my head when I wrote the story.

Sean caught up to us, breathing heavily, which was surprising for someone who claimed they were a supernatural being.

“I want to send you back.” Not that I knew how. I hoped he knew or that the answer would become clear once we got her back to the shop. I held out my hand. “If you’ll come with us.”





6







It wasn’t too far of a walk to the shop, thankfully, so we were able to make it back before the sun set completely. Being a weeknight during the off-season, the usual crowds of Lakeview Drive were absent. It was a small relief since I wouldn’t have to try to explain to anyone I knew why I was with a man I met yesterday, escorting a girl who looked like she was cosplaying for a Renaissance faire. Gia would have wanted answers and Sawyer would have interrogated me to no end.

“You can really send me back?” Eirene asked, her eyes wide. I nodded and she let out a sigh of relief. “This place is so strange. It’s not anything like I’ve seen before.”

“I know.”

She frowned. “Do you?”

I nodded. “I created your world.”

She stared at me, but Sean snorted. “That’s unlikely.”

“I wrote it.”

“No one truly creates worlds. Some people in this realm are just fairly adept at seeing into others. Usually, they become artists of some sort, but Eirene came from another realm, just as I did.”

She smiled, her shoulders relaxing. “It relieves me to hear you say so. The thought of everything I’ve known merely being conceived on the whim of another frightens me greatly.”

It didn’t provide me with any relief, only more questions. After all, who was to say I hadn’t pulled other people and creatures into our world from whatever stories I had written on that typewriter? A typewriter that I would be locking away as soon as I figured out how to send Eirene and Sean back.

“So I have to know. How did you wind up stealing from Mrs. McBride?”

Eirene’s brow wrinkled, a frown overtaking her face. “McBride?” Realization struck her. “The necklace?” I nodded. “I. . .I don’t know. I just knew she had taken it from her friend when they were young, so I wanted to give it back. I’ve always known these kinds of things about people.”

“Always?” Despite Sean showing me his magical glowing hands earlier, being a magical repo agent seemed a bit further than I was willing to believe at the moment. That definitely wasn’t in my manuscript, although it had definitely been more focused on her sister. Perhaps she really was more than just the character I had written.

I led them through the shop to my upstairs room but hung back near the door as Eirene entered first and then Sean. Part of me bristled at the fact that he treated Eirene with a modicum of respect, but he had barged into my home and dragged me around town without allowing me time to digest his explanation or even fully understand it.

Part of me couldn’t help but wonder if he blamed me for his predicament. That was when his attitude towards me changed and became colder. It wasn’t my fault that I didn’t know how to undo it. I hadn’t even known I was doing anything that needed to be undone in the first place.

“I don’t know what to do,” I hissed at him as he passed by. I didn’t want Eirene to hear and lose hope, but I also didn’t want to give her any more false hope.

He pursed his lips and moved towards the desk. His hands hovered over the typewriter, frowning. He paused and touched it. A string of colorful curses flew from his lips as he yanked his hands back.

“Where did you get this?”

“What?”

Even if the thing was somehow cursed, I still felt strangely protective of it. It was one of the few things I had from my great-grandpa and I was reluctant to give it up.

He sighed. “It was made by my people. Someone clever too. It’s been tied to some parameter, so only certain people can touch it.”

His words gave me a tiny bit of hope. Perhaps I was special after all. Not the kind of special I always dreamed about as a kid, but something that made me different. Unique.

“I don’t think anyone else but you will be able to use it.”

Eirene glanced curiously between us before her eyes trailed back toward the window where the sun had disappeared beyond the trees on the other side of Little Turtle Lake.

“Right. Okay. How do I do this?”

Sean pulled out the chair, his hand lingering on the edge of the back. “You need to finish the story.”

“Finish the—do you know how long that’ll take?” I had been stuck for months and if it hadn’t been for the bit of inspiration that hit me last night, I never would have made any progress.

“Surely that cannot be the only way?” Eirene asked.

“There’s always another way,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “However, such knowledge hadn’t been relevant to me.” He shot me a quick, unreadable look. “I always assumed that the one that worked the spell to bring me here would know how to undo it.”

“I can try, but I don’t know if it’ll work.”

I took a seat and felt his hands shift behind me. “Magic is all about intent and willpower. You have to want it. You have to believe it’ll work.”

I closed my eyes. Trying to write with an audience was difficult, but I had been the one to cause this mess. I would be the one to fix it. Despite what Sean said, this was my story. I was its author, its creator, and I could make it go any way I wanted.

The words began to flow after a moment and I let my fingers be guided by whatever strange magic was contained within the keys. My soul already knew where the story would go, it was just my mind that was the block between the story and the page.

I finished the scene and quickly tapped out “The End” before opening my eyes once more. Eirene stared back at me.
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I wasn’t sure I would be able to properly describe the disappointment I felt as I saw her. Judging from her expression, Eirene felt the same, not that I could blame her.

The sun still hovered just below the tree line. We still had some time. The train had been passing yesterday, but the northbound train didn’t usually pass until eight-thirty or so. The cat appeared after the train came by. We had time—not a lot of time, but some time—to figure this out.

I stood and turned around.

“Maybe there’s something around here that might help us.”

Sean’s brow furrowed as he frowned. “Why would there be?”

I gestured to the rest of the office. “This was originally my great-grandfather’s apartment. When he came back from the war, he lived here with my great-grandmother.”

My office was their living room before they built their house. Since he had brought the typewriter back with him from Europe, it seemed likely that someone over there had given it to him or he had bought it over there. With any luck, he kept instructions for it here, somewhere that would be easy enough to find.

Sean stared at me, cocking his head.

“What does that have to do with the typewriter?”

I could have smacked myself. “It was his. He’s the one who gave it to me. He had to have left something about it here. Somewhere. Maybe?”

It was worth a shot anyway. I wished I could just ask him. There were so many things that I wondered about. Did he know that the typewriter was magical? Had he known when he gave it to me?

It didn’t matter now. There was nothing I could do to change the past and I could only work to fix this for Eirene.

Most of the furniture from when it was my great-grandparents’ apartment was long gone from the bookstore. It found its way into other family members’ homes as heirlooms, or sold to buy pieces more suited to their tastes. I had one of their cabinets as a nightstand in my apartment. Did I have enough time to go back there and look inside? Maybe I had missed something in all the times I cleaned it.

But no. That wasn’t grandpa’s way. He liked things to be simple. Simple would be to keep the instructions nearby. When I took over the space, I bought a new desk. But Grandpa’s original desk on which the typewriter had sat for nearly a hundred years was in the room that used to be their bedroom. I wanted to get it refinished properly before using it again, but hadn’t been able to afford it yet. With a piece that old, it was also a pain to find anyone willing to work on it.

“Where are you going?”

“I just want to check something.”

The desk had been built for a typewriter to be hidden within. When the top was closed, it looked like a normal desk. Nothing special about it.

I pulled at the drawers. The sight of every empty space filled me with disappointment. What was I doing wrong? Why couldn’t I find it?

“May I?”

I motioned Eirene forward and she felt around, pressing seemingly at random until a drawer popped open. An envelope had been stuffed inside. It had yellowed with age and the glue had long since dried out, so it opened easily.

 


Dear Lenore,

I hope that I have told you about the typewriter before this point, but I doubt I’ll have the chance. You’re still so young, so it is my wish that this letter will suffice and you will find it when you need it. You come from a long line of storytellers. The words you write are your legacy and I hope that you’ll find that the typewriter I gifted you helps you bring the words to life. . .



 

I blinked as I read the rest of the letter silently. Perhaps I wasn’t some chosen one, but that didn’t matter. He had known what it was when he left me the typewriter.

“I hate to interrupt,” Sean said, the sarcasm thick in his voice, “but the sun’s set and we’re almost out of time.”

I glanced up. Outside the window was dark, though that didn’t mean much. The sun set behind the buildings across the street. The sunrises from the shop were always beautiful over Little Turtle Lake. The sunsets from my apartment were lovely as well. It felt like you could see for miles with the lake and park near my apartment building.

“I think I know how to fix this.”

At least, I hoped I did. The instructions were so simple, beyond simple. But it made sense that just finishing the story wouldn’t do anything to undo the spell.

I pulled out my phone and led them back into the other room.

“Can you find some matches?”

Both of them blinked.

“What are matches?” Eirene asked.

Sean’s eyes widened. “You’re not planning to burn the typewriter, are you?”

I shook my head. “Not the typewriter.”

Quickly, I snapped a couple of pictures of the pages that had Eirene, flipping through the binder to be sure I got them all. I wasn’t willing to lose all those months of work to send her home.

He frowned as he watched me open the binder rings and pull the pages out.

“Can you find a bowl or a pot or something? Metal or glass. The bigger the better.”

Sean nodded sharply, moving into the kitchen to look for something. I knew we left some there for making lunch and whatnot. Having a kitchen and an apartment upstairs from your place of work was surprisingly useful. When I first came back, I lived there prior to getting my own place and still used it as my writing studio. The midnight freight trains drove me crazy as they vibrated the whole building and I always wished that my grandfather had built the shop a bit further away from the tracks, but at least he had put the bedroom in the front of the building, facing the road, so there was a bit of buffer between the bedroom and the train tracks.

I ripped the paper into tiny pieces into the bowl that Sean produced before setting it into the metal sink. I struck one of the matches and tossed it in the bowl with the paper.

The flames flared high, unlike on TV, and for a moment, I wondered if I should have gotten some water or the fire extinguisher to douse it. But the flames leveled out quickly and the paper began to turn brown and crumple into ash.

The letter’s instructions were clear.

“Stand over here,” I told Eirene, pointing at a clear spot on the floor that would be easy enough to vacuum once she was gone. 

After it finished burning, I scattered the ashes in a circle on the floor around her.

“What now?”

I glanced at Sean. “You said that spells are simple. That it’s just the intent.” I looked at Eirene. “I want you to go home. But do you want to?”

She closed her eyes and let out a breath. “I do. I want to go home.”

No sooner had she finished speaking when the ashes began to glow. The floor inside the ring lit up and a tunnel of wind swirled around her. It blew my hair into my face, making me blink against the dust it kicked up. And when the wind stopped, Eirene was gone.





EPILOGUE







The cat seemed to have made himself at home on my couch. He had curled up and was napping contently. I turned back to Sean, who stood awkwardly in the hallway.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.”

“I knew it was a long shot.” He gave me a wry smile. “But there’s always another way.”

I nodded. I wouldn’t invite him in, not after he had barged his way into my home earlier in the evening. I could practically hear Gia snickering and vowed I’d edit the story when— if I told her.

“Good night, Sean.”

Something in his face softened and he bowed his head. “Good night.”

I smiled and closed the door behind me, locking it for the night.

The clock on the town hall struck and the cat sprang to his feet, eyes wide open. He butted his head against my hand. His time for leaving had passed as well and with the ashes being used to send Eirene back, I didn’t know how to go about doing that. The cat didn’t seem to mind too much though.

“Mrow?” 

I scratched between his ears.

“I guess it’s midnight.”

He purred loudly.

“You like the name ‘Midnight’?”

“Meow,” he said in agreement before slipping away from my hand to stretch out along the length of the sofa.




* * *
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“Carmen – wake up!” A light slap greeted my return to consciousness. Close by, several voices were gasping and crying. Someone was moving a chair or table, scraping wood across the tiled floors.

I opened my eyes and saw a fuzzy version of the Baroness, my favorite partner in crime, hovering over me.

When she rose her hand to strike my cheek again, I caught it in mid-swing. “I’m awake.”

She grabbed hold of my shoulders and shook. “Talk to me! Who are you?”

“Carmen Sanchez, art sleuth,” I mumbled as I gingerly touched my temple. “Why is there a baseball growing out of my forehead?”

“It looks like you got hit by a whole lot of books. Those covers aren’t soft at all. Or maybe the bookshelf nicked you.”

“The bookcase!” My last memory before I lost consciousness was of a mass of oak planks racing toward me. I sat up, far too quickly, then immediately regretted it. I squeezed my eyes shut and let my body fall back onto the floor so that my poor head could remain as still as possible.

“I guess it did. How’s Harold?”

The Baroness’s eyes widened slightly, enough to tell me something was very wrong. “He took the brunt of it.”

My brain screamed for me to remain still, but I had to see what had happened to my target. I pushed myself up onto my elbows and followed my partner’s gaze over to the ceiling-high bookcase that had been filled with hundreds of rare first editions when I had entered. It was now laying across the room, its valuable contents strewn across the floor, display cases, and furniture. The legs of the wingback chair, which had been positioned closest to the bookcase, had been crushed by the heavy oak planks as if they were toothpicks. Sticking out from under the shelving was a pair of alligator-skin boots – the same ones our party’s host, Harold Humphry, had been wearing this evening.

Neither the legs nor boots were moving. The museum curator, Billy something-or-other, and two of the collectors invited to the party and private viewing, were pulling the many books stacked up on top of Harold’s body and chucking them behind them.

Several almost nicked Harold’s wife, Tammy, who was pacing the floor of Harold’s mini-museum dedicated to rare literature, seemingly unaware of the heavy volumes being thrown in her direction.

“I told Harold that bookshelf was top-heavy, but he wouldn’t listen. Instead, he kept buying more and more. It wasn’t a hobby anymore, it was an illness. No wonder it toppled over!”

“That’s not right. I saw a pair of hairy arms pushing the bookcase, just before everything went black,” I muttered, too softly for the grieving widow to hear. 

The Baroness leaned in close to my ear. “Are you sure? That would mean . . .”

“That someone intentionally pushed it onto Harold. He was sitting in that wingback chair when I was getting ready to leave.” I groaned when a horrible thought struck. “And he wouldn’t have been able to react and perhaps save himself, thanks to the chloroform I’d administered. But why would someone want to harm Harold?”

The books that had tumbled from the bookshelf as it fell, littered the floor in piles several volumes deep. Our host had boasted that it contained his most prized first editions. They weren’t as valuable as his multimillion-dollar collection of Books of Hours – medieval prayer books known as illuminated manuscripts – but still worth a pretty penny and far easier to sell off than the ancient volumes. If someone had intended to disarm Harold so they could steal them, they had botched the job.

When I took another gander around the space, something else sent chills up my spine. Several of the Books of Hours that had been proudly displayed in the glass cases a few minutes ago, had vanished.

I scanned the covers scattered all around me, but didn’t see any of the illuminated manuscripts’ gold- and silver-lined covers shining back at me.

“Baroness, several of Harold’s prayer books appear to be missing.” When I jiggled my head toward the display cases, it felt like someone had taken a hammer to my skull.

The Baroness grabbed my arm, her nails digging into my skin. “Did you retrieve it?”

I began to nod but stopped myself in time. “Harold was adamant that he would never part with any of his illuminated manuscripts, now that he had the largest private collection of medieval prayer books in France. So, I did what I had to do. I had already disabled him and bagged the book when the bookshelf fell over. But I didn’t take the others,” I whispered to my partner.

My job could usually be best described as surveillance or reconnaissance, not retrieval. Under normal circumstances, getting the object back was someone else’s problem and usually involved a team of lawyers.

“The target!” I bolted upright, shaking my already quivering skull. I reached to the small of my back, expecting to feel a hard lump where the illuminated manuscript should have been. All I felt was an over-priced glittery dress and my own skin.

“Baroness, we have a problem. Mission not accomplished.”

My partner nodded toward Harold. “We have more than one, by the looks of things.”

The three men were still busy removing the mountain of books smothering our host, their tempo bordering on frantic as Harold’s face finally came into view.

“Harold! Can you hear me?” The museum curator, Billy what’s-his-name, screamed, but our host didn’t respond. My memory was not great at the best of times, but jet lag and the blow to the head had worsened it significantly.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” I whispered to the Baroness. She squeezed my hand tight.

When his face was clear, one of the party guests shoved a mirror under Harold’s nose while another searched for a pulse.

“How is he doing?” I dared to ask.

The curator leaned back on his haunches and shook his head. “Not as lucky as you, I’m afraid. Harold is dead.”





OTHER PRIORITIES







“Yes, this is Tammy Humphry of Villa Saint Marie. My husband, Harold, is dead!” she cried into the phone, making her words almost incomprehensible.

We had moved to the library adjoining Harold’s private gallery, leaving our host’s body still partially buried under a pile of hardbacks. Billy had closed the library doors so that the noise from the party taking place across the hall would not disturb Tammy’s conversation.

I was as shocked that our host was gone, as I was that a French policeman spoke English out here in the boondocks. We were a good hour away from any sort of metropolis, in a tiny village where the cows and sheep vastly outnumbered the human population. The Humphrys may have French roots on Harold’s maternal side, but both he and Tammy were American through and through. It was only because the eccentric millionaire had decided to buy this expansive villa last year, that they were now situated in Europe.

The row of glass windows that wrapped around the house provided them with a clear view of the storm racing across the countryside. Trees bent to the point of breaking, littering the long driveway and manicured gardens with thick branches and a carpet of leaves.

As the lady of the villa listened to the police officer’s response, her perfectly made-up forehead crinkled ever so slightly. “Of course, I am certain. There’s no pulse, and he’s not breathing. Harold is gone.”

The officer’s reply dried her eyes completely. “How can my Harold not be a priority? I don’t care if electricity poles are trapping people in their cars – my husband is dead, and I expect you to do something about it!”

Her eyes narrowed to slits as she listened once again. 

“Fine. It sounds like we have no choice.” Tammy dropped the receiver into the cradle. 

She pinched the bridge of her nose ever so slightly before looking up at the small crowd seated around the library’s massive reading table. The tabletop was a single slab of hard wood, with a wide edge that had been stained dark brown. The legs were as thick as my forearms and decorated with carved vines.

Across from the Baroness and me, sat Billy and the pair of collectors who had helped to pull books off of Harold’s body. They were two of a dozen high-profile art lovers that our host had invited to his French villa. 

They had been summoned here under the guise of viewing the fifteen illuminated manuscripts that our host was planning on auctioning off in Paris next week. Why Harold chose to withdraw the books from the auction mere hours before this private viewing began was beyond me, and Harold had been tight-lipped as to the reasons why during our interview. Now, his lips were sealed – permanently.

“Well, that’s that. The police aren’t going to do anything about Harold, at least not tonight. The storm has maxed out their resources, and they have to put emergencies before corpses.”

Tammy sighed deeply as she stared off toward the mini museum a few feet away. “I’m afraid Harold is going to have to stay where he is for a few more hours. At least he passed away in his favorite room.”

Her fingers flew once again to the bridge of her nose. “We are also stuck here. The police made it quite clear that no one is to leave the house. Most of the roads are closed because of fallen trees, and the trains and busses stopped running two hours ago. We have to stay inside and wait out the storm.”

I cocked my head slightly as I studied the newly widowed woman. Other than a few tears, she seemed to be unaffected by her husband’s death – more put out that she had to deal with the consequences. Being a child of divorce, I didn’t really know what constituted a happy marriage, but I had expected more tears.

She gazed around wearily. “There is plenty of room for everyone. That’s one advantage of living in a such a large home, though it’s going to cost a fortune to heat this place tonight. I’ll ask the housekeeper to freshen up the bed sheets and towels after I break the news to the other guests.”

The ringing doorbell stopped Tammy in her tracks. “Who could that be?”

Billy’s face brightened up. “Maybe the police did send someone over.”

When Tammy started toward the door, I followed as quickly as my head allowed, curious to see who had braved the storm. The rest must have had the same idea because they were right behind me.

The butler opened the door before we reached it, letting in a sheet of rain. Lightning tore across the sky, lighting up the figure standing on the threshold.

“Mother!” A young man, no older than twenty-five and drenched to the skin, rushed up the stairs to Tammy. “Sorry that I’m so late.”

He leaned in to kiss his mother’s cheek, but she pulled back and grabbed his hands instead. “Roger – I’m just glad you made it in one piece! Darling, I have terrible news. Your father is dead.”

“What?” Roger fell back against the wall, his jacket soaking an ancient tapestry. “Where is he? I came all this way to see him.”

“In his museum, but I don’t think you should see him like th–”

Tammy didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence because Roger was already racing toward the library. I tore after him – as did the rest – curious to see how he would react to his father’s tragic demise. As expected, the young man was downright inconsolable.

He held onto his father’s foot as sobs wracked his body. “How could this have happened?”

When his tears subsided, Roger tugged on the heavy bookcase. “We can’t leave him like this. Help me get this thing off of him.”

The men in the room silently joined in, all pulling on the heavy wooden planks, trying to right it. Unfortunately, the books that had fallen off of the lower shelves were blocking the base of it and preventing them from setting it back up on end. 

“We’ll have to move more of the books out of the way of its feet first.” Billy, the curator, reasoned. He bent over and grabbed a stack of first editions. As he rose, his high-pitched voice echoed through the space. “Tammy – you have to see this!”

“What is there?”

“The bolt holding the bookcase to the floor has been removed!”

“How could that be? Harold had propped so many books into it, I was worried it would fall over. But he assured me the four bolts would hold it in place. He pointed them out to me only a week ago, but I don’t see any sign of this one.”

Tammy stared down at the large bracket, its screw hole empty. “If it had snapped off, part of it would still be stuck in the wood. Without those bolts in place, a child could have pushed the bookcase over.”

Her cheeks drained of color as her hand flew to her chest. “My Harold was murdered!”

She turned an accusatory eye toward me.

“What are looking at me for? The bookshelf hit me, too, which means I couldn’t have pushed it over.”

Roger stood before the group and held out his hands, as if warding us away. “If someone killed Dad, then that makes this a crime scene. I say we all stay out until the police arrive.”

His mother wrapped an arm around him and shivered. “I agree. Let’s get back to the party. There’s safety in numbers.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I whispered to the Baroness.

“I’m assuming it’s the jet lag and head wound that are making you slow. My dear partner, if Harold was murdered, then someone at this party killed him.”





KILLER PARTY







“Which one of our fellow guests is a murderer?” the Baroness whispered as she took my elbow and propelled me back toward the party, still going on across the hall. The classical music had been replaced by electronic house, its deep bass vibrating the wooden floorboards and my injured brain.

“I don’t really care who did it. To me, the more pressing question is: where are the missing books? There is only one way in or out of Harold’s mini museum, and that is via the library. And seeing as the doors were open and there was a party going on across the hall, I cannot believe anyone could have moved five books out of the library without someone noticing.”

“Are you certain the manuscripts aren’t buried under the first editions that fell off of the bookshelf?”

“How could they be? They were still in those display cases when the bookshelf fell on me. Which means, whoever did this removed them after they’d pushed it over.”

A sudden realization stopped my train of thought, causing me to chew on my lower lip. “But he or she was taking a huge risk. The bookcase crashing to the floor must have made quite a bit of noise.”

The Baroness shook her head. “I didn’t hear a thing. The music was so loud, a truck could have driven through the hallway, and I wouldn’t have heard it. And that museum curator was stepping all over my toes while we were trying to cha-cha, so I was looking for any excuse to get out of there.”

“If you didn’t hear it fall over, why did you come to our aid?”

“You two were gone so long, Tammy started asking where you’d gotten off to. When I told her where you were, she stormed off to find you. It was her scream that drew us to the room.”

I thought back on the private museum, a rather small space filled with one large bookcase and six climate-controlled display cases that had been specially built to house his most prized possessions – twenty medieval prayer books. The smallest case held his most recent acquisition – the Avron Book of Hours.

His copy was one of seven jewel-encrusted prayer books created by the monks of Avron Monastery for wealthy patrons. They contained prayers to be recited daily, the religious text surrounded by illustrations of lush foliage and stylized vines. Accompanying each prayer was a biblical scene vibrantly painted in rich blues, reds, and gold.

Because they were handmade, each was slightly different. On the title page of the stolen volume, a lion wearing a crown had been worked into the flowering vines filling the page. It was the only one of the seven to portray that beast on that page.

It had taken me weeks of buttering Harold up via email and telephone before he agreed to show me his version. Until I could see the title page with my own eyes, I could not be certain it was the book I sought.

Only after Harold had removed it from the locked case and opened its jewel-encrusted cover, was I able to confirm that the Avron Book of Hours in his hands was indeed the same volume that had been stolen from a museum in Ohio fifteen years earlier. Poor Harold didn’t know about the book’s nefarious history, only that he had purchased it from a reputable auction house that he assumed had checked the book’s provenance, or history of its ownership, before allowing it to be sold.

“I may know where the books are.” I sighed when the Baroness’s eyebrow shot up. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

Once we were back inside the library, I pointed toward the party taking place in the expansive living room across the narrow hallway. It still appeared to be in full swing; Tammy was taking her time telling the rest about Harold’s death.

“Harold’s gallery is only accessible via that one door at the back of the library. And we both agree that no one could have taken the five books out of here without someone at the party noticing.” 

The Baroness nodded.

“But it is pretty dark in here, thanks to the low lighting. Someone could have taken the books out of the display cases and hidden them somewhere in this room, without someone at the party noticing. My bet is that our thief put them onto the shelves, in among the other books. It would have only taken a few trips and then they could have returned to the party and no one would have been the wiser.”

“If that’s the case, then whoever did this is either family or works here,” the Baroness stated.

“Why do you say that?”

“They must have easy access to the villa; otherwise, they would not be able to get the books out of the house without breaking in.”

“You make a good point, partner.”

My mind flew over the guest list. Most were wealthy collectors, like the Baroness, who had been invited to this private viewing of the fifteen books Harold had put up for auction. By inviting these art lovers over to his house for an exclusive party, Harold was hoping everyone present would be so enamored by the books that they would bid against each other and drive the prices up. It was a smart tactic, and one often used by those with a network of wealthy collector friends.

In addition to the dozen or so collectors, Billy Suthers, an old friend of Harold’s and a curator for a literature museum in New England, was also present.

Before we could continue batting around ideas as to where the books could be, our hostess clapped her hands together. We shuffled back across the hall to the party to see what was going on.

“The police have been informed of Harold’s death. The storm has felled a lot of trees between here and there, so they are not able to respond right away. They did ask that we all remain inside tonight because it’s not safe to travel. We have plenty of room for everyone.”

Murmurs of irritation and claims that they had to be somewhere else tonight were met with a shushing hand.

“I didn’t make the rules, the police did. But I am going to enforce them. My Harold is dead, and it may not have been an accident. Anyone attempting to leave will immediately be arrested as a suspect in my husband’s death.”

Tammy’s snappy tone silenced the guests. She cleared her throat before adding, “While I have your attention, I want to inform you that I am open to bidders on all of the books in Harold’s collection.”

“You’re husband’s body is still warm, and you are selling off his stuff?” a party goer cried out as others gasped.

Tammy turned on the guest, baring her teeth. “He was the one who called off the auction at the last minute, not me! He knew that I wanted to sell off his relics and travel the world. That sounds like heaven to me – not being locked up in this stuffy museum in the middle of nowhere!”

“But some of the books are missing, aren’t they?” another guest asked. “You can’t sell what you don’t have.”

“They can’t have gotten far – the alarm’s been on all night. When they are located, all of you will have the chance to bid on them first. If no one offers what I want for them, then they will be auctioned off in Paris next week as originally planned. Thank you all for your attention. My housekeeping staff will show you to your rooms when you are ready.”

The crowd murmured as they discussed the recent revelations. Before the Baroness or I could sneak back into the library, Tammy caught my eye and waved me over.

“What exactly were you doing with my husband in his private museum? You two snuck off so suddenly, I didn’t have a chance to ask.”

I threw my hands up to ward off her insinuation. “Nothing untoward, I assure you. As you know, I was interviewing him for Hidden Treasures magazine, and he graciously allowed me to photograph a few pages out of his illuminated manuscripts for the articles.”

I spoke the truth, at least about staying virtuous. In my fifteen years on the job, I had never done anything I wouldn’t tell my mother about. And Hidden Treasures was real, though my articles were always ghostwritten by a professional journalist. The magazine’s healthy number of subscribers helped legitimize my cover.

“In point of fact, I did not know.” Tammy growled. “None of this sounds like my Harold. He was so worried about art thieves, he never wanted his collection to be in the limelight. I had to fight him tooth and nail to let that auction house photographer take any pictures for the auction catalog.”

I nodded, signally that I understood her concern. “He was quite resistant at first but changed his mind last week and invited me to accompany the Baroness to this private viewing. She had already been extended an invitation, which is why I reached out to Harold in the first place. His is exactly the kind of collection that would interest the readers of Hidden Treasures.”

“Do you know why he changed his mind?”

The way Tammy eyed me, I could tell she didn’t trust a word I was saying.

“Not exactly. Only that he was far more receptive to the idea after I explained how the extra publicity would help increase its overall value. I can show you my notes if you don’t believe me.”

I searched through my gigantic purse for my notebook but couldn’t find it. 

“Where is it?” I thought back to when I used it last, snapping my fingers as I realized when and where.

“It must still be in the gallery with Harold’s body. I definitely had it with me when the bookcase fell over. Would you mind if I go look for it?”

Tammy’s face drained of color. “Must you? I would rather my Harold not be disturbed.”

“I really need it back. I’ve made many notes about the Baroness as well. We’ve been on the road for three weeks now, and that’s a lot of information to lose. And I’m certain my editor will want to run this story about Harold as soon as he hears what has happened. Please?”

I used to abhor lying, but now it was part of my job description. My partner and I had flown over to Europe last night especially for this gig, and three more that were planned for the coming weeks. With a little luck, we will have located four stolen objects by the time our whirlwind trip was over.

When Tammy reeled back, I quickly added, “Like I said before, the article will help increase the collection’s overall value substantially. And if you are going to auction it off, it should mean a significant profit.”

Money signs seemed to light up in Tammy’s eyes. “All right, you can go into the gallery but make it quick. And don’t touch my husband.”

I placed my hand over my heart. “I won’t, I swear.”








DISTURBING THE DEAD







Unfortunately, I had to break my promise to Tammy almost as soon as I entered the space. Sticking out from under one of poor Harold’s legs was my notebook, recognizable thanks to the decent rendition of Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers printed on its cover. As carefully as I could, I yanked the book loose. Despite his suffocating death, Harold’s expression remained tranquil.

How did my notebook get under his body? I wondered as I stood in the same spot that I had last night when the bookshelf had fallen over. The forward momentum could have slammed it out of my hand, and it would have landed on the floor just before Harold was pushed over by the toppling bookcase.

One puzzle solved, I decided to check the number of books missing from the display cases. Five, including the Avron Book of Hours, had vanished. 

What surprised me most was that there were books missing from each case. If the thief wanted them all, it would have been smarter to clear out one case before moving on to the next. So why did they target those five instead of taking all twenty?

After examining all of the cases, it was obvious that there was little they could tell me. I wasn’t a cop, meaning I didn’t have a fingerprint kit or lab at my disposal.

Before I could scour the rest of the scene for any more clues, I heard the gallery door open and Tammy stride in.

“Did you find your notebook?”

“I did.”

She held out her hand. “I want to know what you and Harold were talking about. Give it to me.”

A real journalist would never bow to such pressure, but my degree in journalism was as fake as the diamonds in the Baroness’s necklace. I handed over the notebook without question. Luckily, I had already filled the first few pages with notes about the other, fictitious, private viewings the Baroness had supposedly attended before we arrived at Villa Saint Marie earlier this evening. My partner’s reputation as a wealthy art lover, who wanted to build a collection to rival Peggy Guggenheim’s, preceded her and opened many a door for our employer, the Rosewood Agency.

To keep up the pretense of my cover, I had made notes from my conversations with Harold, both those that had already taken place via email and of our brief conversation earlier in the evening. But I hadn’t jotted down his reaction to my question about what he would do if he discovered some of his purchases were, in fact, stolen goods.

After an excruciating ten minutes, Tammy slammed the notebook shut and handed it back to me without another word.

“Thank you.” Her tone made her words sounds more like a dismissal than a pleasantry. If the roads had been clear outside, I’m certain she would have had her butler gather up my coat and show me to the door.

She turned on her heel when my words called her back.

I pointed to the display cases. “I don’t mean to be a bother, but it seems strange to me that the thief left so many books behind. Especially since Harold was so secretive about the exact contents of his collection. It’s almost like they knew which books to steal before they entered.” I kept my expression neutral and my tone as casual as possible.

Tammy’s eyes narrowed. “Neither my son nor I did this, if that’s what you are implying. For all I know, you planned this interview, so you could steal his books.”

I pointed to the enormous bump on my forehead. “I was hurt too.”

Tammy leaned in close and hissed, “But you weren’t killed, were you? How do I know this isn’t some sort of setup?”

“Why would I set your husband up?” I put on my best whatcha-talking-about expression. She need not know how close she was to the truth.

“I don’t know, but I don’t want you in here.” Tammy pointed to the door. “Get out.”





BACK IN THE SADDLE







As soon as Tammy released me, I located my partner and whisked her to the far side of the living room, so we could talk privately. Since Harold’s death had been announced, the atmosphere had grown grim, and the guests stood clustered together with those they knew, eyeing the rest suspiciously.

The Baroness bobbed her head to and fro as she checked that we were alone, her long blonde hair swishing across her neck with each turn. “Did you find the books?”

“No, but I didn’t really get the chance to thoroughly search the space. My gut tells me they are hidden in the library or private gallery.”

My partner leaned over, her eyes twinkling. “So, who do we think took them – the son, his wife, or maybe that curator?”

“What does it matter? This is my first assignment since I came out of retirement. All I want to do is find that book and get out of here.” I hung my head, hoping she couldn’t see my reddening cheeks. “It’s been so long since I’ve been out in the field, maybe I’ve gotten rusty. You may have made a mistake by asking me to be your partner on this assignment.”

“Nonsense!” the Baroness protested. “You were the first person I thought of when our boss asked me to go on this trip. Who else would I want to spend a month in Europe with? But usually, you would be more keen to solve the mystery. What gives?”

Solving mysteries was part of my job, but those usually involved missing objects – not murders. My employer, the Rosewood Agency, took on the art loss cases that no other organization was willing or able to solve. We never knew if it would take weeks, months, or years for a missing object to surface again. And the longer it took, the more likely it had changed hands so often that it had been whitewashed of its dubious provenance.

The agency’s computer nerds had set up a spiderweb of internet alerts, pinging us to any leads. But before we publicly accused a wealthy patron of the arts of harboring stolen goods, we had to be one hundred percent certain the person really did possess the object in question, as well as learn more about how they acquired it. Computers couldn’t tell if a person knew they were buying a stolen object or thought it was clean. That took a personal touch – and usually a woman’s.

The Baroness used her title and status as an obscenely rich art collector to get me into parties and homes that would normally never be open to someone like me. Few knew that her title was in name only because her family had lost their land generations ago. Her money came from her husband’s significant stock portfolio and life insurance policy, cashed in after he had died of a heart attack on the stock market floor. Once she got us in, it was my job to handle the rest and ensure her name and status remained unscathed.

Armed with only my wits, chloroform spray, and a blackbelt in karate, my job was to verify our target had the object, as well as document its current state and location, preferably with photographic evidence.

To worm my way into the target’s inner circle, I usually pretended to be a writer for Hidden Treasures magazine, a role I really enjoyed playing. It was incredible how many wealthy collectors were willing to share their most prized possessions with me as soon as I promised to put their name in print and glorify their collections on social media.

Because most owners didn’t know their object was stolen, they didn’t have any qualms showing it to me or the public at large.

After I had obtained the proof we needed, I passed the intel on to Rosewood’s lawyers. Armed with the evidence I had provided, most of my targets immediately bowed to the legal pressure and returned the stolen object to its rightful owner.

I was only authorized to take an object if I suspected it was in danger of being destroyed or disappearing again before the agency could act. In my fifteen years, that had only happened a handful of times.

Earlier this evening, I saw no choice but to take the Avron Book of Hours. Yet doubt now tickled at my brain. Had I made the right decision?

I had stepped out of the game three years ago after my husband had been murdered on a mission to recover antiques from a man who later turned out to be a high-ranking member of the Italian Mafia. Or, at least, my employer and I assumed that was what had happened. My husband’s body had never been found, meaning I had to bury a box of rocks instead.

Had my lack of recent experience colored my judgement or even impaired it in some way? Had I overreacted tonight by taking Harold’s manuscript? And had my actions somehow set off this chain of events that led to his demise?

I looked to Camelia Festoon, also known as the Baroness. She had always been my favorite partner, so when she asked me to come back and help her out with this mission, I couldn’t say no. Luckily, I had kept fit by teaching self-defense classes to women at the YMCA. And seeing as we never carried weapons, I didn’t have much more training to catch up on.

But who was I kidding? Her timing couldn’t have been better. After three years of mourning my husband, it was time to get back in the game again. I was fifty-two years old, not eighty-two, and early retirement did not suit me. I wasn’t quite ready to fill my days with knitting, bingo, and water aerobics.

Harold’s Book of Hours was our first of four stops, and I wanted to do everything possible to make certain this mission was a success. I needed that boost of self-confidence to keep going.

“Am I losing my touch, Camelia? Whoever pushed over the bookcase snuck up on Harold and me.”

Camelia smiled gently. “No, you’re doing just fine. You found the book, right? And in record time.”

“But I lost it minutes later.”

“It has to be somewhere in this house.”

As if to remind me to get back to work, a tree crashed against the side of the villa. The lights flickered but held.

“It sounds like the police weren’t lying about the storm. I guess that means we’ll have plenty of time to search the house tonight. What do you say we get to it?”





FINDERS KEEPERS







We tiptoed downstairs only to find Roger, Tammy, and Billy the curator gathered in the library, toasting Harold.

After apologizing for interrupting their impromptu wake, we retreated to the hallway. I tried to stay positive despite my growing uneasiness with this situation. 

“We’ll have to try again later. Hopefully we can find the book before the police arrive. After they interview us, we will have no reason to be here.”

“We should get back to the party and make an appearance before we start searching,” the Baroness said. “I don’t want anyone to come looking for us.”

As we walked back to the living room, a familiar voice drew me, instead, to the kitchen at the end of the hall. I pushed the door open, wondering if my ears were deceiving me, when I spotted my best friend smiling back at me.

The two employees drying dishes stopped and looked up at us in expectation. When neither the Baroness nor I spoke, one asked, “How can we help you?”

I pointed to the small screen, upon which my best friend, Rhonda Rhodes, was presenting her show, Antique Time!. “Excuse us for interrupting, but is this show popular here?”

The housekeepers gazed at the television in befuddlement. “Yes, we all love to watch it. I just adore Rhonda Rhodes; she is quite the character.”

“Thanks,” I said as I backed out of the room, the Baroness trailing after me.

My partner looked at me questioningly. “The show’s host did look familiar. Isn’t that a friend of yours?”

“It is, and she is going to love knowing her show is a hit in Europe. What do you say we check the library again?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Unfortunately for us, there were even more guests gathered in the library by the time we got back. It appeared that Tammy had summoned everyone into the room and had just risen to address the crowd.

“I don’t know if this is a sick joke or a theft gone wrong, but it looks like someone here thought they could steal five of my husband’s Books of Hours. They aren’t under the first editions, as I thought. Which means someone killed Harold before swiping his most precious books.” Her eyes swept over the group like a search and rescue floodlight. She was all business now and displayed no sign of grief or sadness.

“The books have to be somewhere in this house. The alarm has been activated all night which means no one could have gotten in or out without setting it off. Whoever finds the illuminated manuscripts gets ten percent off of the valuation price of their favorite one.”

Murmurs of interest rose from the small crowd. I wasn’t surprised. Considering the missing books were worth at least a million apiece, the ten percent discount was worth the effort.

“I’ll be in Harold’s office, in case anyone finds them.”

My suspicious mind kicked into overdrive. “Why aren’t you helping with the search?”

“I have a bigger problem to deal with – I can’t find the titles or any other proof of ownership, and the auction house won’t allow me to sell Harold’s books without them. They must be in his office somewhere, but it’s going to take a while to sort through the mess he left behind.”

The curator sprung up. “Wait a second. If the sale is back on, then my agreement with Harold should be honored as well. He promised to bequeath five books to us.”

Tammy stared at him. “Harold never mentioned this to me.”

“Well, it’s true! After he announced the auction, he called to let me know that he wanted to donate the five books to us now, before his death. I assumed it was for tax reasons. That’s why I flew over from Boston, so I could pick them up.”

Tammy gazed at him as if she were seeing Billy for the first time. “Well, I’ll be. Harold never did tell me why five of his favorite books weren’t part of the auction. I wonder if those are the same five that are missing. Wouldn’t that be a coincidence?”

By the way that she glared at Billy, it was obvious to all that she suspected him of the theft.

He shrunk back from her gaze. “I didn’t take them! Why would I? Harold and I had a deal.”

“Whatever agreements you made with Harold died with him. The new set price is whatever the market will bear.”

Billy grew red in the face. “Wait a second – I bet he bequeathed them to us. You shouldn’t be able to sell any of his books until the will has been read. I demand you contact Harold’s lawyer right now. He can read it to us over the phone.”

“I will do no such thing – it’s after midnight! Besides, Harold was my husband, which means everything he owned is now mine.”

“That’s not right!” Billy stomped his feet.

Tammy bore down on him. “Do you know what is not right – that my husband is lying dead in our library, probably murdered over some silly book. That’s not right, on any level.”

When she broke into tears, Roger rushed to his mother and wrapped his arms around her. “There, there,” he whispered before raising his voice. “You all heard what Mother said – whoever finds the books will be substantially rewarded. Good luck.”





PLAN B







“Hey, be careful with that – it’s a Tiffany lamp! I didn’t give you permission to trash the place.”

Tammy glared at one of the party guests who, while enthusiastically moving a table, almost knocked an antique lamp with a stained-glass shade onto the marble floor. Since her announcement, the guests had been scouring the many rooms of the expansive villa, taking tapestries and art from the walls, moving furniture, and turning drawers upside down in the hopes of finding the missing books.

We had wanted to start our search in the gallery, but after Billy made clear that it was his domain and refused us entry, the Baroness and I concentrated on the library. 

Only Harold’s son had not yet joined in the hunt, but rather sauntered around the house, ridiculing the guests in their attempts to find the missing books. Why wasn’t he searching? Had he hidden them, or would he prefer they not be found, so that he could eventually inherit them instead of his mother auctioning them off? After the party was over, he would have all the time in the world to search for the books.

Meanwhile, his mother was making a mess of Harold’s study as she searched for the titles she would need to prove her ownership of the collection. Even from the library, three doors down, we could hear her muttering curses as she slammed cabinets and archive drawers open and shut.

The Baroness and I had spent the first hour looking through the library’s many shelves, in the hopes that the thief had simply put the rare manuscripts in among the other books. Hiding in plain sight was an often-used technique. However, neither of us could find a single missing volume in the thousands of books filling the planks.

So we had moved on to plan B. I had just removed a fifth plank of books and was feeling along the sides for any hidden recesses, buttons, or levers, when a peel of laughter caused me to drop a leather-bound copy of War and Peace onto my foot.

Standing in the doorway was Harold’s son. “You two are being thorough. Sorry to disappoint, but there are no hidden spaces in this house.”

His arrogance got under my skin. “How would you know? I thought your dad only recently bought this place.”

“Dad didn’t choose this place randomly. It was my maternal grandmother’s home for many years. We spent most of our summers here, so I know this place like the back of my hand. And in all that time, I have never found any hidden spaces.”

“Oh, well. It was worth a shot. Thanks for your help.” The Baroness and I eyed each other and shrugged. There was little point in searching the library further, yet I sensed the young man could still be of help. “I’m sorry about your dad. Were you two close?”

It may have been my imagination, but I swore when Roger looked up at me, his eyes narrowed slightly. “Close enough. I still live in Colorado, so we haven’t seen each other much since he moved out here. But we talked every week.”

“That’s sweet how you two stayed in touch despite the distance. We are sorry for your loss,” the Baroness emphasized. “It must be difficult for you, having flown all this way to have your father murdered minutes before you arrived. And now this robbery.”

He shrugged and looked to the floor.

“Not to be rude, but why did you come out to the house tonight? I thought it was supposed to be a private viewing. I hadn’t expected him to have invited family.” I hoped I wasn’t pushing my luck, but something told me this would be the only time I would get to talk candidly with Roger.

“Mom called me a few days ago and asked me to fly over as soon as I could. Dad had been on edge recently, and she was worried the auction would be too much for him. He was quite attached to his collection. So I got a red-eye to London and took the train down from there. It’s been a long day.”

When a phone began to ring in his pocket, I started a little at the noise. The bump on my forehead had reduced to a golf ball, but the unexpected noise set off a drum solo in my head.

Roger’s face drained of color as he read the caller ID. He sprung up and looked around frantically as if he were searching for a place to hide. “Sorry, but I need to take this.”

He answered before he exited, rapidly speaking in a low tone. “I’ll have it all to you next week. It’s become more complicated but not impossible.”

Once Roger was around the corner and his conversation out of my hearing range, I turned to my partner and was about to ask if we should search another room when a blood-curdling scream pierced the air.





AN UNEXPECTED BENEFICIARY







I ran instinctively toward the noise, certain someone else was being murdered. Instead, I found Tammy, standing a few feet away from Harold’s desk, her face as white as the sheets of paper she was clutching in her hand. The way she held the pages far away from her body, you’d think they were poisonous.

“Harold lied to us, Roger. He cut us out!” Tammy cried.

“What is that?” Roger raced over to his mother and pulled the paper out of her grip. His face also drained of color as he read the three-page document. “Is this a joke? Dad didn’t seriously change his will to benefit those charities, did he?” He looked up at his mother with pleading eyes.

While mother and son took in the apparently unexpected news, I examined the spacious office. The pair were standing in between two wingback chairs placed across the room from the desk. That part of the office was free of clutter. However, the rest of the space was covered with the contents of two filing cabinets, now empty of paperwork.

As unobtrusively as I could, I stepped over to the mahogany desk to take a look at the stacks of official-looking papers lying on top of it. On the corner closest to me was a folder for a travel agency. Roger and Tammy were so focused on Harold’s will, they didn’t seem to notice me. Feeling brazen, I moved even closer and lifted the edge up enough so that I could read the itinerary inside. Someone was heading to Africa for a six-month-long safari, but that person was not Tammy.

When I pushed the folder back onto the desk, Tammy erupted with such a force, I stepped backward automatically.

“It’s right there in and black and white – his entire book collection goes to the charities.” Tammy fell into one of the wingback chairs, seemingly broken emotionally.

“That can’t be true! They are the most valuable things that Dad owned,” Roger cried out before glancing again at the pages. “It says here that he cancelled the auction sale in order to keep his collection of illuminated manuscripts complete because it would be worth more money that way.”

Roger tried to catch his mother’s eye, but she averted her gaze. “Did you know about this?”

Tammy remained silent.

“I knew it - this is all your fault, isn’t it?” Roger screamed. “If you hadn’t interfered, Dad would have sold those fifteen books, and I could have used my share of the proceeds to pay off my debts. Why couldn’t you have stayed out of it?”

Tammy’s face paled even further. “No, Harold promised to use the proceeds to buy us around-the-world tickets. That’s why he was selling them. He told me quite explicitly that he was done bailing you out.”

The curator grabbed the papers from Roger’s hands. “You mean everything but the five books he promised my museum, right?”

Yet the museum professional’s expression only grew ashen the further he read. “I can’t believe it; he lied to me.”

“And now it’s all going to charity,” Roger murmured.

Tammy drew back up. “I refuse to believe that this will is valid. My offer still stands – everything in this house is for sale, no matter what this paper says.”

“You can’t sell the books he promised my museum!”

She glared down at the curator. “Prove that they’re yours, and we’ll talk.”

When Billy began throwing verbal slurs at Harold’s wife, I nodded toward the door. The ensuing fight was none of my business and wouldn’t help us find the Avron Book of Hours. If anything, their bickering kept the pair out of our hair for a while.

The Baroness followed me out into the hall. “Should we take one more look in the library?”

“Why not? Until the police arrive, we have time to kill.”

We started in Harold’s private gallery, but Billy the curator had clearly done a thorough job of checking the space earlier. A few minutes of searching made it clear that there were no hiding spots in Harold’s private gallery. So, we turned our attention back to the main library.

A few minutes into our search, I dropped another heavy volume – this time a world atlas - onto my toes.

The shooting pain made me grab my foot and hop backward. My hip caught the edge of the reading table, ricocheting my body to the floor. Hard.

The pain in my backside overruled that in my foot. I began to rise but almost hit my head on the reading table. I was shimmying out from under it when a notch in the underside of the tabletop caught my eye. I looked closer and noticed a seam in the wood and two small recesses on either side, deep enough to get my fingers into. When I slid the first open, a hidden plank running along the length of the reading table was revealed.

I pushed my hand inside the dark space, my fingers hitting leather. When I pulled out the first missing book, my heart skipped a beat. Five books later, I had the Avron Book of Hours in hand. Mission accomplished, after all.

The Baroness stifled a cry of joy when she caught sight of our target.

I slid the panel shut and stood up.

“What about the other books?”

“What about them? This is what we came for – not the rest. We are here to solve a robbery, not commit one.”

“But we need to tell the others that we found the books.”

“Do we? I say we keep its location to ourselves. The police might be able to use this hiding place to catch Harold’s killer. And I would rather that they figure out who did this, not us. We have the book we came for, so let’s try and get out of here before they show up. If the police find it on us, we’re going to have a lot of explaining to do.”

The fact that the Rosewood Agency often took on cases not reported to the police, was another reason for its agents to only remove an item from its current location if it was absolutely necessary. If one of us were caught with a stolen object, it could create an embarrassing national – or in this case – international incident, depending on how media-hungry the authorities in question were.

“How are we going to do that? It’s almost three in the morning, and the storm doesn’t seem to have let up yet.”

No wonder I was so tired. I looked outside and took in the moonlit night. Several tree limbs had fallen across the gravel driveway and even crushed a few windshields. I wiped off the condensation forming on the window to get a clearer look and noted that our rented SUV was one of the more unfortunate victims.

The Baroness was right; we weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

“And until the police arrest someone, we are all suspects in Harold’s death, which means they are going to search through our things whether they have the books or not,” she added.

“You’re right. We have to figure out another way out of this.”

I rubbed at the back of my neck, feeling the tension subside slightly as an idea formed in my weary brain. “If we can tell the police who killed Harold, then we’ll be free to go.”

The Baroness frowned at me. “How are we going to do that?”

“We found the books, so we can set up a trap and flush out Harold’s killer before the police arrive.”

My partner’s eyes twinkled. “I like it! We both have our phones, so we won’t have to actually confront anyone, just record their dastardly deeds.”

“Exactly.” I chewed on my bottom lip, considering our list of suspects. “So who do you think did it?”

The Baroness leaned back on her heels. “Anyone could have pushed the bookcase over. It was top-heavy, and there were no screws holding it into place. My money is on the wife. She wanted to sell the collection and travel the world.”

I nodded my head gingerly. “And I only saw Harold’s name on that travel itinerary, not hers. She could be lying about not knowing that Harold wanted to change his will to benefit the charities. He did cancel the auction at the last minute, and she’s pretty pushy. I can imagine she could have wheedled the truth out of him. I wouldn’t be surprised if she knew about Harold’s intention to donate those five books to Billy’s museum as well.”

“Don’t forget about Roger. He obviously has money problems.”

"But why would he kill his dad? It takes time to settle an estate, which means Roger would not have instant access to any of Harold’s money. And it sure sounded like he needs cash fast. Unless he knew about Harold’s intention to change his will and hoped to kill his dad before he did.”

“But he was too late. Speaking of suspects, Billy is also a strange character whose museum would have been bequeathed those five books, according to Harold’s original will. But not the new version.”

“True, but killing for a few books is pretty extreme, even for a senior curator.”

“Maybe not if they’re worth millions. And he does have hairy arms. Which makes Billy the prime suspect seeing as Roger didn’t arrive until after Harold was killed,” the Baroness said, doubt in her voice.

I frowned. “I suppose. But Billy did a fantastic job tearing Harold’s gallery apart. I don’t think he knows where the books are.”

“Or he might be a wonderful actor. Maybe he suspected Tammy would try and sell them if Harold was dead, so he hid them from her before offing him.”

“That could be, unless . . .” I snapped my fingers as a realization popped into my brain. “Didn’t Roger say he came in by train? The trains stopped running two hours before he showed up, and the station is only a few minutes’ drive away. Heck, I bet he could have walked it in a half hour. What if he let himself into the library and killed his dad, then rang the doorbell as if he had just arrived? It would have worked if the storm hadn’t stopped the trains.”

The Baroness’s eyes began to twinkle again as her voice rose higher in pitch. “Tammy could have removed the bolts and told Roger which books to steal in order to frame Billy!”

I was silent a moment, allowing the scenario to play out in my mind. It made the most sense, at least with the information we had at our disposal. But there was only one way to be certain.

“Okay, so we have our prime suspects. Now, how do we force their hand?” my partner in crime asked.

“I say we bluff our way through.”





SAVED BY THE BELL







“Everyone, can I please have your attention?” I yelled out as the Baroness clapped her hands together. Once the majority of guests had turned toward me, I announced, “The search is over! We found the missing books.”

“Where are they? I bet the library,” a guest exclaimed.

“No, I already looked in there. There must be in a hidden passageway. I’m right, aren’t I?” Another laughed.

I looked to my partner. “In light of the uncertainties surrounding their ownership, we think it is better to keep the location a secret for now. We’ll tell the police as soon as they arrive.”

I made a show of looking at my watch. “Which should be within the next half hour, depending on the road conditions. They are making Harold’s death a priority now that they know he was most likely killed for the books.”

We really had called the police and convinced them to come out to the villa right away. Or rather, the Baroness had. Her French was so much better than mine. Within minutes, she had the senior officer agreeing to our plan.

When the crowd began closing in, the Baroness took over. “Please! For our own safety, I think it’s best that we wait upstairs until the police arrive.”

The Baroness’s plea seemed to strike a chord and gave us a few minutes head start. Instead of running up the staircase, we beelined it toward the library to lie in wait.

We’d already scoped out a hiding place for our phones and ourselves. After everything was in position, we crawled behind a free-standing bookshelf and waited for our thief, and possible killer, to arrive.

With the lights out, it was creepy dark and rather uncomfortable. Just as I was twisting around to stretch out my legs, Roger came inside. He turned on his phone’s flashlight before heading straight for the reading table and opening the hidden space in which four of the five books still lay. The Avron Book of Hours was safely tucked inside my purse. There was no way I was going to risk losing our target now that we had acquired it again.

Without hesitation, he removed the books and began shoving them behind a row of encyclopedias on a low shelf.

The Baroness squeezed my leg, unfortunately the one that had fallen asleep. Her grip caused a multitude of prickles to sting my muscles back to life. I bit down on my lip, afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep quiet, when the doorbell rang.





WONDERS OF TECHNOLOGY







The ringing doorbell caused Roger to momentarily freeze mid-motion before racing toward the front door. We grabbed our phones and did the same. My leg was tingling from the sleep, the prickles in my leg distracting me from the throbbing pain in my head.

As soon as the senior officer entered Harold’s home, his agents took Roger into custody.

“Unhand me! What is the meaning of this!” Harold’s son struggled in their grasp.

“I saw you in the library, removing the missing books from your hiding place, Roger.”

He paled considerably. “How?”

“Technology is a wonderous thing,” he said with a smile. “I have more than enough reason to arrest you for theft and murder.”

“Mother?” Roger looked up Tammy with doe eyes.

She slapped her son. “How could you?”

He pulled back, a sneer on his face. “Seriously? It was your idea to kill Dad this weekend. You’re the one who removed the bolts from the bookcase – not me! And you gave me the new alarm code, so I could sneak in and out without anyone seeing me.”

“So, you killed your father, hid the books, and then rang the front door as if you had just arrived?” the senior officer asked as if seeking confirmation. Roger didn’t respond, which was answer enough for the policeman. After a nod of his head, another agent placed a hand on Tammy’s arm.

“It’s all your fault this happened, Mother. If you had been more easily satisfied, Dad wouldn’t have changed his will. How am I going to pay off my debts now?”

“Are you kidding me? You dad’s book collection is worth several million dollars. I have been married to him for thirty years, and yet, he was about to give everything to a bunch of charities before leaving me to travel the world on his own. I deserved half – heck, I deserve it all for putting up with his shenanigans for so long!”

Watching the police take mother and son away in handcuffs sent a thrill of pride through my veins. It always felt good to see justice served. The fact that my husband’s killer had never been found bothered me deeply.

The party guests gathered around the windows to watch a police car whisk Tammy and Roger away. After announcing that we were all free to go, the senior detective called out the Baroness’s name and waved us over.

“So I have you two to thank,” the policeman said in a thick French accent. “I hope the rest of your stay in France is trouble-free.”

The Baroness curtsied after I shook his hand, then we quickly gathered up our things and headed outside.

“I hope the car is drivable. I really want to get out of here,” I said.

As we walked out to our rental, I had to watch my step for fear of tripping over a fallen branch and breaking a leg. That’s all I need is to get injured again, I thought. After a three-year hiatus, I had successfully completed my first assignment. I’d rather not add a trip to the hospital to tonight’s adventure.

I looked over to my partner. “Before we review our next assignment, what do you say we celebrate successfully completing this one?”

“That sounds good to me, after we get some sleep. Can you believe it’s already five in the morning? The sun is going to be coming up soon.”

Before I could respond, a deafening crack made us both look up. The Baroness held her hand out above her, trying to ward off the massive chuck of wood hurtling toward her head. As the broken branch crashed down onto her, our screams melded into one, until her voice fell silent.

“Camelia!” I screamed and pulled the branch off of my partner, praying to find a pulse.





TEMPORARY PARTNER







When she awoke several hours later, I made certain the first person that the Baroness saw was me.

“Thank goodness you are all right. You really had us all worried.”

“How am I doing?” Camelia asked, her voice groggy.

“You’ll live. That branch fractured your shoulder and foot, but the surgeries went well. You’ll be off your feet for a few weeks, but if everything heals as expected, you’ll be back in action in no time.”

The Baroness averted her face just as tears began rolling down her cheeks. “I am so sorry. This is going to jeopardize the mission. And you were just getting into the swing of things again.”

I grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Hey, don’t you worry! I have an idea of how to fix this. I just have to run it by our boss first.”

Camelia’s face cleared. “You do? I hope you don’t mean partnering with a current agent. The only reason why our boss let me call you back in was because we are so short-staffed right now.”

“He told me that. No, I have a civilian in mind, but a highly qualified one. She’s the only person I can think of that could fill in for you until you’re feeling better.”

The Baroness leaned back in her hospital bed. “Do I know this person?”

“Sort of. You remember my best friend, Rhonda Rhodes? She’s been moaning for months that she needs some excitement in her life. I just hope she wasn’t joking around.”




* * *




Jennifer S. Alderson was born in San Francisco, raised in Seattle, and currently lives in Amsterdam. After traveling extensively around Asia, Oceania, and Central America, she moved to Darwin, Australia, before settling in the Netherlands. Her background in journalism, multimedia development, and art history enriches her novels. When not writing, she can be found in a museum, biking around Amsterdam, or enjoying a coffee along the canal while planning her next research trip.




Visit Jennifer’s website to learn more about her books or sign up for her newsletter: http://www.jennifersalderson.com/





BLOOD ON THE BOOKS




By Elle Wren Burke





1







“Maelynn! I'm glad you're here." I rolled Zippy, my hot-pink wheelchair, to the front of my pet boutique, Matilda's VamPets. Passing low shelves full of toys and apparel for dogs, I said, "Those gorgeous emerald-green leashes that come with a matching human bracelet finally came in. We have floral or polka dot.”

I looked away from the display to find Maelynn staring behind me, her eyes pointed at a display of dog-friendly nail polish but seeing nothing.

"Maelynn? Are you okay?" I asked.

She gave a quick, tense nod that didn't convince me at all—especially since she'd started aggressively biting her nails. Free of their usual impeccable nail polish, they looked like they’d been repeatedly dragged across uneven sandpaper. Her green eyes were red, her brown curls mussed. Our town’s head librarian was usually dressed to the nines, but today, she wore a drab brown cardigan. Something was definitely wrong.

Being a frequent patron of the library, I knew Maelynn fairly well, but we weren’t close friends. I wasn’t sure if I should push her to talk to me, so I continued as if everything was normal. "So, do you want one of the leash combinations? I know you’ve been waiting for them to arrive."

She looked at the leash display with no recognition in her eyes. She hadn't been listening at all. 

My little Scottie, Matilda, came to sit next to me, and I swear she looked concerned too. 

Okay, it was time for a small push. I reached out to squeeze her arm. "Maelynn, what's going on? Is Odin okay? Do you need something for him?"

Odin was her gorgeous pitbull with an all-white body but a face perfectly split between black and white fur. Odin was an absolute sweetheart. Maelynn was obsessed with him, and rightfully so.

"Odin is fine." She finally looked at me. The worry on my face seemed to bring her back to the present moment. "It's the library, Josie."

A pang shot through me. "The library?" 

The Arteria Falls Public Library is hallowed ground, one of the most popular and beloved spots in town. What on Earth could be causing Maelynn so much anxiety?

She sighed. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

I led the way to the back of my pet boutique, past the long, pink treat bar for dogs, past the cat towers shaped like mushrooms. I breathed in the calming lavender essential oil diffusing through the shop, trying to prepare myself for whatever Maelynn was about to tell me.

In the storeroom, my shop manager and cousin, Dawk, was slinging heavy bags of dog food onto metal shelves. I poked him in the back, causing him to almost drop the bag he was holding. Once he recovered, I asked him to watch the front of the store.

I left my wheelchair outside my office door and transferred to my ergonomic desk chair. The librarian sat on the second chair that barely fit in the tiny room. Matilda squeezed in, too, taking her usual spot under my desk.

“Do you want some tea, Maelynn? I have some soothing chamomile.”

She nodded, so I turned on the kettle I kept on my desk. It was a weird place to keep it, but once I plopped in my desk chair, I wasn’t looking to get up and down every time I wanted tea or coffee. My poor legs just couldn’t handle it.

I gripped the librarian’s forearm. “Tell me what’s happening.”

"We’ve been keeping it quiet so far, but we're having . . . issues. If I can’t fix it, I think they're going to fire me. And poor Easton. I can't believe they hurt him."

Who the heck was Easton?

"Maelynn, I'm not following. What kind of issues are you having? And is Easton a new employee?”

“He was our new security guard.”

The “was” part of that sentence sounded quite ominous. I frowned.

“You see,” she continued, “someone’s been messing with the library. They’ve broken in three times now. Each morning, I found a new section of the library ransacked. Books scattered around. Artifacts knocked over.” Anger shot through me. Who on Earth would have the audacity to vandalize our library? “They don’t take anything, though. It’s so weird.”

“Could it be kids messing around?”

She furrowed her brow. “I don’t think so. For one, kids would probably break a window or something to get in, but we can’t find any forced entry points. And I don’t think kids would have hurt Easton last night.”

Fangs. No wonder she looked so distressed and disheveled. A security guard was hurt on her watch. “Is he okay?”

She shrugged. “We aren’t sure yet. I found him on the floor this morning next to our display copy of The Goddess Blessings. It looks like they hit him in the head with it. He hasn’t woken up yet.” 

The Goddess Blessings was even more sacred than the library. The ancient book tells of our creation in the cosmos and the Goddess’s doctrines of kindness and acceptance. To injure someone with it was sacrilegious. 

I gave her arm another squeeze. “I’m so sorry. I take it you hired him because of the break-ins?”

“Yes. After the second time, I had to step up security. Looking back, I should have hired two guards. One clearly wasn’t enough.”

“What do the police say?” I asked.

She scoffed. “Not much. They weren’t too concerned with the first two instances since nothing was actually taken. They have to pay more attention now that Easton was injured, but they’re distracted by the mayoral stalking scandal.”

“Ah. That makes sense. I’ve heard the mayor is leaning on them to wrap it up quickly.”

“Exactly. Which brings me to why I’m here . . .” She trailed off, but I didn’t need her to finish the sentence.

She needed my help.

I’d tried to leave my old private investigator life behind after my Grandpa Roan, who taught me everything I knew, disappeared, but I’d recently been pulled back in. Word must have gotten to Maelynn that I’d taken a few cases.

I closed my eyes and assessed the state of my body. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, I’m disabled. Yep, vampires can be disabled, just like humans. I have a condition that causes intense pain in all my joints, even my neck and back. Investigations put extra strain on my body, so I had to be really careful.

Could I handle this case? My knees and ankles were achy, whereas my hips were pulsating. My neck was stiff, my back was burning. 

Just an average day then. Nothing too bad. 

Opening my eyes, I tossed my long blond hair behind me and pulled my shoulders back. “Let’s go find these bloodsuckers.”
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It was a slow day, so Dawk didn’t mind watching the store on his own. He was a frequent library visitor himself and told me to “catch the heartless blood traitors responsible.” 

Maelynn offered to push me down Vein Street, our town’s main thoroughfare where both my shop and the library were located. I accepted her offer gratefully; my shoulders and wrists could use the break.

The fresh air was a bit crisp, so I threw on my black bomber jacket as we got outside, adjusting my cross-body purse accordingly. 

Families with strollers and students with bulging backpacks passed us as we made our way down the brick sidewalk to the library, the Rocky Mountains visible at the edge of town. Hints of vanilla and sandalwood wafted from the small, cozy candle shop we passed. A navy velvet dress caught my eye as we passed Fangshion, our town’s main clothing store. A grumble from my stomach reminded me that I’d missed lunch as we crossed in front of my favorite blood bodega, Out for Blood.

All that fell from my mind when Maelynn pushed me up the ramp to the library.

Red bricks mirrored the exterior of City Hall across the street. A striking clock tower rose above the rest of Vein Street. Tall ash trees surrounded the perimeter.

The outside was attractive but rather tame. The only hint of the whimsy waiting within was the ornate entry doors. A stained-glass arch surrounded two massive wooden doors with small glass panels inlaid. Each panel held etchings of quotes from literary masters.

Those entering the library for the first time tended to lose their breath. No boring industrial carpet or metal shelves met their eyes. Instead, the library was all exposed beams, hand-carved arches, and gorgeous oak floors—original, of course.

Each section of the library lay behind one of the arches, but that’s where their similarities ended. The romance section was painted a deep red with squashy leather chairs covered in fuzzy red and pink pillows. Quotes from great love stories were painted on wooden signs that adorned the polished mahogany shelves. A display honoring the most revered love story in vampire history, Ansly and Aphelion, lined one of the walls.

The Vampire History section was full of artifacts, some permanent, some borrowed from other vampire libraries or museums. Yes, we have museums. Humans aren’t the only ones interested in history! 

Despite hundreds of trips to the library over the years, my chest warmed every time I entered. Could anywhere be more perfect?

Why is the library so revered, you ask? Why is it so opulent? Vampire towns, like my cozy little town in Colorado, are hidden from the world. Safe places of our own. The concealed nature of our society means we have to guard and cherish our histories and stories. So, vamps have become book lovers.

Our seclusion also makes it more time-consuming to order books from the human world. No two-day shipping here. No Amazon Prime. We don’t just read books written by vampires—we love human books, too, especially those featuring vampires.

You guys come up with the most hilarious things. Vampires who can read minds? Vampires who sparkle? Vampires who live forever? Hysterical.

You see, real vampires aren’t any of those things. Sure, we live longer. Sure, we’re stronger. But we aren’t immortal superheroes. We’re just regular people who happen to drink blood until we croak at 150 years old. 

Maelynn paused by the entrance, giving me a chance to look around. The library was closed, and Maelynn had told the other employees not to come to work. Other than the lack of patrons and employees, everything looked normal. You’d never know someone had broken in repeatedly. 

“No security cameras in here?”

A guilty look crossed her face. “No, we’ve never had any issues before. I did make an appointment to discuss a security system, but they can’t see me until next week. I should have pushed them for an earlier appointment.”

“Can you show me where the assault occurred?”

I rolled along behind Maelynn as she led me to the Mystery and Thriller section, an appropriate place for my investigation to begin. 

Police tape stretched across the tops of the foremost bookshelves, but it wasn’t for last night’s crime. The whole section was intentionally made to look like a crime scene. There was even a chalk outline in the back corner.

It was usually charming, but today, magnifying glasses were scattered on the shelves and floor. White gloves and fake evidence bags were strewn among the piles of books that had been tossed to the ground. Numbered crime scene markers dotted the shelves and floor.  

I typically got a kick out of this section’s decor, but it was currently making things a bit difficult. Where had the real crime occurred? Had the police set up any real tape or markers? I furrowed my brow.

“I know,” Maelynn said. “It’s a bit morbid that the assault occurred here, not to mention confusing. Everything is as I found it this morning.”

“The police didn’t set up any of these markers?”

She shook her head. “Nope. They just looked around and took my statement. They did try to lift some fingerprints, but this is a library. There are dozens of prints on every book. They ended up just taking some from The Goddess Blessings, but I doubt the jerk who did this was dumb enough to leave their prints.”

“Agreed. If they can break in without a trace, they’re smart enough to wear gloves. Where was Easton found?”

She led me to the back, moving piles of books out of the way so my wheelchair could get through. My attention caught on a glass display case built into the wall. I was very familiar with this display about Iola Felcliffe—Arteria Falls’ own literary prodigy and the vampire world’s most prolific mystery writer.

The case had been opened, but the glass was intact. The perp must have picked the lock. Everything inside had been moved—her typewriter, the collection of her signature cloche hats, the velvet case holding her fountain pens.

I felt a bit sick thinking about her history being defiled.

I continued to follow Maelynn to the back corner opposite the chalk outline. My nostrils flared, picking up the scent of blood. “I take it Easton is human?”

You see, we can’t possibly run our vampire towns by ourselves. There are just too many jobs that keep a town running. From plumbers to podiatrists, we needed humans to help fill the gaps. We carefully recruit humans as needed. Some human families had been with us for generations, while other humans were brand new.

“Yes. The smell of his blood is what pulled me back here in the first place,” she said. 

Don’t worry, Easton was safe from her. TV and movies always show vampires going crazy at the smallest whiff of blood, unable to resist attacking the injured human. That’s a bunch of malarkey. We’re just as in control of ourselves as you are when you see a fresh plate of brownies. Maybe more so.

The Goddess Blessings was still on the ground, blood soaked into the top corner of the pages. More blood covered the oak floor next to it. My gut tightened in anger. Poor Easton had spent the night knocked out and bleeding on the floor. Our most sacred text had been used as a weapon.

“It killed me to leave the book there, but I didn’t want to move it in case you needed to see it here.”

I nodded my thanks.

She pointed down the closest aisle. “I even left our first editions of Agatha Christie’s The ABC Murders and Death on the Nile on the ground . . . out of their archival cases.”

I gaped at her, trying to process that some of my favorite items in the whole library had been tossed to the ground so carelessly. “With all these books and artifacts on the ground, are you sure nothing’s been taken?”

“Yes. I know my inventory.”

I rolled down the aisles. “Every single area of Mystery and Thriller has been touched. You know what that means?”

She sighed. “I don’t follow, Josie.”

“If they had stopped in the middle of searching the section, it would be possible that they’d found what they were looking for and left.” I pointed around at the empty shelves. “They searched everything, though, which they would only do if they hadn’t found the object of their desire yet. That means they’ll be back.”
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Maelynn took me to the other two vandalized sections—Classic Literature and Young Adult. Both sections had been reset the mornings Maelynn had discovered them, so she walked me through what she’d found at the time. 

It was clear to me that the perpetrator was looking for something. If it had been a book or an artifact in the library’s catalog, they could have found it easily. The object they desired had to be veiled or hidden in some way.

Given that they had taken valuable books out of their cases, they were looking for something that could fit in a book. There’d be no point in looking through the mountains of books on the floor otherwise. Maybe someone had written them a message. Maybe someone had stored a flat object in a book. Whatever it was, the perp must have thought it could be in one of the artifacts, too, as they’d rifled through those as well.

I rolled into the center of the library, where I had the best view of all the sections. Classic Literature. Young Adult. Mystery and Thriller.

Why did they start in Classic Literature? Was it random, or had they thought it was the most likely place for the item to be? Which section would they hit next?

“Maelynn,” I called out. “Do you have a map of the library?”

She hurried to a rack at the front of the library. “Of course.”

I put the map in my lap. 

Could it be a spatial pattern? I pulled a pen out of my jacket and drew lines between the sections. Fang it. There was no discernible pattern.

“Maelynn, do these three sections have anything in common?”

She furrowed her brow in thought. After a second, she looked up, her eyes displaying a hint of their usual brightness. “Yes. They all contain permanent exhibits.”

A jolt of excitement passed through me. “Holy sparkly vampires. You’re right.”

The library put up temporary exhibits often, trading artifacts and books with other vampire libraries. My favorite rotating exhibit was in the Geography and Travel section. I loved seeing pieces of vampire culture from around the world. 

Only a few other sections had permanent displays. I put a “P” on the map in the Romance and Art sections. “Am I missing any other permanent exhibits?”

“Just the one in the Science section.”

“Ah, yes. How could I forget the display on Mihail Valentinov?” I’d passed the old medical instruments and journals from one of the vampire world’s first doctors so many times that I’d forgotten about them.

What was special about permanent exhibits? Maybe the perp thought the object would be hidden in one of the displays because it would never leave the library and would be behind glass where your average library-goer couldn’t stumble upon it. They must not have put too much stock into that theory, though, because they were searching every book and artifact in those sections too.

“Maelynn, I think we need to proceed on two fronts. First, we should search for the object ourselves. If we find it first, it could help lead us back to Easton’s attacker. Second, we should figure out when and where the perp will strike again, so we can catch them in the act.”

The librarian’s mouth hung open a bit. “The last part I get, but search ourselves? We have no idea what we’re looking for. It would take the two of us forever.”

I smiled. “Who said anything about the two of us?”

It was late afternoon, and the workday was coming to a close, so I called in reinforcements. Thirty minutes later, my good friends Lynnae, Disha, and Calder arrived.

Maelynn led us to a huge table in the Reference section. Lynnae, my best friend and roommate, sat next to me, her ebony skin glowing under the bright lights. “Another case, Josie?” she whispered. “This is becoming a habit.”

“How could I say no? It’s the library.”

“Oh, I know. Why do you think we all rushed here?”

Disha settled on my other side. “I haven’t been here much yet. It’s so gorgeous. I love all the themed sections. Except this room.” She crinkled her nose. "It looks boring. Who would come in here?"

I snorted. “It’s pretty drab I guess, but I’m not sure how they would decorate this room. Garlands made from tiny dictionaries?”

Ignoring me, she continued, “I need to delve into the Vampire History section. I have so many questions about vampires!”

“Oh, really?” I said innocently. “We hadn’t noticed.” We most certainly had noticed. Disha was a recent human recruit to Arteria Falls to fill the position of veterinarian. She wanted to know everything about vampires. She even asked if she could watch me sleep to see if vampires breathed differently at night. 

Not wasting any time, Maelynn set The Goddess Blessings on the table with a thud and began filling my friends in on everything we knew. 

“So,” I explained when she was done, “we have three sections to search and five of us to share the work. I can’t reach anything high, so I’ll have to stick to lower shelves.”

“I’ll share a section with you, Jos,” Calder said.

I pulled my gaze from the map sitting in front of me. My stomach immediately did a somersault as I met his hazel eyes and took in his perfectly mussed brown hair. He’d remained standing and was now leaning on the table we’d all gathered around, his forearms flexed. From the corner of my eye, I caught Lynnae and Disha sharing a look. I must have been staring a little too long.

I cleared my throat. “That sounds good.”

Maelynn, seemingly oblivious to the undertones at the table, pointed to the map. “I can take the art section. It’s a bit smaller, so it will be easier for one person.”

I nodded. “The rest of us can come help you when we’re done.”

Disha tossed her curtain of black hair behind her shoulder. “Lynnae and I both love science, so we’ll take that one.”

Lynnae gave me a devilish little smile. “That leaves you and Calder to take Romance.”

Being extremely pale, I was prone to blushing, but I refused to turn red in that moment. I dug my fingers into my palms as hard as I could, trying to contain the blush that was attempting to break through. “Thanks for that wonderful suggestion, ladies,” I said with an “I’m going to kill you later” look on my face.

Calder shook his head at them, just as aware as I was of our friends’ machinations to set us up. “We should get started.” He moved behind me, ready to push me. I prefer most people to ask before they touch my wheelchair, but I’d already given Calder a permanent pass to push me at any time. Being a doctor and anatomy researcher, he knew the toll wheeling my chair around took on my upper body, so he pushed me whenever he could. 

“One second,” I said, my hand in the air to pause my friends. “I also think we need to catch this person in action.”

Lynnae, the person who knew me better than anyone, raised a thick eyebrow at me. “I was waiting for you to say that. Don’t you think it’s a bit dangerous?”

Shrugging, I said, “Maybe. This person has shown they’re willing to injure someone—a head injury that could be serious—to get what they want . . . but they hit Easton with a book. I’m assuming that means they don’t have any weapons on them. Though, they might bring a weapon now that things have escalated.”

Disha, who lived in a perpetual state of excitement, lit up. “The five of us should have no problem taking them down! I can bust out my kickboxing moves.” 

Chuckling a bit, I shook my head at her. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I’m thinking we just trap them in here and call the police, hoping the police get here quickly.”

“But how do we know when they’re coming back?”

Without missing a beat, Lynnae said, “Easy. They’ll be back tonight. The previous incidents were a few nights apart, but now that they’ve assaulted someone, they’ll want to speed up their search. Get it done as fast as they can.”

“Let’s make a plan for tonight and then get to searching,” I said.
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“How many books with half-naked dudes on the cover does the library own?”

I was parked in front of a bookcase that ran through the middle of the Romance section. After flipping through one more book with a Fabio-like cover model, I finished another shelf. I stuck a piece of masking tape on the wood to mark the shelf as complete.

“What’s wrong with shirtless dudes?” Calder asked.

“Nothing.” I turned my head toward his spot at the display case housing the Ansly and Aphelion exhibit. “The covers just all blur together after a while.”

He was stretching to reach a replica of a headpiece that Aphelion gifted Ansly after the star-crossed lovers were finally reunited. Calder’s shirt pulled up a bit, confirming my statement that there was nothing wrong with shirtless dudes.

Dragging my gaze away, I searched another shelf. And another. And another. 

Rolling up to the next bookcase, I couldn’t help but smile. Vampire romances written by humans. The books here were well-worn, especially the copies of Twilight. As I said, vampires are obsessed with human depictions of us, but the most popular are romances. The little human falling for the big, bad, glittery vampire? The vampire whose fragile human lover will die a mortal death? We can’t get enough of it.

Reaching for book after book was killing my shoulders, each reach sending a stabbing pain through me. I was unlikely to find anything in this bookcase anyway—the books were checked out way too often—so I let myself take a break.

Feeling useless, I pulled the library map out of my jacket pocket, hoping to see something I’d missed earlier. The pain was clouding my thoughts, though, so I gave up. Maelynn had been right. We had no idea what we were looking for. It could be anywhere. 

I rolled back to the table in the Reference section where I’d left my bag and my treasured tube of Bengay. I covered my arms and shoulders in the medicated cream. Moments later, the sweet relief of menthol tingled its way through my skin.

It didn’t stop the pain, but it dimmed it enough for me to think. I looked down at the map resting in my lap. Right now, we were following the criminal’s plan, searching the sections with permanent exhibits. It made sense, but could there be a better plan?

I spun my wheelchair in a circle—my version of pacing. Where would I hide something? Probably not the permanent exhibits, to be honest. While their permanent nature would be appealing, the library kept them pristine. They cleaned each object regularly. It would be too risky to hide something there.

All the books in the reference section blurred together as I spun my chair. Disha’s words came back to me—a memory from this very room. Who would come in here? she had asked.

This room where the books never left the library. This room that was becoming so obsolete the books rarely left their shelves but not obsolete enough for the library to remove them.

“MAELYNN!” I called out.

I heard her curse, most likely startled by my yell. Seconds later, she was there, still holding a book called Art Nouvamps: Vampire Interpretations of Art Nouveau. 

“What is it, Josie?”

Before I could answer, the rest of my friends arrived.

“Are you okay, Jos?” Disha asked, her eyes flicking across my body.

“I’m fine, but I must tell you, you’re a genius.”

She smiled, anything but humble. “I know. I was top of my class in vet school. I’m glad you’re finally realizing it, though,” she said with a wink.

“What genius thing did she do today?” Calder asked. 

I gestured around the room. “She pointed out that this is the most boring section. Maelynn,” I said, turning toward the librarian. “What books are the least touched in here?”

Her eyes lit up as she realized what I meant. “The encyclopedias. It’s so much easier to just use Google.”

We all rushed over to the encyclopedias. 

“Start grabbing letters, team.” The easiest letters for me to reach were M, N, and O, so I started there. “Look for anything written in the books too.”

I slowly flipped through the books, not wanting to miss anything. Finding diddly-squat, I moved on to P and Q. 

My hope dwindled as the minutes passed but just when I thought everyone must be almost done with their letters, Lynnae whispered, “Dracula’s cape.”

We all dropped our books and rushed to her side. She flipped the letter V encyclopedia around so we could see the page. One of those large, lined sticky notes was covering the entry for Vampire Bats. I would have died of laughter if I wasn’t so relieved that we had found something.

Handwriting so neat that it almost looked typed covered the sticky note.  

“That’s smart,” Calder said. “The note won’t fall out of the book. But what do all the numbers mean? I think that’s latitude and longitude at the top, but I have no clue what the rest of the numbers are.”

I pulled out my phone to search the latitude and longitude. My heart skipped a beat when the results loaded.

“Well, bite me.” I looked up at the note again. “I know what the numbers are.”

They were nothing close to what I’d expected when we started the search.

Not bank account numbers. Not the combination to a safe full of jewels. Not a treasure map.

No, this was something much more valuable, much more precious.

I looked at my friends. “We have to find out how someone knew this was here. How this came to be here at all. We’ve got to catch this crook.”
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“Everything’s still clear. Over and out.”

Lynnae’s voice came through my cell phone next, a bit of annoyance seeping through. “Disha. For the twelfth time, you don’t have to update us every five minutes.”

“Just doing my part. Over and out.”

Disha was having way too much fun with the speaker call we were all on, acting like we had walkie-talkies. Unlike Lynnae, I thought it was endearing.

From the chuckle that came to my right, I assumed Calder did too.

We were spread out over four locations. Maelynn had a friend at City Hall who’d let her into his office for the night. From the fourth floor, she had a high-level view of the library across the street. Her job was to keep an eye out for anyone approaching the library, especially the front doors.

Disha had volunteered to sit in the bushes in front of the yoga studio that sat behind the library, Vampyasa, where she could watch the back door. Sitting in the bushes seemed to make her feel a bit more like a spy.

The last door was a side exit, which Lynnae was covering from a parking lot across from the door. Calder had parked his Subaru there hours ago and given my roommate the keys. The car was far away from any streetlights, so we hoped the vandal wouldn’t notice her.

Calder and I were inside the library. Once one of the ladies outside had eyes on the perp, we would hang up the call. All three ladies outside would make their way to the library. Meanwhile, Maelynn would call the police. Calder and I would snap some photos of the perp. We wanted evidence in case they somehow got away. The five of us would then block all three exits until the police arrived.

It was a pretty solid plan . . . assuming our criminal would, in fact, return that night.

We’d kicked off our surveillance around eleven o’clock, which had given us all plenty of time to have dinner, check on our pets, and gather anything we needed.

Two hours had gone by, and my neck and back were killing me more every second. 

We were holed up in the Classic Literature section. Given that it had already been searched, we didn’t expect the perp to see us there. I’d also chosen the section because it had the most comfortable yet supportive chairs.

Sitting in the wheelchair all day had killed me. Staying in any one position for too long was bad for my joints. I kept shifting around, trying to find a better position in the leather chair. 

Calder had clearly noticed, as he’d been sending not-so-subtle glances my way. Eventually, he spoke up. “Josie? Do you want me to rub your neck or your back? You’re obviously in a lot of pain.”

I heard titters coming through the line from my rather immature friends. Not wanting to give them any more fuel, I simply nodded. He stood and moved behind my chair, placing his warm hands on my neck. I might have blushed if anyone were watching, but we were alone, so I just enjoyed the soft yet firm motion of his hands.

Just as I was thinking I could die a happy death, Maelynn’s voice vibrated through the room. “Someone’s approaching! I think they’re going around to the side door, Lynnae.”

“On it,” my roommate confirmed. A few moments passed before she said, “Yes! They’re at the side door, picking the locks.”

I hurriedly transferred back to my wheelchair while Calder disconnected the call. If we needed to communicate going forward, we’d text.

The subtle click as the side door closed made my body tense. I opened my ears, listening for footsteps. What section would they choose to search tonight?

I needn’t have listened so closely. The perp was not subtle. We heard the glass case in the Romance section squeak open, followed by objects loudly screeching across the glass shelves.

It was dark in the library, only the moonlight through the windows lighting the way as Calder and I cautiously left Classic Literature behind. We wanted to be close enough to snag some photos, but not close enough to be seen or heard. We ended up stopping at the corner of Romance and Children’s, just out of sight on the Children’s side.

I pulled out the selfie stick Lynnae had brought from home. Making sure the flash was off first, I attached my phone. After I set it to take photos every few seconds, I handed it to Calder. He slowly slipped it around the corner, making sure to extend it only as far as was necessary. 

We’d taken some test shots earlier. The moonlight had been strong enough to capture Calder as he’d flexed in awkward bodybuilding poses, so we were hoping to get at least one usable photo of the criminal.

After a minute, he pulled the selfie stick back. We checked the photos. They were blurry, but there’d been enough moonlight shining near the perp for me to make out their outline, white gloves, and silvery ponytail. I hoped we’d be able to enhance them later.

A text popped up informing us that all three of our outside spies had arrived at the back door. Maelynn was supposed to let them in as quietly as possible, then they would fan out to cover all three doors. 

The perp, having completed their search of Ansly and Aphelion’s exhibit, started unceremoniously tossing books aside. I crossed my fingers that the books hitting the ground would cover any sound the door made as my friends came inside.

But unfortunately, it wasn’t the door I needed to worry about. A loud thump and a “Squuuueeee!” echoed through the library, a sound that could only have come from our exuberant ally Disha, who was also quite clumsy.

“Fangs!” I whispered frantically. “Calder, get to the side door!” I had no idea what had happened or where the ladies would end up, but I figured the perp would attempt to flee through the door they had entered.  

As he took off, his vampire speed ensuring he’d get to the door in about two seconds, I rolled my wheelchair out of the Children’s section, hoping to spot a silver ponytail somewhere.

I spun around slowly, not seeing any movement. Suddenly, a huge, dark object was flying right at my face. I threw my arms up to block it, but the force of the hit almost knocked my chair sideways.

“What in the fangs?” I seethed as I steadied my chair. I wheeled forward, around the heavy book that had tried to hit me, and took off after a bouncy, silver blur headed to the front of the library.

Adrenaline pumping through me, my vampire strength kicked in, and I propelled myself way faster than I normally could. Even so, I was gaining on the blur too quickly. They were running too slowly.

Which could only mean that they were human.

I couldn’t exactly stop, set my brakes, and then tackle the perp, so I did the only thing I could think of—I rammed my chair into them.

They cried out and fell forward, flinging their arms out to stop their face from smashing into the wood floors. Served them right for trying to hit me.

I almost fell out on top of them but managed to control the chair.

The perp was winded, although still trying to push off the floor. I had to stop them, so I threw my body out of the chair.

Now that I was on top of the perp, a bit of their silver hair in my mouth, I could tell it was a woman. She was athletic for a human, but not stronger than me. My body would yell at me later, but, at the moment, the adrenaline was holding off my pain. I squeezed my legs around hers, pinning her lower half. I moved to pin her arms as well, but I was too late. She’d pulled something out of her pocket . . . something she was pointing at me.

I didn’t even have a second to realize it wasn’t a gun before my body started seizing, jolting, shaking. Pain that no amount of adrenaline could override ripped through my body. I couldn’t even scream.

The woman rolled me off her, but before she could stand all the way, she was tackled from the side. 

I felt hands support my head and grab my arms before the agony of the Taser ceased. Lynnae moved her hands from my head to under my back, helping me sit up. Calder was there, too, supporting my lower back.

I thanked the Goddess for their help, as I didn’t think I could sit up on my own. My body was still in shock. 

Sensing that I needed more support, Calder slid in behind me to hold me up. I let his lithe body support me. I grabbed onto his arm and gave him a weak squeeze of thanks, which was all I could manage. 

Lynnae stood up and gently pulled the Taser probes out of my chest, then we all turned to look at the scene before us.

Maelynn was lying on top of the woman, their faces so close they could have kissed. But Maelynn looked more like she was ready to bite. Disha was holding the woman’s feet, which I didn’t think was necessary. Maelynn wasn’t letting the woman get away.

I’d never seen the librarian so angry, so feral. She growled and moved her fangs even closer to the woman’s face. “Who in the fangs are you? How dare you hurt my security guard! Disrespect my library! Tase my friend!”

If I were in the woman’s position, I would have been more than a little scared, but a sardonic smile creased her face. “Who am I? Who the heck do you think you are? All of you? Hiding in this ridiculous town. Brainwashing humans into living beside you. Pretending to be gentle, harmless vampires. You all make me sick.”

“So, that’s it? You hate vampires?” I asked, my speech abilities finally returning.

She scoffed. “Hate isn’t a strong enough word. Monsters who drink our blood and can rip our throats out, all while being stronger and faster than humans? Only the devil could have created you.”

Lynnae put her hands on her hips. “Excuse me, lady. As an anatomy researcher, I can tell you that vampires cannot rip out throats. That’s ridiculous.”

“Right, because I should listen to a vampire. Your kind is an aberration.”

“No, they aren’t,” Disha said adamantly. “Maybe if you try to understand vampires, you’ll find—”

“Don’t talk to me. You’re a traitor to humanity. Every human that’s lived beside these abominations should be put in prison.”

Maelynn pushed her forearm down into the woman’s chest, briefly wiping the smile off her face. The librarian had had enough.

“What was your plan?” I probed.

“Why would I tell you?”

It was my turn for a mocking smile. “Actually, you don’t need to. We already found what you were looking for.”

Her face finally dropped. “Lies. You just want me to reveal my hand.”

“Oh, really?” I asked as I reached into my back pocket, brushing up against Calder’s leg. I pulled out the note. “You weren’t looking for the coordinates of our server room in Fangstaff, Arizona? You weren’t searching for the access codes to the Vampire Council’s servers?”

She narrowed her eyes at me, looking like she wanted to spit on me. 

“I assume you were going to try to steal enough data to expose vampires to the whole world? You know this is a huge deal, right? Vampires value our concealment above all else. We don’t mess around when it comes to our protection. You won’t just be prosecuted in the local courts. This will go all the way to the council itself. You’ll be lucky to see the light of day ever again. If you tell them who helped you, who left this note for you, they might go easier on you.”

“I would never give up that information,” she said, looking at the ceiling.

“Wait, you would never give it up, or you will never give it up?” She narrowed her eyes at me but didn’t respond. 

“You don’t know how the note got here, do you?”

“Ugh, fine, if it will shut you up, I’ll tell you. I don’t know who left the note, so there’s nothing to tell your little Vampire Council. I just got a partial communication that it was hidden in the library somewhere safe but still accessible. The exact location was cut off.”

Disha spoke up. “A partial communication? You sound like a character in a bad spy movie. Do you have some sort of spy network determined to expose vampire kind?” she asked with a laugh.

The woman’s jaw ticked.

“Oh my stars, you do,” I said, looking around at my friends, all of who looked shocked.

“Holy sparkly vampires,” Calder whispered, borrowing one of my favorite phrases. 

A spy network to expose vampires. When we found the access codes, I’d assumed maybe a few people were in on the scheme. I’d assumed the police would be able to find them easily.

But a whole network? That could be anything from a dozen to hundreds of people. Our tech people were good at catching and containing any info about vampires that leaked onto the internet, but it would be harder to weed out a whole network, especially if they had inside help. They couldn’t have gotten the access codes without someone on the inside.

“You may not know who left the note here, but you must know something,” I said.

She smiled, showing all her teeth, which was much less impressive without fangs. “That’s the thing. I don’t know much of anything. We’re all kept secluded and in the dark. Need-to-know information about our missions is all we get. Your police and your council can question me all they want, but I have almost nothing to tell. Now, can you please shut it? I’m done talking.”

I rolled my eyes. “So dramatic.”

It turned out our conversation was over anyway because the police burst in at that moment. 

Before they could take stock of the situation, Disha crossed her arms. “Umm, where were you? We had to catch the criminal without you, and she used a frickin’ Taser on my friend.”

I laughed a bit, Calder shaking behind me as well. We could always count on Disha to lighten the mood.




* * *




“Josie!” a voice called from the front of my boutique. I couldn’t see anyone over the display of gourmet canine dental chews I was stocking, but I knew that voice. I was relieved to hear it sound so chipper.

I set down the box of chews just as Maelynn arrived beside me, looking glamorous in a green vintage dress that showed off her figure. Her eyes shone as she handed me a bag. 

“What’s this?” I could tell by the weight and feel of the bag that it contained several blood bags, but I didn’t know why she was giving it to me.

Matilda ran up, her Scottie skirt swaying, and tried to stick her nose in the bag. I shooed her away, so she stuck her nose in the dental chew box instead, picking one up before I could stop her.

Laughing at my dog’s antics, Maelynn said, “It’s a gift. I asked around for your favorite blood blend. A+ with lime juice and coconut?”

My spine straightened. “Oh my stars! Seriously? But this blend is so pricey, Maelynn.”

She waved me off. “You deserve it for helping catch Krista.”

“Is that her name?”

“Yep!” Maelynn said, her joyful demeanor restored after the events two nights before. “I just found out. They ran her prints through the human system. Turns out she has a record with them too.”

“I’m sure she’ll get the punishment she deserves. I wonder what they’ll be able to learn from her about the spy network.”

Maelynn rubbed her chin. “I don’t know, but it’s scary. I really hope our tech people, the council, and the police can get to the bottom of it.”

“Me too.” I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the malicious humans trying to expose vampires. The hamster wheels in my investigator brain were spinning, reviewing the few details I knew over and over. 

I had a few contacts who worked for the council, so I might be able to get some more details from them later, but for now, I’d just have to be patient and hope they had the situation under control.

Returning my attention to Maelynn, I asked, “Have you heard anything about Easton?”

She nodded. “He’s fine. Awake, talking, walking. He has a nasty concussion, but he’ll be okay.”

“That’s so good to hear. Are you going to hire another security guard?”

“I don’t think so. The security company moved me up their queue. We talked yesterday, and they’re putting in a whole system next week.”

I waved Maelynn behind me as I rolled toward the back of the store, Matilda trotting along with her dental chew between her teeth. I put the blood in a little refrigerator under the sales counter. “Awesome. You’ll be able to sleep tight, curled up with Odin, knowing that everything’s okay at the library.”

“Speaking of Odin, where are those leashes you mentioned the other day? I think he needs the polka-dot one. It matches his vibe.”

Laughing, I rolled back to the sales floor. “They’re right over here. I think he needs one of our new book-shaped dog toys as well; on me, of course.”




* * *
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The day was hotter than Hades already, and anything over 75 in April in St. Marin’s is just too darn hot. The walk to the store had made me sweat, and Mayhem’s and Taco’s tongues were hanging almost to the ground as they made their way to the water bowl by the front window. These two bookstore dogs were happy I’d caved and turned on the AC already. 

That was one thing about an unseasonably hot day in a tourist town – it usually drove people to two places – into shops or onto the water. Since many of the rental points and scenic cruises were still running for limited hours because of the time of year, that left shops as the main places to cool off. 

And able to cool off, they were. Our store was packed with people browsing and buying, and some even just sitting in our comfy seats with their eyes closed. I didn’t blame them. It was hot and when you could relax and stay cool, why wouldn’t you? Add to that an iced coffee from Rocky’s café, and you had yourself the makings of a nice summer, I mean spring day.

My assistant manager, Marcus, and I had decided we were going to do a Dog Days of Spring display in one of our front windows since the forecast called for temperatures in the high 80s for the next week,  so I’d begun pulling out all the dog-related books I could think of off-hand. Mark Doty’s Dog Years, The Art of Racing in the Rain by Garth Stein, and my childhood favorite: The Poky Little Puppy.

I had also contacted my friend Cate to ask her if she had a dog portrait we could include in our display since I knew she had often been hired to do pet photos as part of her business as a professional artist, and that idea had spurred me to announce a dog photo contest on our social media pages with the winner receiving a large gift card for my store, All Booked Up, as well as an honorary guest dog bed for their winning pup, should they come and visit.

Already, the photos were rolling in, and I was thoroughly enjoying all the pup photos as well as the lengths people would go to with their dogs to get a great shot. My favorite so far showed a teacup chihuahua in a fine China cup, asleep with its tongue draped over the side of the mug. But the contest was going on for another three days, so I was trying to keep an open mind. 

“Harvey,” Marcus said as I returned from pulling Underwater Dogs from the animals' section, “What do you think?”

In the middle of the window, Marcus had used old book boxes to create a dog house complete with a roof, a sign that said “Mayhem,” and a dog bed with the house’s new owner, and my beloved pet, already sleeping inside. “Oh my word,” I shouted, “how perfect. And clearly, my dog hates it.” 

Marcus laughed. “She tried to get in there before I was even done building.” He laughed. “I think she’s ready to be the star. She might be tired of Taco getting all the attention.” 

Marcus was right. Visitors had a hard time resisting my basset hound’s droopy face and long ears, and sometimes I, too, had wondered if Mayhem was jealous. Now, though, she was getting her due, not that she’d notice if she slept through all the attention. 

Leaving Marcus to the work he did so much more effectively than I did, I turned back into the store toward the register and saw a tiny form dart behind the shelves of the psychology section. Something about the way the person moved made me suspicious, and I crept around the other end of the shelf only to find that no one was there. 

I shook my head and imagined I must have been seeing things, but when I turned to head back the way I’d came, I noticed that an entire shelf of books was missing. Maybe twenty-five books had just gone. Everything from Raising Good Humans to No Drama Discipline was gone. Almost the entire parenting section. 

For a very long moment, I stared at the shelves a bit dumb-founded that somehow someone, a tiny someone if my eyes had gauged their height right, had stolen a huge collection of books right out from under my nose. My first instinct was to shout for Marcus to put the place on lockdown, but I really didn’t want to traumatize the entire store. 

So instead, I wandered to the front door and pretended to straighten the magazines while also frantically texting my assistant manager about what had just happened. 

“What?! ALL the parenting books?” his response said. 

“Except for the four on the end cap, yep,” I texted. 

A moment later, I saw him hop out of the window and casually walk back to Psychology, where we kept the books on child-rearing, to see for himself. I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t have believed me either. 

A second later, his twisted high top poked out from behind the shelves. “Did you see this?” he said. 

I jogged back over to him. “The empty shelf? Yeah, I saw it.” 

“No, this,” he held up a card with a glittery star on it. “It was laying on the shelf.” 

I took the card from him and studied it. Aside from the teal star shimmering from the center of it, it was a typical index card with a red line at the top and the faint blue ones across one side. For a brief moment, my brain went on a tangent  wondering why exactly we still produce index cards and then why they were printed this way in the first place. 

Fortunately, Marcus’s mind wasn’t quite so flighty. “I think it’s a calling card,” He said as he took the card back from me and studied it more closely. 

I rolled my eyes. “Our thief leaves a calling card. What is Inspector Poirot going to come out of the backroom to solve the case next?” 

“Maybe,” Marcus said. “That would be pretty cool, right?” Thanks to Galen, our most loyal customer and avid mystery reader, Marcus had been on a Christie binge of late. He was almost done reading Postern Of Fate, her last book, and I feared a deep melancholy once he entered the world without her books. 

“I suppose, but do you really think our thief left this? Maybe it’s just a remnant of some craft we did a while ago,” I suggested. 

He stared at me for a long minute. “You have an express NO GLITTER ban in this store. Did you forget the time Cate tried to bring in that glitter-covered globe for our map window?” 

I hadn’t forgotten, although I would have liked to. I’d sort of lost my head when I saw the faint trail of glitter on my floor. Glitter never goes away, and it appears everywhere once it’s introduced. I had thrown a royal hissy fit and actually tossed the globe out the front door, much to the surprise of a group of passing tourists. 

It had taken a while for Cate to forgive me for that one, and I didn’t blame her. But my point had been made, and no one had tried to slip any glitter into the store again. 

Until today. 

“I see your point,” I said to Marcus as I took out my phone. “Time to call in the friendly neighborhood police officers.” 

Marcus grinned. “I can’t wait until you tell your fiancé about this one.” He surveyed the empty shelf once again. “I’ll go look and see what we have in overstock to fill this space in the meantime.” 

I nodded with the phone to my ear, and then I said, “Jared, there’s been a robbery at the store.” 

To his credit, my fiancé, the only full-time police deputy in our town, arrived within minutes at a steady jog from the sheriff’s office up the street. As usual, he looked handsome in his uniform, even if my preferred look for him was jeans and a ratty t-shirt while he tended his luxurious garden. 

After giving him a quick hug, I took him back to the scene of the crime, showed him the glitter card that I had placed carefully back on the shelf, and then told him what I saw. “Basically, you saw a very short person steal almost their height in books?” he said with one raised eyebrow. 

“Well, when you put it like that . . . and I didn’t actually see them take the books.” I sighed. “I saw them, and then I came back to check on the person because they seemed odd, you know, moving suspiciously—”


“Like this?” Jared interrupted and did that high-prancing walk that villains always do in cartoons. 

I sighed. “No, I guess they were just looking around a lot.” I sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m making too much of the person.” 

Jared shook his head. “No, Harvey, you’re not. I’m sorry. You have good instincts. My question is more about the practicality of a very short person being able to carry three feet of books, you know?” 

He had a solid point. I was a seasoned book carrier, and I couldn’t manage to carry all those books in one stack. Even Marcus, who had a good foot in height on me would struggle. “So, we think there’s another thief?” 

Jared shrugged and took out his notebook. “Tell me about everyone you can remember being in the store.” 

I ran through the list of customers I recalled, and Marcus did the same. Many were regulars, and the tourists we’d had sort of all blended together in a wash of shorts, flowy shirts, and sun hats. “Not much help, huh?” 

Jared smiled. “Every detail helps. You know that.” He winked at me. “Now, what books are missing?”

I had been dreading this question because, while I could determine the answer, it was going to take quite a bit of work on our part. “I’ll need a little time to pull together a list.” I nodded toward the empty shelf. “I have to compare our inventory with what’s left.” 

Jared nodded. “I’ll take a look around while you do that, see if I notice anything odd.” He headed toward the back room. “And the alarm on the back door didn’t go off, right?” 

I shook my head, “And I double-checked. It’s definitely on.” 

Jared’s brow furrowed. “Very odd.” He wandered further into the back hall with his flashlight trained on the floor. 

At the register, I printed out the pages of our inventory that pertained to the psychology section – parenting was only a sub-category we created on the shelf - and then took a pen and sat down on the floor to compare the list to the titles. Fortunately, our psych section wasn’t very big, so I hoped the process wouldn’t take too long. 

I had just made it to the second page of titles when Marcus called my name from the front of the store. He was staring at the fiction section, the M’s specifically, or rather where most of the M’s had been. Another empty shelf loomed in front of us. Everything from Maupin to Michener was gone. Probably forty  books this time. 

I was beginning to wish we had put the store on lockdown. At this rate, I’d be out of inventory by days’ end. “I’ll get Jared,” I said and jogged to the back of the store. I wasn’t a jogger normally, and I didn’t love it, especially in my laid-back, casual bookstore. But desperate times . . . 

Jared sprinted back up to the front of the store with me and stared at the shelf, where wisely, Marcus and I had both left the second index card right where it was. This time, it was embossed with a pink glitter-covered circle. No doubt about it now, this was an intentional mark left by our thief. 

“Did you see anything?” Jared asked Marcus. 

Marcus shook his head. “I was just straightening the front display table when I turned around to see this. They took the books when I was standing right here.” 

A thought zoomed into my brain. “Did you hear the bell over the door ring?”

“No,” he said. “I would have looked up if I had. Reflex.” 

I knew just what he meant. Every time I heard a bell now, whether it was here or on TV, I looked toward the door to see who was coming or going. 

Jared took a step closer to us. “Then that means the thief and the books are still here.” He kept his voice low. “They may be waiting for a time when you all are distracted to get the books out.” 

I looked at my fiancé and tilted my head. “Really?” 

He shot me a look and put a finger to his lips. “Shh, we don’t want them to know we’re onto them.” 

I studied his face for a minute. “You’re serious?” 

He scowled.

“You’re serious?” I whispered this time. “You think someone has stashed a few dozen books in my store and we-“ I pointed between Marcus and me, “wouldn’t notice that.” 

Jared nodded. “Seems the most likely  possibility.” 

I loved my fiancé, and he was excellent at his job. But I wasn’t sure I could get on board with this theory. Still, he was the police officer, and despite my strangely extensive experience in solving crimes, I knew better than to think I knew better. 

“So what do we do?” Marcus asked. 

“We wait,” Jared said. “I’m going to run back to the station to change and let Tuck know about the situation.” He looked from me to Marcus. “Meanwhile, one of you needs to have an eye – or ear – to the front door at all times. If the back alarm goes off, one of you needs to be there to see who set it off.” 

Marcus and I nodded, our marching orders well in hand. I still had my doubts about Jared’s theory, but I could see his logic. He was trusting our awareness of our customers, and I couldn’t really fault him for seeing how we could do that more easily than we could keep track of a few dozen books amongst thousands. 

The thing was, we would notice if that many books were misshelved. We absolutely would. 

But since the store was fairly quiet and I was on the highest alert, I decided to spend the next few minutes patrolling the store. Maybe the books were hidden under a chair or something that we just hadn’t noticed. 

“You got the back door?” I asked Marcus. 

He gave a firm nod and moved toward the back of the store, where I could see him doing just what I planned to do – looking under chairs and behind shelved books to see if someone had stashed the goods. 

I walked quickly over to Rocky, my eyes on the front door the whole time, explained what Jared had planned, and asked her to please keep an eye on the front for me while I did a quick circuit. Without hesitation, she moved toward the magazines and began to pull those that needed to go back for the week. It was a job we all fought over because it was so fulfilling to tidy the racks and make stacks of the old magazines to then strip off their covers later. Plus, whoever did the job got their stack of the old mags to take home. 

Today, though, I didn’t care that Rocky had grabbed that privilege because I was bound and determined to find my missing inventory if it was actually in the store. 

Sadly, but strangely rewardingly, too, there was no sign of the missing books anywhere. By the time Jared came back and took up his seat at the front of the shop, I had searched all of the fiction section without luck, and a fast run-through of the rest of the shop with Marcus yielded the same results. The books were nowhere to be found. 

Marcus decided to spend the rest of his shift in the backroom to see what inventory we had to replace what had been stolen. That task  kept him busy but also near the backdoor, which he watched through the propped-open stockroom door. 

Meanwhile, I tried to ignore the whole situation and simply run my store. I was probably more diligent about this than need be given how many customers had scurried away when I approached to ask if they needed help, but I couldn’t just stand around. When a white guy in what looked to be his 50s actually smiled as I walked toward him, I let out a sigh of relief. “Is there something I can help you find?” I asked. 

“Do you, by chance, have any Asimov? I’m a huge fan, and I’ve been wanting to see what I’m missing from his oeuvre,” he said with a grin. 

“Well, anyone who uses the word oeuvre correctly deserves some special treatment! Want to see the vintage-inspired collection of his complete works that we just got in?” 

“When you say vintage . . . “ He left the question unfinished. 

“I mean original illustrations for the covers but hardbound,” I waggled my eyebrows. For any sci-fi nerd, the original artwork was everything, and this man was no different. 

“Please, show me where I can spend my money,” he said. 

I wasn’t at all surprised when he bought the entire set of a couple dozen volumes. He was a real fan, and when I told him about our sci-fi reading group, he said asked to join our mailing list so he could get updates and plan to come over from Annapolis each month. His purchase and enthusiasm alone almost made up for the fact that we had a thief in our midst. 

Although at this point, I was pretty sure that the robber had made it out of the store with our merchandise, and I was going to have to write off several hundred dollars in inventory. There’d been no sign of anyone who looked like the person I had glimpsed earlier, and we still hadn’t found the books that had been stolen. 

With the backroom completely ordered and our shelves replenished as much as possible, Marcus called it a night and headed out. I took up a slightly more central position in the store, with Jared still staked out in the front, and began to completely re-alphabetize the photography and art books. Customers loved to pull these off the shelves and browse through them, so these titles got a bit more disordered and worse for wear than many others. It was about time for me to take care of them again. 

The books were so bulky and heavy that this task required me to sit on the floor, so I set myself with my back to the shelves and my eyes on the floor and began to shift sections of books to the floor. Soon, I was surrounded by  elbow-high towers of books, sorted by artist name, and I was confident I’d finish the project before we closed for the night. 

But my enthusiasm for my system of organization proved disastrous when I saw the tiny book thief dodge around the business shelves just to my left. Getting up from the floor was already a feat  in my late 40s, but add to that the need to vault over stacks of books, and I had no hope of catching the culprit. 

My blood-curdling cackle of frustration, however, did alert Jared to a problem, and he charged through the store, almost taking me out as I finally plunged around the shelf in pursuit of the short-statured culprit. We ended up in a sort of puddle of limbs just before the travel section, and there was no sign of the thief. 

“Are you okay?” Jared asked as he pulled me to my feet. “I’m so sorry. I just heard you scream and came running.” 

“I saw him? Her? Them? I saw the thief go that way.” I pointed into the addition that served as our reading and group event space and then jogged that way. 

Just as I was about to step around the first fiction bookshelf, Jared’s strong hand on my shoulder forced me a stop. “Harvey, seriously, let me go first.” 

I looked over at him, and he gave me a serious stare before drawing his gun and heading around the corner as I basically walked on his heels. He scanned the full space and then holstered his gun. “No one is in here.” 

With a flail of my hands, I exclaimed, “How is that possible? There is absolutely no other place they could have gone.” Then, I sighed as I pointed over at the poetry section that Marcus had artfully arranged just last week to try and optimize our small selection and the gorgeous covers of these books. Every single shelf was empty. I sank onto a chair nearby and pointed silently. 

Jared turned in the direction of my gesture and then said, “I take it that shelf wasn’t empty before.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Of course not. Do you think I would leave prime book space empty during the height of our busiest season?” 

Jared winced at my tone, and I sighed. “I’m sorry. This is just so frustrating, and honestly, this much loss of inventory could be really bad for my business.” 

He sat down next to me. “I know. I know. We’re going to figure this out,” he said as he pulled me into his chest. 

As I let myself relax against his warm body, an image floated into my mind. “Green socks,” I muffled into Jared’s chest. 

“What’s that?” he said as I sat up. 

“The thief has on green, dinosaur socks,” I repeated. 

“That’s a very specific thing to remember.” 

“I know, but they were some socks. That neon green that was so popular when we were kids.” I rubbed my eyes. “I think it’s burned into my retinas.” 

“That’s some green then,” he said. “And a great detail for when we catch them.” He looked at me steadily. “We will catch them.” 

I looked at him. “How? I saw them, and I still couldn’t catch them.” 

Jared nodded. “I think it’s time to call in reinforcements.” 

In any normal situation or TV crime show, the aforementioned reinforcements would be police officers, but here, at my store, I knew Jared had something different in mind. “You want to send the text or want me to?” 

“You go ahead, and keep an eye on the front door until someone else gets here,” Jared said. “I’m going to do another pass through the store.” 

I did as he suggested and texted my friends while I checked out the front of the store and did my own quick look around up there. Fortunately, our group text was well-established as a way for all my friends to communicate, so the responses came quickly and adamantly. Everyone would arrive, en force, in a few minutes. 

Meanwhile, Rocky brought me a decaf latte and said she had just coordinated with my mom to bring in dinner for everyone. As usual, the people I loved were showing up for me in massive ways, and I couldn’t have been more grateful. 

My dear friends, Stephen and Walter, were the first to arrive with the makings for some delicious drink that involved, apparently, a lot of mint. Mom and Dad came next with bags and bags of lettuce to which everyone else contributed toppings as they came into the store. Elle brought carrots and radishes, already sliced, and Woody carried in four bottles of dressing. Rocky toasted up some croutons from the day’s leftover herbed flatbread, and Tuck and Lu came in with boiled eggs and shredded cheese. Henri, Bear, and Pickle brought in an array of other veggies and bacon to add in, and when Lucas and Cate arrived with their  infamous cupcakes, we had a feast of a meal, all easily set up in the backroom. 

As soon as each person fixed their salad bowl, they took a seat in a different section of the store, their assignments carefully plotted out by Tuck and Jared and their seats strategically positioned. It was like having living security cameras on hand. Everyone sat and ate, and   each took out a book or e-reader and settled in, scanning the room every couple of minutes. 

I stayed at the register, ready to ring up the few actual customers we had, and I was surprised to find that the crowd was steady. Perhaps it was the extra people that could be seen through the shop’s windows, or maybe it was just a fluke. But we were steady and busy, and I was grateful. At least we’d make a bit more money to make up for the inventory I was now convinced was completely lost. 

Jared had scoured the empty poetry shelves and found another index card, this one with a sparkly pink heart. This time, though, the  craft blue of the card  a bit wet to the touch. When he showed me, I lost it a little. “So you’re telling me that not only is this thief in my store with almost $1,000 of inventory, but they’re doing crafts now. Unbelievable.” 

Marcus took my hands and led me to the back room, where he had set out my favorite vanilla cupcake. “Look, Harvey, I can run the store. You just relax. It’s been a long day.” 

I hated to take him up on his offer, especially since he had come back in after he was already off, but I needed a break. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be out in a few.” I picked up my cupcake and toasted him as he turned and left. 

I licked the frosting off one side of the cupcake and then let myself enjoy the moist, super-rich cake that really was the best part of Lucas’s creations. I was just about to begin the second part of my cupcake ritual – the eating of the rest of the frosting – when a noise in the back corner of the room caught my attention. It wasn’t loud, and if I hadn’t been on such a high level of alert, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it. 

But notice it, I did. A small scrape, like a piece of paper falling  off a desk. Doing my best to be silent, I stood and tiptoed over to the corner. There, laying face-up, was an index card with a bright rainbow in glitter partially finished on its front. 

I leapt forward, cupcake still in hand, and looked behind the stack of boxes that Marcus had arranged by genre and author earlier in the day. “Aha!” I shouted as I pressed the cupcake into a box marked “Fiction – G.” 

Nothing. There was no one there. 

I spun around, convinced that the thief was in the room with me, but I didn’t see anyone, and despite a very thorough and terribly messy search of the room, I found no one. 

Still, I had this rainbow card, and it had not, I was certain, been there when I sat down. I would have noticed glittery things on most days, given my hatred of the stuff, but after this day, I certainly would not have missed a very brightly colored index card. Someone had been in this room . . . with me. 

I took a moment to scrape the cupcake off the box and an even longer pause to consider whether I could still eat it before tossing it in the bin. Then, I picked up the card with two fingers at the tip of one corner and walked out into the store. “The thief is still here,” I shouted like a bullhorn into the store. 

With a bit of foresight that bordered on prophecy, Marcus had decided to close the store early, and so only my friends were present to hear my bellow. But honestly, at that moment, I didn’t care. I was livid, and I felt like I was being taunted purposefully. 

Mart, who had come into the store while I was hiding in the back, came charging over with her boyfriend Symeon on her heels. “What’s wrong?” she said as she grabbed me by the arms. “You look,” she paused and looked at me, “you look like you could punch a hole through that wall.” She gestured toward the wall by the bathroom. 

“I could,” I spat. “Look what I found.” I held up the card. 

Jared came sprinting from the front. “I just saw someone behind the café counter,” he said and then stopped short as he saw what I was holding. “Where did you find that?” 

“In the back room. You saw someone in the café?” I said. “Where are they?” 

Jared rubbed the back of his head. “That’s the thing, I have no idea. I lost them.” 

I stared at him for a long moment as our friends gathered around us. “You lost them?” I finally said. “How?” 

“I have no idea. There’s not a door back there that I don’t know about, is there?” 

“Nope, no entrance directly,” Rocky said. “Believe me, if there was, I’d love it. I hate having to carry everything through the bookstore.” 

We’d talked about the troublesome layout before, and I had plans to put in a second door at the back of her small kitchen sometime. Now, though, I was glad we only had two entrances. “That’s right. And we’ve had both the front and back entrances covered,” I said. “Whoever is doing this is still here.” 

It was then that I noticed that a ripple of laughter was spreading through the small group of people around me. I was so livid, and they were laughing. Laughing, it seemed, at me. “What?! What is so funny?” 

At that moment, a very short person walked out from amidst the group. “Hi Auntie Harvey,” he said with a huge smile on his face. 

“Milo,” I said as I knelt down in front of him, my anger momentarily forgotten at the sight of Cate and Lucas’s eight-year-old nephew. “What are you doing here? I didn’t know you were coming to visit.” 

“It’s a surprise,” he said as his smile grew even wider and he waved his little fingers around in glee. His little, glitter-covered fingers. 

I sunk back on my heels. “Wait just a minute,” I said as I pulled his arm toward me. “What is this?” 

“What’s what?” he said with his eyes crossed. 

“This,” I said and pressed a flake of glitter off his pointer finger onto mine. 

“Oh, that!” he said with a sheepish grin that showed off his dimples. “That’s glitter, Auntie Harvey. I know you love glitter.”

I stared at him a minute. “You do know that I hate glitter, don’t you?” Last Halloween, he had come into my store as a disco ball, all glitter and handheld flashlights, and while I had appreciated his ingenuity, I had winced with every spin he made. “You’re tossing glitter everywhere,” I’d said. So of course, he had spun some more. 

Now, with his glitter-covered hands, he did a little dance and kept on smiling. 

“You little stinker,” I said and lunged for him as he darted away. I gave chase as soon as I got myself up off the floor, and we hurled through the store for a good ten minutes before I pulled the old “reverse course” move by the fiction shelves and caught the little tyke in a bear hug. “You stole my books?” 

“Uh-huh,” he said as he wriggled against my arms. “But I didn’t really steal them. Stealing is bad, so I don’t do that. They’re still here.” 

I let him go then. “Where? I’ve looked everywhere.” 

“Not up,” Cate said as she led the posse of laughing people around the corner. 

Instinctively, I looked up to the ceiling and then back at Cate. “Up?” I was completely lost. 

“Look over there, Auntie Harvey,” Jared said with a small smile of his own. 

I followed the direction he pointed and saw, stacked high in a corner, a big pile of books. 

I glared at Jared, but before I could say anything, Marcus said, “And there.” He gestured toward the industrial light that hung over Rocky’s counter, where another stack of books sat. 

Mom cleared her throat and pointed to the front of the shop, on the ledge over the dog display window. Another stack of books was neatly waiting. 

“Are you serious?” I said and then looked back at Milo. “How did those get there?” My mood had been lifted by this little man’s presence, but seeing my books still here sent a wave of  relief – and insight – through me. 

“I put them there,” he said. “Want to see?” 

I nodded vehemently. I most certainly did. 

And just like that, Milo went to one of the store’s bookshelves and scaled it like Spiderman before reaching up, grabbing the iron beams that held up the roof, and hauling himself onto one. Then, he crawled to each of the places the books were stacked and laughed with abandon. From above the café, he said, “You didn’t even hear me?” 

“No, no, I did not,” I said. But then I looked at the shelf, the beam, and the books. “But how did you—” I interrupted myself and spun to glare at my friends, who were all holding back more laughs behind their hands. 

“Sorry, we’re not sorry, Harvey,” Mart said, even though she knew I loathed that expression. “It was Milo’s idea, and we wouldn’t pass on it.” She gave Milo a high five. ”We figured it would do you good to solve a mystery that had a completely happy ending.”

“All of you knew?” I said as I scanned the group. “Even you?” I looked first at Jared. “And you?” I said to Marcus.

They both nodded as Mayhem and Taco bounded over to me and bumped into my legs. “You two, too?” 

“Oh yeah, we had to do several test runs earlier in the week to be sure the hounds wouldn’t alert you,” Lucas said. 

I scowled at my dogs. “And you, Mr. Sheriff, you used police resources for a prank.” 

“Well, technically, Jared and I are both off today, so we were acting in our own stead,” he said while trying to keep a smile from my lips. 

I took a few steps and sank  into an armchair. “I can’t believe that all the people I love bounded together to almost kill me with worry.” I sighed. “At least Galen isn’t here.” 

“Oh, he’s not here,” Mart said, “because we filmed each step, and he’s putting together a masterpiece of reels to showcase the whole endeavor.” She stopped short when she saw my face. 

“You’re going to use my humiliation on social media?” I glared at her, and then I fell into a fit of laughter. “My sales will be through the roof.” 

Mart wiped a hand across her forehead. “Whew. That’s what we thought when Milo came to us with the idea. It would make great marketing.”

“Milo, come down here,” I yelled to him and then watched him deftly lower himself from the light to the café counter and then onto the floor. “Where in the world did you get this idea?” 

“Ocean’s 11,” he said. “I’m going to be a professional burglar one day but only to steal back stuff that was stolen by bad people.” His tone was so matter-of-fact that I didn’t doubt it. 

“So you were testing your skills on me?” I asked. 

“Sort of,” he said, “and getting you back for giving me books that are written in invisible ink.” He shook his head. “You know how long it takes to put lemon juice on every page of a book?” 

“Probably almost as long as it takes to write the book,” I said with a grin. “Fair enough. That was pretty evil, huh?” 

“Totally evil,” he said as he bumped into my leg. 

“So then, we’re even. No more pranks. Deal?” I said putting my hand out for a fist bump. 

“Deal,” he said before turning to his uncle. “Have any more cupcakes? I’m starving.” 

As my friends gathered in the middle of the floor to have a wine, Sprite, and cupcake celebration, I settled against Jared’s chest, took in all that was around me, and said a word of gratitude to whatever forces made all this goodness possible.

That is, until my eyes skimmed over the ceiling again, “Wait, how are we going to get those books down?” Everyone laughed again.




* * *
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Molly Green was at the Hawthorn Heights Public Library on a summer Saturday morning. However, she wasn’t checking out any books. She was in the Cuyahoga River Conference room, surrounded by plants. Admittedly, Molly was usually surrounded by plants, as she managed and was part owner of Patty’s Plant Place, a local garden center handed down to the women in her family through her grandparents. Today, Molly was volunteering with her life-long friend, Claudia Moore, to manage the quarterly Plant Swap held at the library. It was July, so they were swapping indoor houseplants and would focus on outdoor perennials to plant in October. 

“I’m giving this string of pearls succulent just ten more minutes, and then I’m claiming it,” Claudia said as she gingerly held the longest strands of the plant in her palm. 

“I don’t think you need to wait, Claud. It’s been here for an hour. Go for it.” Molly laughed and blew her bangs out of her eyes. Her short haircut was growing out, and she thought about getting it chopped again for the millionth time.

“Ok. A succulent for a succulent. Even trade.” Claudia nodded and placed the purple pot next to her leather, designer purse on a chair behind the table where they stood. Claudia had brought a jade plant that a former boyfriend had given her. Like most of Claudia’s relationships, that one had ended abruptly and on particularly bad terms. She had reason to want to get rid of the little jade.

“This might be our busiest Plant Swap yet. We’re really moving plants in and out today,” Molly said as she adjusted the dozen or so plants on their table. She had brought her own pothos cutting and a few plants from the shop to donate. 

“How’s it going in here?” Scott, Molly’s husband, asked as he sauntered into the conference room. He had dark hair and gray eyes. “No one’s really interested in my book club so far,” he told them, crestfallen. 

“Oh, Scotty, you’ll find some members,” Molly told him, rubbing his back to comfort her bookish husband. “Just not all of them in one day.” 

“Tell me again about this new book club. What’s it about?” Claudia asked. 

“I just want to connect with other readers who want to read physical books. The hard copies. They don’t have to be hardbacks, just not an e-book. I don’t like electronic readers.” 

“Wait. What?” Claudia demanded and then looked at Molly for help. Molly just shook her head. “You’re a computer programmer, and you don’t like e-readers? That doesn’t make sense. You’re anti-technology when it comes to reading, but not everything else?”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re not the first one to say that. I’m not anti-technology. I just like books. The pages, the cover, the smell, the feel. They’re so much better than holding what feels like a big phone in my hands. I figured the library would be the best place to find other non-e-reader readers, but so far, only Mr. Horner signed up at my little table in the atrium.”

“Oh! Mr. Horner!” Molly exclaimed. “So you do have someone! See? Look at that!”

“He only reads nonfiction, though,” Scott said and then continued in a lower voice, “and he kinda smells like fish.”

“But he’s a nice old man. Maybe you can help him find some fiction that he’ll like. I bet a librarian could help you find a historically accurate crime novel or something. Educational but also exciting.” 

“Yeah, historical fiction is the best,” Claudia put in. She was a curator at the city’s history museum and read a lot of historical fiction novels. “Just don’t sit right next to him.”

“Maybe. I’ll let you ladies get back to it,” Scott said. “You seem to be having more luck than me.” He gave Molly a kiss on the cheek, and he headed for the door. 

As Scott reached the doorway, another man almost ran into him. “Oh, excuse me,” Scott mumbled.

“No problem at all. What’s going on in here? Plants at the library?” The man was also probably in his early thirties and had shoulder-length red hair. His short-sleeved shirt with a Rubik's Cube graphic provided a nearly full view of his metal prosthetic arm and hand. Molly recognized him as someone who had been talking in the hallway earlier with the Library Board President.

Scott eyed the metal arm that held three thick books and said, “Yeah, plants at the library. It’s a Plant Swap.” He explained the swapping mechanisms and finished by saying, “Or you can just buy a plant, too, if you didn’t happen to bring any greenery with you this morning.”

“What a fun event. I’d love a new plant,” the man said, smiling.

“Five dollars for any plant you want on the table!” Claudia called to the newcomer across the room. She eyed Molly and said in a voice only for her friend, “He’s kinda cute.” Molly just shook her head with a smile. 

“So, uh, you’re reading some Gibson?” Scott asked the man, pointing to the books he held.

“I am.” He shifted the books to hold up the top tome in his right, non-prosthetic hand. His metallic hand could hold much more than a normal, fleshy hand. Molly could certainly never palm three thick books herself. “Count Zero. I just finished Necromancer last night and needed to get the second one in the series right away.”

“William Gibson was a visionary. Wrote about cyberspace before it was a thing. He’s one of my favorites.” Molly knew this to be true. She was always on the lookout for a rare, signed copy of any Gibson novel for Scott.

“Absolutely. I’m James. Seems we have the same taste in fiction.” James held out his right hand for a handshake. Scott took it and shook hardily. 

“Scott. My wife is Molly, over there with the brown hair. Her friend, Claudia, is the one with glasses.” The women waved, and Claudia adjusted her new, teal tortoiseshell glasses absently. “I keep thinking I need to delve into Gibson’s short stories, but I haven’t yet.” 

“Oh, they’re just as good. You really should. Short fiction is so satisfying when you can read a whole story arc in one sitting.”

“Well, I’m at the library. I might as well go find a copy right now,” Scott said, chuckling. He took a step out of the room toward the stacks but then hesitated. “So, do you like, uh, reading books? Like physical books? Not e-readers? I’m . . .  um . . .  starting a physical book club,” he said shyly. 

James smiled. “I understand that. There’s just something about a book. I work on robotics all day. I own West Robotics, and we create high-tech machines for factories and researchers. We also have a prosthetics division, which may not surprise you.” He held up his arm and continued, “But for some hobbies, I prefer to remain low tech. I have an e-reader, but I do really like a real book better. I’d love to join your club.”
“Oh, you would? That’s so great. I’m hoping to choose our first book by the end of the month and start regular meetings in August or maybe September. I have a sign-up sheet in the atrium,” Scott said quickly, almost apologetically.

“How did I miss it? I’ll sign up on my way out.” James moved toward the plant table, then turned back to Scott. “Are you taking a plant home? Want to help me pick out the best one for a bachelor?” Molly watched this new friendship form so organically and quickly that she felt like it was a zinnia happily growing in the summer sun. She instantly liked James, and she could tell Scott did too. 

The men walked over to the table and inspected the plants. Claudia acted as the cheery and slightly flirty saleslady. Molly let Claudia do the talking, although she got the name of two plants wrong. 

A teen library patron came in with twin boys with matching freckles, and Molly gave them her attention. She felt a kinship with the children as she was an identical twin herself. May, Molly’s twin, also worked at Patty’s Plant Place. The boys picked out a flowering African violet to give to their mother, and Molly accepted their donation. Next, an elderly woman with a yellow headscarf came in with a withering Christmas cactus and swapped it with one of Molly’s perky pothos plants. 

Twenty minutes later, Scott and James were still chatting in the corner with James’s new aloe vera when Hawthorn Heights Public Library Board President, Frank Driscoll, burst into the room, followed by the head librarian, Annette Carroll. Molly knew the pair didn’t get along, and their body language certainly showed it. Annette’s arms were crossed, and she walked slightly behind Frank, who acted like he had entered the room on his own. Annette was a small, older woman with a pointy nose, and Frank was portly with a mustache. He did something important at their local bank branch that Molly could never remember and was well known in the little town.

“Scott, my man, I heard you were here for the plant sale!” Frank boomed at Scott and clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Oh, hey, Frank,” Scott answered. “It’s a Plant Swap, actually. You can bring a plant here to —”

“Glad you’re at the library on a Saturday. You’re showing initiative, young man. I think you really have board member potential. You’ve got a good chance of being our next member.” Molly noticed that James looked happy to see Frank. He was such a popular guy.

“I sent my application, reading list, and resume to Annette before the last monthly meeting,” Scott said, looking to the white-haired librarian. “I thought there was only one open seat, and I was the only applicant.”

“It’s true,” Annette interjected before Frank could answer. “The board will vote at the August meeting, and it’s very unlikely they will not accept your application, dear.” She paused. “I know you are better at returning books on time than some of our board.” She gave Frank a quick, tight-lipped glance. “I don’t get a vote, but I will certainly put in a good word for you.”

“Thank you, Annette,” Scott said and then turned to Frank. “I appreciate your uh. . .  support too. I’m excited to give back to the library.” 

Annette nodded and headed over to Molly and Claudia. Frank exchanged some more awkward words with Scott about how Annette needed to retire soon. James didn’t say anything but was engaged in the conversation.

“Do you mind helping to haul the table and chairs back to the attic when the event is over?” Annette asked Molly and Claudia. “Our high school volunteers, who usually do this sort of thing, left early this morning.”

Molly looked at Claudia for confirmation and then said, “We wouldn’t mind at all. Just tell us where to go.”

Annette and Frank left the room at the same time, but Frank stopped to chat with an assistant librarian, Jessica Powers, in the hallway. They spoke quietly and stood rather close together. Frank seemed to be talking with everyone today.

Just before noon, Harriett Kennedy, a beloved, regular Patty’s Plant Place customer, visited the Plant Swap and purchased all the remaining plants, even the sad Christmas cactus. 

“I guess you’re our plant rescuer of the day,” Molly said to her as she tucked the plants into an open cardboard box for Harriett.

“That was my plan all along,” Harriett said, winking at Claudia. Harriett’s long white hair was held behind her head in a youthful bun that almost made her look 20 years younger. The wrinkles around her eyes betrayed her elder status, however. “I knew when the event was wrapping up and planned my entrance just right after my visit to the Farmer’s Market.”

“Well, I appreciate that I’m not adopting all of these leftover plants,” Molly said. “I barely have room in our house for any more.” 

Molly and Claudia collected their signs and tablecloth and folded up the tables and chairs. Scott returned to the conference room with some newly loaned books, including a William Gibson short story collection. James trailed behind him. Molly liked that James was still hanging out with Scott.

“Annette says there’s a service elevator around the corner,” she told Scott. 

“I don’t understand why they haul tables and chairs up and down all the time. Why not just leave them here?” Claudia said as she followed Molly out of the conference room. Molly and Scott carried the heavy, brown particle board folding table together. 

“Frank told me they have nicer furniture in the closet in the corner but didn’t want to get them dirty because of the plants and soil,” Scott said. 

“I’ll just wait by the book checkout,” James told Scott. Molly nodded as if James were talking to her.

Like the folding table and chairs, the elevator was also old and noisy. It had a metal grate surrounding a wooden platform. When Claudia closed the grate, it creaked loudly, and Molly worried it wouldn’t open again. There was rust on the corners of the grate, and it was bent where the handle latched in place. She noted spiderwebs and tried to avert her eyes to avoid noticing any live spiders.

“Frank said barely anyone uses this elevator,” Scott told the women. “I can see why. The elevator to the second floor doesn't go to the attic for some reason. This one is the only one that goes all the way up.” 

The elevator slowly creaked its way to the third floor. Molly felt like it would never get there. The musty smell didn’t dissipate as the elevator moved.

“I bet the high school kids just haul this stuff up the steps,” Molly said when the elevator stopped with a jarring halt. “I want to take the steps on the way down, for sure. This is creepy.” 

Claudia pushed the grate out of the way, and the trio exited the elevator as quickly as possible while carrying the bulky furniture. Once they were on stable ground again, none of them felt stable, however. 

“Oh, no,” Molly whispered as Claudia gasped, dropping the three metal folding chairs with a loud clatter. 

“Frank?” Scott asked with panic in his voice.

Molly abandoned her end of the table and pushed ahead of Scott, kneeling down next to the body of Frank Driscoll. She put a hand on his chest and jiggled him a bit. No response. Then, she felt for a pulse on his neck and felt beating, but not regular. Frank’s face was slightly purple, his eyes closed.

“We just saw him,” Claudia whispered. “He was just downstairs like an hour ago. How did this happen?” 

“I’ll call an ambulance,” Scott said, digging into his back jeans pocket for his phone. 

“There’s a pulse, but it seems weak,” Molly heard herself say. She didn’t know how she sounded so calm. 

“I’ll call the front desk and let them know what’s going on,” Claudia said in her decisive Claudia voice. 

While Scott and Claudia were having their conversation, Molly inspected Frank more fully. Oddly, James’s business card was on the floor to his left: West Robotics, just like James had said. There was also a spilled to-go coffee cup next to him with grounds on the floor. Molly smelled something familiar other than Frank’s aftershave and the coffee: something planty? She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she was sure she knew the scent. 

Across the large attic, Molly heard the clamoring of people in the stairwell.

“They’re sending a squad now,” Scott reported. 

“Apparently, Dr. Steward was checking out some books when I called down,” Claudia said. “That might be him coming up the steps now.” 

Within another minute, the attic contained two more people: Dr. Steward and Jessica, the assistant librarian. Jessica cried openly, near hysterical, while the doctor calmly administered CPR. 




* * *




An hour later, Molly, Scott, Claudia, and James were sipping warm, mental-health-boosting drinks and munching on lunches at Molly’s favorite bistro, The Scottish Ferret. The restaurant served a full menu, but she frequented the establishment most often for the chocolate mocha lattes, chocolate peanut butter milkshakes, and desserts. She felt a bond with the owners and staff because of their green practices, such as composting back-of-house food waste and offering cloth napkins and compostable to-go containers. Molly ran her garden center with a similar eco-friendly ethos.

The four friends — new and old — were still shell-shocked because of what they had witnessed that morning. They had talked of nothing else since arriving. 

“I wish we were better friends with his children,” Molly lamented. “That way, they could give us play-by-play updates on his status. I’m so worried about him.”

 “I think they might tell Annette,” Scott said. “I could ask her for updates.” He took another big bite of his BLT.

 “That’s something, at least,” Claudia said, sipping her chai and pushing her salad around on her plate.

 “I’ve never seen anyone taken away in an ambulance,” James said. “Seeing him strapped to the stretcher — I don’t know. It was scary. And they were there so quick.”

 After a quiet moment of all parties nodding, Molly said, “Guys, I don’t think that Frank had a heart attack. I know I smelled something odd on him, something flowery or plant related. I couldn’t place the scent at the time; I wish I could smell it again. Anyway, I’m not sure that the paramedics noticed. I think I should say something.”

 “You should say something,” James said as Scott and Claudia exchanged knowing glances. “What?”

 “Do you remember the hiker that went missing a few months ago on the Buckeye Trail?” Claudia asked James. He nodded. “Molly did some investigating herself when it happened. She had suspects of her own. I helped. We jumped over some police tape.”

 “We called her the Succulent Sleuth,” Scott put in and then buried his face in his coffee. 

“We did not jump over police tape.” Molly rolled her eyes. “We kind of crawled under it. And the mystery was solved. The police didn’t suspect the people that I thought might’ve been involved. We helped, like Claudia said. I think we can help again.”

 “If it was a plant like you think, you’re the best person to figure that out,” Scott said. “However,” he paused for emphasis, “it all ended pretty violently last time. I don’t know if we need to get into this sort of thing again. No trying to confront someone who thinks it’s okay to poison someone else.” He crossed his arms across his chest.

“I’m not confronting anyone.”

“We’re just trying to figure out what happened,” Claudia interjected. Scott uncrossed his arms but didn’t seem convinced.

 “Right. Why was Frank in that musty attic to begin with?” James asked.

 “Yeah. Annette said no one goes up there,” Claudia added.

 “If someone poisoned Frank, I think Annette might be a suspect,” Scott said thoughtfully. “You saw them this morning. He told me she needed to retire, and she implied that he wasn’t a good board member. They really don’t get along. If someone asks the family who might do something like this to him at the library, she’d be the first person I’d think of. They might not be giving her health updates after all.”

 “But would she know about plants to drug Frank?” James asked.

 “She’s a librarian with all knowledge at her fingertips,” Molly answered, and James nodded in response, slurping the rest of his iced latte.

 “But we still don’t know—” James’s phone ringing interrupted Claudia.

 “Excuse me,” James said, stood, and walked a few steps away to take the call. Molly wondered if his metal hand did a better job of silencing outside noise from the phone than her natural hand would. She couldn’t hear what he was saying in the busy café.

 “I was saying that we still don’t know why he was in the attic,” Claudia said. “I wonder if we could talk to some of the other librarians.”

 “I think we should talk to Annette, for sure,” Molly agreed. “I want to feel out her plant knowledge. Want to go back to the library with me? I’ll talk to Annette, and you could chat up Jessica.”

 “What about not confronting poisoners?” Scott asked. 

 “I won’t push her too hard,” Molly said. “I don’t think little Annette could physically harm me. And the library is a public place.”

“And we’ll be together,” Claudia said.

“Fine,” Scott said. “What about me? What should I do?”

“What if you try to visit Frank in the hospital? Talk to his kids,” Molly suggested.

“Also, why did Frank have James’s business card?” Claudia whispered, eyeing James. “We should be trying to ask him that now, don’t you think?”

“I’ll see if he wants to go to the hospital with me, and I’ll ask him,” Scott said.

“It’s a plan,” Molly agreed. She looked down at her plate and thought about finishing her fish tacos but decided she just wasn’t hungry.

 James returned to the table, looking pale. “That was the police station. They want me to go in for questioning because Frank had my business card.”

 “Oh, really?” Claudia said at the same time as Scott said, “Yikes.”

 “So, you’re not going to the hospital with Scott,” Molly said.

 “You’re going to the hospital?” James asked.

 Scott filled him in on their planned movements.

“We know you didn’t do it,” Molly said to encourage him, not at all sure about what she said. “Keep us updated on how it goes. You guys already exchanged numbers, right?”




 * * *




As Claudia drove them back to the library, Molly shook her head slowly and thoughtfully. She said, “We don’t know that he didn’t do it.”

 “I mean, James is cute, but we don’t know him at all,” Claudia agreed. “Maybe he put some nano-robotic killers that smell like flowers up Frank’s nose.” She shrugged. “We don’t know.” 

Molly chuckled at this idea as Claudia turned down the main road of Hawthorn Heights.

“That sounds a bit far-fetched, but yeah. We have no idea who he really is other than that he likes to read, and he works in robotics.”

“And he could be lying about all of that,” Claudia agreed.

“You’ve really been jaded by guys lately, Claud.” Molly put her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Maybe we shouldn’t assume the absolute worst about everyone.”

 “I’m just saying we don’t know.” After a beat, she added, “And I don’t remember seeing James give Frank his business card during the Plant Swap. Do you?”

“No, I don’t, but I wasn’t watching them carefully.”

“Do you think we should try to get back into the attic? Revisit the scene of the crime?”

 “Let’s talk to the librarians first and then regroup. I hope Scott can learn something from Frank’s kids.” 

They arrived at the library, and Molly noted a landscaper working on the weeds in the garden at the back of the lot. It seemed odd that the landscaper was working on a Saturday, but she remembered it had been rainy many days of the workweek, so perhaps his schedule was flexible. He wore a baseball cap pulled low over his pointy nose.

 Molly and Claudia walked around the library together, searching for their targeted women to question. Everything seemed the same as it had when they arrived for the Plant Swap that morning. Molly expected some police tape to be hung across the rickety elevator door, but she was disappointed.

Claudia squeezed Molly’s arm when she spotted Jessica. The librarian’s long, dark hair was a bit mussed, and her mascara was still smeared under her eyes. Molly guessed Jessica to be in her early fifties, so almost twenty years older than she and Claudia. “See you soon. I’ll text you,” Claudia said. Molly turned and went back to the front desk, looking for Annette. She still wasn’t there. 

“Excuse me,” Molly asked a librarian with olive skin and dark hair whom she had never met before. “Is Annette still here? I’d like to talk to her.”

“She is, but I think she’s going to go home early. We’ve had a bit of a crazy morning. You might have noticed the ambulance here earlier.” 

“I did,” Molly said. And what an understatement that was. “Do you think you could get her? Is she in the back?” 

“She is,” the librarian repeated slowly and with some uncertainty in her voice. “I think she just wants some quiet time. She’s on break.”

“I understand that,” Molly said and then lowered her voice and leaned forward, nudging a sign about passports out of the way. “I’m one of the people who found Frank. I could offer some condolence and comfort. I’m upset, too, and thought we could talk about it together.” Molly tried to contort her facial expression into a stressed and trustworthy posture at the same time — she wasn't sure it worked.

“Oh, well, if you found him, that’s a little different.” The librarian’s eyes widened. “I’ll ask and see what she says.”

A few minutes later, the librarian escorted Molly through the employee area of the library into a cozy staff room. It was much nicer than the staff area of Patty’s Plant Place. This room held a small kitchenette, a few dining tables with cushioned chairs, as well as a couple of easy chairs, a couch, and a crowded bookshelf. She appraised the thriving snake plant in the corner. Molly could imagine multiple librarians reading here on their lunch breaks. She noted the silver coffee percolator on the counter with tan to-go cups next to it. They looked just like the one Frank held in the attic earlier that morning. 

Annette was sitting cross-legged on the couch, a pillow on her lap. This was certainly not a position Molly had seen the elderly woman hold before. She was writing furiously in a notebook that she balanced on the pillow. Annette looked up when Molly entered. Her eyes were red, and her brown eye shadow smudged. It surprised Molly to see that she had been crying. She didn’t feel uncomfortable talking to Annette, although they were alone. She thought that perhaps Scott wouldn’t be happy about it, but she felt safe.

“Well, hello. I thought you had left,” Annette said, closing her notebook and adjusting her glasses on her nose. She paused and said, “You know, we don't usually allow patrons in our lounge.” Molly liked that they collectively called the space a lounge. 

“We were all so moved by what happened this morning, and I just wanted to connect with you about it. Check in?” Molly wasn’t exactly lying about any of this, but she still felt dishonest to a trusted older woman in her life. Annette had helped her find many books over the years. Molly knew that the woman usually filled her annual summer garden with begonias and pink impatiens. What she didn’t know was how much Annette knew about the toxins in the plants. How could she possibly bring this up in conversation? And why had she been crying if she and Frank didn’t get along?

“That’s very sweet of you, dear. We do have to call the paramedics here once in a while, but I know that most people don’t usually deal with the ambulance squad. Just a few weeks ago, a young book shelver fell off a step stool and somehow cut his head on the shelf. His family was angry that we didn’t let him drive himself to the ER. Needless to say, lots of people come in and out, all kinds. Sometimes they need some help leaving.”

“Right. Libraries cater to all kinds of people, for sure. But calling an ambulance isn’t an everyday thing, right? How are you holding up?” Molly sat down in the chair nearest to Annette.

“You found Frank,” Annette said flatly. “I just saw him wheeled out on the stretcher. I don’t mean to be callous, but I think you’re more affected than me.” 

“Oh, I thought . . . um? The other librarian thought you were upset.” Molly recognized that Annette was deflecting her distress but couldn't quite react quickly enough.

“It’s upsetting that we had a patron become ill here, to be sure. I’ve known Frank for decades, but I think he’ll be fine.”

“Fine? Why do you think he’ll be fine?” 

“The paramedics said he was stable as they left. I think you found him soon after he collapsed from the poison. They’ll pump his stomach, and he’ll be fine.”

“Poison?” Molly said. “But how did they know it was poison? And I am glad he’ll be fine. That’s good.”

“Yes. Well, I didn’t hear how they knew, but the police were here and took some fingerprints in the attic after the paramedics left. I supposed they were detectives, not police. Hm,” Annette trailed off.

Some Succulent Sleuth she was. Molly didn't even know the detectives were involved yet. 

Molly’s phone rang — it was Scott. “Will you excuse me for a minute?” Molly asked Annette. When the woman nodded, Molly got up and stepped into the hallway. She saw that Annette opened her notebook again and continued to write when Molly left the room.

“Hey. What’s up?”

“Frank’s kids, Lily and Matt, aren’t really talking to me. I haven't been able to ask them about enemies Frank would have. Kinda a weird thing to ask people you don’t know all that well. But because Frank is so well known, they’re really putting a lot of pressure on the police to figure this thing out. Detectives were here talking to them. And the thing is, they pumped his stomach. They know he was poisoned.”

“Well, what a relief. I’m glad he’s being treated for it. I hope they’ll be able to detect what it was. Annette knew he was poisoned too.”

“That’s a surprise. No one’s mentioned if they know what it was,” Scott said. “They’re not telling me anyway. And James texted me. He’s not being detained or anything.”

“Thank goodness. I really hoped he wasn’t involved.”

“Me too. He seems cool.” 

Molly smiled. Scott could use a new friend. “Claudia thinks he’s both cute and suspicious.” 

“Oh, Claudia!” Scott exclaimed. Molly knew he was rolling his eyes. “Any headway with the library ladies? Did anyone threaten you?”

Molly relayed that Annette seemed innocent if she openly talked about Frank being poisoned but was still acting weird — and not at all hostile. Jessica was so obviously upset, but they didn’t know why yet. She didn't want to cross Annette off the suspect list yet, as they'd done with James if the police were letting him go. 

“So maybe this isn’t a case for the Succulent Sleuth,” Molly finished and let out a long sigh. “I don’t really know what else to do.”

“Don’t sound so defeated. Your investigation isn’t over yet.”

“I don’t know who else to question. Maybe Claudia found something else.”

“You said you smelled a vegetation scent. Dig into that. Maybe look up some toxic plant books while you’re there. That’s totally safe detective work, reading books.”

“Good idea,” Molly almost raised her voice with enthusiasm but then remembered she was in a library, even if she was in the back. She lowered her voice and continued, “I could ask if anyone has checked out any books like that lately. I wonder if they’d tell me who got them.”

“See? The Succulent Sleuth is back at it. Keep me posted.” The couple exchanged some loving remarks and ended the call. 

Molly poked her head back into the staff lounge to say goodbye to Annette. 

“I’m headed out. Thanks for chatting with me.”

“Nice to see you today. Thank you again for helping with the Plant Swap, dear,” Annette replied. 

“Yeah. Plants and books go well together. Happy to help.” Had the Plant Swap really happened today? It felt like it had happened weeks ago. She was about to say goodbye but then decided to be a bit nosey. “Do you mind if I ask what you’re writing?”

“Oh, well,” the librarian shifted in her seat. “I don’t tell most people about this project.” She paused. “I’m writing a novel.”

“How wonderful.” Molly smiled widely. “Such a well-read person would write an amazing story, I’m sure.”

“It’s a young adult vampire romance,” Annette said. “I’m nearly done with the first draft.”

Molly’s eyebrows went up before she could stop them. She sputtered, “Really wonderful.” That wasn’t what she expected from Annette.

“I know this isn’t your genre. I won’t ask you to be a beta reader. My nephew has been my first reader so far, and there are some readers here I know who devour vampire stories.”

“Well, I’ll be honored to personally know an author,” Molly said without promising to read the book. They said their goodbyes, and Molly went to look for Claudia. 




* * *




Claudia was still talking with Jessica, so Molly returned to the checkout desk. The librarian who helped her earlier would absolutely not budge and tell her about other patrons’ checkout records pertaining to plant poisons. It’s not like there were HIPAA regulations, but Molly understood that it was a privacy issue. 

She went to the bank of computers along the wall to look up books about plant toxins and found more than she ever expected. It seemed many of them were shelved together, so she scurried up the steps to the reference section on the second floor. Molly selected four books and sat at a table, paging through them. Claudia texted that she was done with her conversation and joined Molly to look through the reference books. 

“There are just so many poisonous flowers,” Claudia lamented after just a few minutes of leafing through a small, green book called Wicked Plants. “How will we ever know which one was used to poison Frank?”

“I’ll know it when I see it,” Molly replied, sure that she remembered the scent but couldn’t place it. She just needed some more ideas.

“Well, I don’t know if I’ll be of much help then.” Claudia shut the book with more force than necessary and thumped her arm on the table beside it. “Jessica didn’t have anything to say about Frank. I asked if she saw him doing anything weird this morning, and she said she didn’t. But she was just so overly emotional about him. Like over the top. I don’t know what to make of it.”

“Right. Annette said it’s not an infrequent occurrence to have an ambulance here to help people. I suppose Jessica knows him since he’s a board member.”

“Yeah, I guess. She’s such a sweet lady. I haven’t talked to her much before today. She also said that she saw Frank talking with James. She didn’t know his name but said Frank was talking to a guy with a prosthetic arm, and I didn’t see anyone else like that this morning.”

“I saw James and Frank talking too,” Molly said. “Frank had James’s business card in the attic. It’s suspicious for sure, but Scott said the police let him go.”

“Maybe James didn’t tell the police everything. If he’s guilty, he’d lie to them, right?”

“That’s true. Maybe we don’t cross James off the list just yet. I wish Jessica could have heard what they were saying.”

“And I wish Jessica would have told me why she was so upset. I didn’t really know how to ask that. But she did help me find some new books. There’s a new cozy mystery series about a museum.” Of course, Claudia would be very interested in a mystery about a museum. “Plus, a modern retelling of Emma. You know, by Jane Austen. She said she’d leave them at the checkout desk for me. I think I’ll go down and get them. Do you want to come check out these planty books?” 

“Might as well,” Molly said, feeling defeated again. How was she ever going to narrow down the list of toxic plants? Oleander, foxglove, and daffodils were harmful outdoor plants, but there were also her beloved pothos and peace lilies which were indoor plants. And so many more. She was having a hard time placing the scent she had smelled that morning with Frank compared with any photos of these plants, without any of them there to actually smell.

Back in Claudia’s car, Molly rested her elbow against the door and slumped her chin in her hand, absent-mindedly assessing the library’s landscaping. She always admired all the plants in her vicinity. Claudia backed up the car to leave the parking lot. 

“Wait! I need to get out!” Molly yelled. 

“What? Why?” Claudia yelled back and put the car in park, half backed out of her parking spot. 

Molly didn’t answer, just bolted out of the car. She ran up the tidy sidewalk, through the manicured lawn to stand next to a small shade garden plot containing both azalea bushes and lily of the valley plants. The evergreen azalea bushes were covered in thick, oblong leaves, flower buds, and purple flowers. Their scent filled the area. The lilies had already bloomed for the season, but their foliage was a cheerful dark shade of green. 

“Here you are!” Molly exclaimed to the plants. Molly inspected the closest shrub, pushing branches out of the way. 

“What. Is. Happening?” Claudia asked, breathless. 

“Both of these plants contain strong toxins that could really hurt a person. I think someone has done some digging here today. Look how the mulch is upturned here.” She kicked at the edge of the lilies and then bent down to see what she could smell. She ripped a leaf and dug her fingers into the soil to dig out some roots. “Yeah, this might’ve been the scent I smelled with Frank. . .” But there was something more.

“Okay, this is big!”

Molly shifted her stance and inspected the bush. “Check out the branches of this azalea in the back. I think someone cut them this morning.” She tore off a leaf, crumpled it, and sniffed it.

“Oh, this is good. You found the murder weapon.”

“No one murdered him, Claud!” 

“Just a figure of speech.”

“You know what?” Molly said slowly. “I think these two scents together could have been what I smelled on Frank. And I think it was in his coffee. Remember how there were grounds on the floor? Maybe it was these leaves, ground up. I think he got it in the staff break room, the lounge, this morning.” 

“Oh, in his coffee. That makes so much sense! But we still don’t know who did it. That’s a thick branch. I don’t think you could cut it with scissors or a pocketknife or something you just had in your purse. Who would have brought clippers or hedge trimmers to the library?”

“Right. I agree,” Molly said, running her thumb along the newly cut branch. It was a clean cut, recently done with a sharp blade. “Claud. Hedge trimmers.” She looked up at her friend. 

“What?”

“Loppers? Pruners.” Molly looked around and nodded. “The gardener. He would have something sharp to cut the bush with, for sure. I think we need to get the police back here right away while he’s still here. Now. And might as well ask Scott and James to come back here too.”

“You’re right! Will they come, though, if we just have a hunch? Do we have real proof?”

“I guess you’re right. How about you call 911, and I’ll call Joe?” Joe Sato was Molly’s brother-in-law, a detective on their local police force. She knew he’d react if she asked him to. 

Both ladies placed their calls, walking a few steps away from each other. Joe said he’d personally be there right away. He understood her knowledge of plants and knew she had helped to find a killer before. He also said that the force was under some pressure because Frank was so popular in the community. Joe agreed with Molly that the police cars should not arrive with their sirens on, which would spook the gardener. Claudia was taking longer to convince the dispatcher that she needed them to revisit the library again. 

“Molly!” Jessica rounded the corner from the front door and walked toward them. Molly waved back. Now that Molly thought she knew who the killer was, could she trust Jessica? Once Jessica stood next to Molly, she said, “I remembered something suspicious this morning. I was just coming out to tell Claudia, but I guess she’s on the phone.” She looked around Molly at Claudia and shrugged. “The gardener, Sal — he was acting weird when he got here. I’m worried that he might be involved with . . . with what happened to Frank.” Her voice cracked, and her eyes were on the verge of tears again. “And if he did it . . . If he poisoned Frank, we need to let the authorities know. He can’t get away with it.”

“Claudia and I were thinking the same thing, actually,” Molly said and patted her arm awkwardly. Molly wasn’t great at talking with people she didn’t know well, let alone comforting them. “A detective is on the way. Claudia is talking to the police too. I think he put both azalea and lily of the valley leaves in Frank’s coffee. They’re both toxic plants.” 

“That sounds horrible,” Jessica composed herself again without letting any tears actually erupt. “But it makes sense. He came into the staff lounge and talked with Frank when they both were getting coffee. Sal doesn’t even usually come in to use the bathroom, let alone get coffee.”

“Sounds like he had the opportunity, but I don’t know why he would do it.”

“Well, the thing is, Sal is Annette’s nephew. I can’t believe he’d do something like this, but, at the same time, I can. He can’t get away with it even if he is related to Annette.”

“Oh,” Molly stammered. “I didn’t realize they were related.” Molly remembered Annette saying something about her nephew.

“There’s more. I want to tell you and Claudia about it together. I guess I’ll wait until she’s off the phone.”

Molly sent a quick text to Scott about their discovery and told him to come back to the library. Claudia joined Molly and Jessica. She was frustrated with her phone call and relayed that she had convinced the police dispatcher to send someone, but with a lot of explaining.

Before Jessica had a chance to share whatever it was she wanted to tell them, a new voice spoke from around the corner behind the library. “Hey, ladies, what are you doing over here?” Sal ambled around from behind the building toward them. His voice was much deeper and friendlier than Molly expected. 

“Oh, hello. Just admiring the garden,” Claudia said slowly and then her eyes widened. He was carrying a pair of long pruners.




* * *




Molly’s first instinct was to run as fast as she could back into the library, not even talk to the man. In her estimation, this guy was the only one with sharp gardening tools at the library who could cut the azalea bush and put crushed nocuous leaves in Frank’s coffee. He would know just as much as she did about toxins in plants. And Jessica thought the same thing. Maybe someone else “borrowed” them. Maybe he lent them to someone to do the dirty work. Both were possibilities. But Molly didn’t want to be anywhere near him while he was carrying the long, sharp gardening tool.

“The azaleas are really pretty this time of year. I agree.” Sal smiled at the three women and adjusted his ball cap.

Molly felt frozen in place. She wasn’t going to run if Claudia and Jessica weren’t, but she really wanted to. The police would be there soon. Joe might be sooner. But they were a bit tucked away on the side of the library. She couldn’t see the front door where they were.

“I’m not much of a botanist, but I admire beauty,” Claudia replied stiffly with a sweep of her hand toward the shrub. “I love these purple flowers. Did you choose them?” 

“They were here before I started, but I plant annuals, and I tend to perennials like these. Mulching, weeding, trimming, that sort of thing.” Trimming indeed. Molly couldn’t tear her eyes away from the pruners. 

“I run Patty’s Plant Place, a local garden center on the other side of town,” Molly said, searching for something, anything to say to Sal to stall him. “Our azaleas are blooming too.” 

Before Sal could respond with more than a happy head tilt, Claudia continued asking questions, “Do you tend to the landscaping in other buildings in town?” Perhaps Claudia was better at this “keep him talking” tactic. Jessica harrumphed next to her and crossed her arms.

“I actually do the gardens and mowing at three other libraries in the same library system. My Aunt Annette helped me set up the contract. Jessica, here, knows that,” he told Claudia with a broad smile. Perhaps too broad of a smile. 

“I do know that,” Jessica replied in a heated tone, her face red. Molly hadn’t noticed that Jessica seemed to be ready to boil over and now saw that her fists were clenched at her sides now. “And I know how much you don’t like Frank.” Oh boy. This was not what Molly had in mind to keep him talking. 

“Who are we talking about?” Sal asked with a hesitant chuckle. “I thought we were talking about the shrubbery.”

“You don’t have to pretend. We know what you did.” Jessica’s sorrow had turned to red-hot anger. She really didn’t want Sal to get away with poisoning Frank.

“Well, we, ah, we don’t know,” Molly put in quickly. The man was practically holding a weapon. She didn’t think they needed to be threatening him needlessly. Scott would be really unhappy with this turn of events.

“What do you think you know? What about Frank?” Sal’s cheerfulness had slipped away, pretense about not knowing Frank gone.

“Molly says that she smelled lily of the valley and azalea in Frank’s coffee when he collapsed in the attic. I saw you talking with him in the lounge this morning. You poisoned him.”

“Oh, well, now. I don’t know about that.”

“I think you do,” Jessica said, her eyes narrowed. Molly was beyond frustrated with the woman. Yes, Molly had helped apprehend a killer in the past, but she’d had the upper hand then — and she had a weapon. They had nothing. She clenched her hands, worrying. The cell phone from when she texted Scott was still in one of them. Casually, she swiped open the voice memo app and hit record. She may not have a weapon, but she could at least keep a record of this crazy conversation for Joe to use in the future. 

“I mean, Frank talks to everyone. I’m not alone there,” Sal stammered. “I’d bet he talked to a dozen people this morning, schmoozing around the library like he does.”  

Molly had certainly seen Frank talking to many people that morning herself. But even if Sal agreed that he had talked to Frank, it didn’t sound like he liked the older man. With the app recording and two other women with her in an outdoor public place, Molly thought perhaps she was safe enough. She decided to push him like Jessica was. The police would be there soon, right?

“Frank did talk to a lot of people this morning,” Molly said, shifting her stance so the phone screen faced away from Sal, but the microphone was tilted toward him. “But they were all friendly conversations. Most people like Frank.”

“Most people do like Frank,” Sal agreed, his face turning red. “But he has too much power at the library. Too much sway.” 

Jessica made another tsking noise, and Molly responded before she did and prodded again. “Too much sway? I don’t think of the library as such a political place with power to throw around.”

“You don’t know Frank.” Sal raised his voice and emphasized his words by waving his big pruners around. Molly jumped a bit at that. “He’s not the community hero you might think he is.”

“I don’t think any of us think of him as a hero,” Claudia said quickly. 

“Everyone thinks Frank is so great. Everyone loves him. Well, he doesn’t like Aunt Annette, and she doesn’t like him,” Sal spat, still waving the loppers for emphasis. “He’s been scheming to push her out of her head librarian position. Wants her to retire before she can get her full retirement earnings.” 

“That doesn’t sound very nice,” Claudia said quietly.

“I’m sure Frank had good reason,” Jessica added, still red in the face herself.

“Good reason? What reason? He holds too much sway here. Board President. Pah! I told him he needed to back down from my aunt. She can hardly afford the apartment she rents as it is. She just can’t retire now.”

“I don’t think he can fire her or anything without reason,” Molly said. As a part owner of a small business, she knew the laws.

“Plus, with Aunt Annette gone, Frank would hire one of those big lawn care companies to do the landscaping. They’d just swoop in for an hour and not tend the plants well. He’s pushing us both out. I told him he couldn't do that, but he didn’t listen.”

“So, you did poison him when he didn’t listen? You admit it?” Jessica wailed, tears flowing in her anger. 

Sal just shook his head, lips tight.

“Not many people know how harmful common garden plants like these are,” Molly said. Claudia nodded and stepped closer to Molly. “Plus, you’re the one with the sharp gardening tool to cut the azalea branch.”

“And what if I did? No one would be able to tell. It could have been anyone. It’s been a busy morning at a public library.” Molly was glad she was recording.

“You have means, motive, and opportunity,” she said. “It doesn’t look good for you, Sal,” 

“Well, no one knows but us, do they? And I do have the sharp tool.” Sal looked at them wildly and shifted his pruners into a threatening position. “None of you will tell anyone anything, will you?”

“That’s not up to us!” Jessica yelled. “You tried to kill Frank! He deserves justice!” 

Molly made eye contact with Claudia, and they moved as one. Claudia kicked his left knee while Molly grabbed the metal pruners with both hands, so he couldn’t open them. She didn’t really want to pry them from his grip, just be sure he couldn’t hurt one of them. Once Jessica saw what was happening, she pushed the gardener, and Claudia gave him another kick while Molly struggled with the pruners. With that, Sal was on the ground, and the three women sat on top of him while he continued to make threats. Molly made sure none of them were hindering his breathing. Claudia pulled the pruners free and threw them aside.

As if on cue, just a few seconds later, Joe came around the corner from the front door, his police badge raised high in his left hand, right hand on the taser at his belt. “Police. All of you stay where you are. Sal Carroll, you are under arrest.”

Sal looked around manically and struggled beneath the woman. He was wriggling free, but uniformed officers turned the corner from the other side of the building. Their presence was intimidating, and Molly was glad she wasn’t in trouble herself. Sal gave up the fight. Within a few minutes, the police had taken Sal into a police cruiser. Joe told Molly, Claudia, and Jessica that he’d be back to question them shortly and to stay where they were.




* * *




After the police crowd had stepped away, the ladies walked to the edge of the parking lot, still in the grass. It surprised Molly that Jessica wrapped her arms around Claudia when they stopped. Her friend gave her a wide-eyed look to convey she didn’t know what was going on, either. 

“That was intense,” Jessica said. “I can’t believe Sal poisoned Frank. But, like I said before, I kind of can.” She paused and gave Claudia a squeeze. “I need to thank you, girls. You knew I was upset this morning and came to comfort me.” 

“You were really crying when Dr. Steward was taking care of Frank,” Claudia agreed, hugging back but obviously not quite understanding yet. 

“I’m sick of keeping secrets, and you girls saw through it, huh?” 

“We definitely knew that something was up.” Molly played along. Jessica finally let go of Claudia, and Molly patted her arm again. That seemed like a nice thing to do. 

“Frank and I have been seeing each other for a few months. Almost three. But he really wanted to keep it a secret.”

“We did not know that!” Claudia blurted out. 

“No one did. Not even my son or my sister. At first, I thought it was fun — sneaking around and finding places to meet. But it got old, fast. I want to go out to dinner with a boyfriend, go to a play, be in public, you know? Plus, I’m divorced. We both are. I know when something isn’t working. The hiding wasn’t working. It might have been okay if Frank was more open about the relationship, but I’m not happy with how it’s going now.”

“I wouldn’t want to hide like that either,” Molly agreed, and Claudia gave an agreeing lift of her shoulder and nodded. 

“So, I asked Frank to meet me in the attic this morning to talk about it. Somewhere away from everyone else, like he wanted. I was ready to cut off the relationship but willing to try if we could tell people about it. But now?” Jessica’s voice cracked as she trailed off. Molly was glad that Claudia was so liberal with giving hugs. 

“My husband, Scott, visited the hospital to see Frank,” Molly said. “They pumped his stomach and believe he’ll be fine in the long run. I think we found him right after he collapsed.” She tried to make an encouraging face. “And if a relationship isn’t working, drawing it out longer won’t make it better. I think you can break it off as soon as you want, even if he isn’t well. Frank’s kids are with him at the hospital. He’s not unsupported.”

“You’re right.” Jessica let go of Claudia and wiped her eyes. “Thank you, girls, so much. I know we don't know each other well, but I really appreciate your emotional support this morning. It’s not like Annette or the new girl give out hugs.”

“Right. Annette,” Molly said, worrying about the older woman. “Do you think she knows what’s going on?”

“I think that’s why she was upset this morning too,” Jessica said. “I think she knew Sal did something rash but didn’t know what to do about it. Annette would definitely not approve of poisoning someone even if she doesn’t want to retire.”

Right at that moment, Annette stepped out of the library, wide-eyed, her arms wrapped around her small waist. She just stood at the entry to the double doors, staring. Jessica excused herself from Molly and Claudia, ran over to her, and spoke softly, gesturing toward the police car. Annette didn't make eye contact with Jessica but nodded and watched the car pull away. Molly desperately wanted to know what Annette was thinking but didn’t have any idea what to say if she approached the older librarian.

A few minutes later, Scott and James arrived back at the library. The day was getting warm, so Molly led them into a shadier part of the grassy area. She and Claudia replayed the events of the afternoon for the guys. By the end of the story, Scott had his arm around Molly’s shoulders.

“What a day,” James said. “This is not what I thought would happen when I showed up at the library this morning to check out the next William Gibson book.”

“None of us saw any of this coming, that’s for sure,” Scott agreed. 

“But we still don’t know why Frank had your business card in the attic,” Molly said. She no longer suspected James of being involved with the library attic attack, but she wanted to know the whole story. 

“Right. What’s up with that?” Claudia turned her attention to the red-haired man.

“Well, Frank and I were talking before I came to the Plant Swap,” James looked at the grass below his feet. “It’s not like we have a sketchy relationship or anything, but I realize that the conversation was badly timed. The bank here in town could use some better security features. We’re looking to get into the physical security space at West Robotics. Cameras that detect motion and move with it and connected features that would respond. That sort of thing. I’ve been trying to talk to Frank about what banks would need, and he’s always acted so friendly and enthusiastic. But he never wanted me to come into the bank and talk to the branch manager or anyone higher up. So, I gave him my business card yet again this morning. That’s all there is to it. I guess it fell out of his front shirt pocket when he collapsed.”

“Sounds like Frank liked to have a lot of quiet relationships,” Molly said. 

“It also sounds like we have this all wrapped up,” Scott said, rubbing Molly’s back and breaking the bleak mood. “I’m not in love with you two standing off with someone who tried to poison Frank, but it ended well enough. No bruises this time. Where’s Joe, so he can get the story and you both can get going? I’m hungry. I think we should all go get ice cream.”

“I could go for ice cream.” James perked up. 

“You can ride with me,” Claudia said and took James’s arm in hers.

Molly laughed at her friends and smiled. She couldn’t wait to get back to the safety and comfort of her garden center, but ice cream sounded great after such an eventful day. 




* * *




Iris March has a reputation for killing house plants and now she’s killing people off in books? Coincidence? Perhaps not. Iris has spent two decades working in the sustainability field and is usually either reading a book or on a trail. She lives in Ohio with her husband, son, and three cats. https://irismarchbooks.com/
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PREMATURE BURIAL







“I became insane, with long intervals of horrible sanity.” – Edgar Allan Poe

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and a breeze threatened to steal my baseball cap. I lifted the bill and stared into the dark, starless sky. “I thought you checked the weather report.”

“Multiple times.” My identical twin sister, Samantha Brown, tested her flashlight and then mine. “Don’t you trust me?”

“I’m no meteorologist, but thunder and thick black clouds hint at a storm.”

“According to the doppler, the system is supposed to pass us by.”

“I sure hope so; rain puts a major crimp in an outdoor stakeout.”

“Tuesday has a chance for tornadoes.”

“Oh, joy.” I twisted my head to the side. “I guess that means we have two days to wrap this case. No pressure.”

“This mystery isn’t exactly life and death, Lizzie.” Samantha grinned at her witty line.

“Nice one.”

“Because this is a cemetery, and we’re investigating who is digging up graves.”

“Yeah, I cracked that code.” I rolled my eyes. “You ruined the joke by overexplaining.”

The wind swept the corner of the quilt, and I dove to prevent it from blowing away. Our dalmatian, Whodunit, took the move as an invitation to wrestle. Her paws stepped on my back, and her head rubbed across my neck. “Okay, stop, you’re tickling me. I give. Uncle!”

“A little louder, so we make sure to announce our presence to the gravedigger.”

I straightened my cap. “Blame Whodunit. She knows I’m ticklish. You probably taught her how to attack me.”

Samantha fed her a treat, practically confirming my suspicions. “Tell me about the case.”

“Miss Photographic Memory didn’t commit every detail to her elephant brain?”

“I only memorize important things.” She shrugged. “Digging holes doesn’t qualify.”

“Are you kidding? This mystery is totally perplexing. Three graves were unearthed in the last week. Stuff like this doesn’t happen in Lake Falls.”

“But nothing was taken, so what’s the point?”

“Exactly.” I snapped my fingers. “Why is someone bothering to dig up a cemetery if they aren’t graverobbers?”

“Possibly a prank or a dare. Our investigation would be better served to interview classmates or the students at the local college.”

I wagged my finger. “Never underestimate the power of a stakeout.”

“It doesn’t make sense why anyone would bother with this. Hours of work for no reward.”

“How long does it take to dig a grave anyhow?” I asked.

My sister knew all sorts of useless facts, perfect to win Trivial Pursuit or Jeopardy.

“It varies based on a number of factors such as soil and depth of the hole but in ideal conditions, six hours.”

My jaw popped open. “That long?”

“On average, for a professional gravedigger, by hand.”

“Gee whiz, no wonder this guy is only digging one hole per night. I suppose the culprit may be using a machine.”

“Like a backhoe?” Samantha asked. “That would cut the time to an hour, but it’s quite noisy.”

“No go. The gravedigger, Mr. Abaddon lives across the street, so if anything were amiss during the night, he would know.”

“The gravedigger lives across the street?”

I nodded. “Creepy, right?”

“No, it sounds rather convenient for his commute.”

I sighed. “Anywho, refilling the graves every morning is irritating enough for him to hire detectives. It’s up to us to find the culprit and bring them to justice.”

“But he hired Dr. Watkins, not us.”

“Technically, if you want to split hairs.” In my mission to join the FBI after college, I picked up hours working as an intern for the local private investigator. Most of my assignments involved recordkeeping, so I quite enjoyed it when he sent me into the field.




“I’m surprised Dr. Watkins agreed to work with us after the incident over Christmas break.”

“We got our guy; that’s what is important.”

“And we nearly burned down the bookstore in the process.” Samantha opened her backpack and retrieved night vision goggles.

“Why must you always focus on the negative?” I motioned to her new toy. “Where did those come from?”

“I ordered them online.”

“Do you see anything?”

She scanned the nearby forest. “An opossum, barn owl, and a raccoon.” She rubbed Whodunit’s head. “You’re not much of a hunter, are you girl?”

I wrapped her leash around my hand, just in case. “How about something less critter-y and more related to our mystery?”

“Would you like me to fabricate a clue, so you aren’t disappointed for wasting our time?”

I crossed my arms. “Why so grouchy tonight? Usually, you love hanging out in graveyards. They’re quiet and secluded, and the chance of running into any people is slim to none.”




“You make a decent point.” Her head twisted to the side. “Perhaps Mr. Abaddon has the right idea.”

A rustling in the bushes made me lurch from the picnic blanket. “Is your raccoon on the move?”

Samantha slid her night vision goggles into place. “Someone is headed this way.”

“Who?”

“They’re wearing a toboggan.” She frowned. “Whoever it is, they’re tiny.”

“Like a kid?” I arched a brow. “You might be on to something with your dare theory.”

“The person is carrying something.”

“A shovel?” I lifted my arm as Whodunit circled and hid behind me. “Way to be brave, Scooby-Doo.”

“No, a tray . . .” Samantha laughed and discarded the goggles. “False alarm.”

Becky Robinson, one of our closest friends, hunched through the bushes. “Hey y’all, sorry I’m late. But I brought treats.” She extended the platter of Dairy Queen Blizzards.

I snagged the Oreo. “Yum, thanks.”

She removed her ski cap and fluffed her chameleon-colored locks. “The ice cream machine at work exploded again, and guess who had to clean it up?”

“It what?” I froze, spoon midway to my mouth. “And this batch came from . . .?”

“After we cleaned up. Don’t worry, it isn’t leftover floor ice cream or something.”

Samantha returned her attention to the cemetery. “Is this a stakeout or a picnic?”

“So, you don’t want your Blizzard?” Becky asked.

“I’ll take it.”

Samantha dropped her binoculars. “I didn’t say I didn’t want it. I just would prefer everyone stay on task and not act as if this were an ice cream social.”

“Five minutes ago, you called this a waste of time.”

She glared at me. “But if I’m going to do a job, I want to do it well.”

I scootched and switched my attention to Becky. “How did you find our hiding spot?”

“I followed the bickering. Didn’t anyone teach y’all to use your indoor voices?” She fed Whodunit a dollop of whipped cream. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the bad guys heard you and skedaddled.”

“I texted her our location,” Samantha said. “Though I’m shocked she agreed to come to a cemetery at night.”

“My dad is testing out a new invention at home, so it was either sleep in a potentially haunted mausoleum or risk an automatic vacuum cleaner catching fire and waking up to singed eyebrows.”

“Tight race.”

Samantha checked the time. “If the gravedigger doesn’t show soon, he won’t have enough time before sunrise.”

“Is there a connection between the previously dug graves?” Becky asked.

I opened my notebook and reviewed the facts. “They are in the same general area but on different rows. Two men and one woman. And none of the people are related. Pattern appears random.”

“I suppose a link would be too much to ask.” She scrunched her nose. “What about their ages or birthdays? Or maybe a symbol on the headstones?”

Samantha’s head jerked. “That’s an interesting thought.”

“Really?” Becky perked up. “Which one?”

“Lizzie, can I see the photos of the gravesites?”

“Um, well . . .” My head drooped. “No one took any pictures of the crime scene.”

“So we don’t even have proof a crime was committed?” Samantha huffed. “Give me the names, and I’ll find the stones myself.”

“What about the gravedigger? We’re supposed to lie low and catch him in the act,” I said.

“After three nights in a row, he probably took a vacation day.” Samantha flicked on her flashlight. “If we’re going to close this case, we should be more proactive.”

 “Nothing will solve it faster than catching the guy in the act.” I snagged her arm. “Besides, this is my case, and I call the shots.”

“You’re always so bossy,” Samantha said. “You’re in for a rude awakening at the FBI.”

“What is that supposed to mean? I’m going to make an awesome agent.”

“Not unless you overcome your issues with authority.”

I balled my fist and attempted to diffuse my anger. No one pushed your buttons like a twin sister. “You make me sound like a delinquent.”

Becky and Whodunit buried their faces. Neither one liked conflict.

“Not my intention. You like to be in charge and give the orders. When someone tells you to do something, you debate the issue instead of putting your head down and getting to work. It stems from a need to be in control.”

“Thank you for the analysis, Dr. Freud.”

“Actually, I’m using the Myers-Briggs Personality Test to assess you. Meaning you should direct your thanks to Katharine Briggs and her daughter, Isabel Briggs Myers, who developed the original questionnaire.”

I made a snoring noise. “Oops, sorry I fell asleep for a second there.”

“I think you both would be killer FBI agents.” Becky’s face contorted. “That didn’t come out right. I meant to say you would excel in the Bureau.”

“At least someone thinks so.” I motioned to my sister. “But don’t give her any bright ideas. We spend enough time together.”

Samantha shushed us. “Someone’s coming.”

“Did you invite any of our other friends?”

An intense spotlight borrowed from a nightshift road crew flickered and illuminated the graveyard. I hit the deck. Even the cover of bushes couldn’t help us now.

Becky splattered ice cream all over her Dairy Queen uniform as she dove to the ground. “What now?”

“Be still,” Samantha whispered.

I peered through the bush, hoping for a peek at the suspect. A shovel stabbed into the earth and then another. Two pairs of boots meant two gravediggers. That probably cut the dig time in half.

I shifted for a better view of their faces, and panic raced through my body. The man looked like death warmed over in a black suit with long tails. The more I stared, the more convinced I became of his identity. But why would Edgar Allan Poe be digging up graves in Texas . . . in the twenty-first century?

“We should call the police,” Becky whispered. “This is our proof.”

“And when we tell them the author of The Raven is exhuming people at the cemetery, they’ll hang up on us.”

“That’s why he looked familiar.” Becky shuddered. “And why the rubber mask looks so creepy.”

“What about the woman in the bonnet and dress?” Samantha asked. “Not exactly the proper attire for this activity.”

I turned my attention to the female gravedigger. Oddly enough, she resembled another famous writer.

“Uh-oh.” Becky waved a hand in front of her face.

Sensing the pending sneeze, I pinched her nose. Instead of a quiet ahchoo, she released a blow that sounded like a balloon stuffed in a tuba.

We froze in place. No way the gravediggers thought the noise came from an owl. We weren’t that lucky.

The light bent to the bushes. “Someone there?” Poe asked.

The shovel clattered to the ground, and the writers took off running in opposite directions. We sprang from our hiding spot in hot pursuit.

I hurdled a tombstone and raced after the master of the macabre. He ran with stiff limbs and an upright posture but was quite spry for a guy over 200 years old.

He peered over his shoulder at me and missed the angel statue blocking his path. Archangel Michael popped Poe right in the kisser, knocking him to his backside. Whodunit sped around me and grabbed the gravedigger by the tail of his suit.

“Get off me,” the man yelled.

I slid across the wet lawn like a skater braking on the ice. “Don’t move. The police are on their way.”

He rolled to his feet and swung a crowbar at my legs. I fell backward, and my head hit the grass with a smack. My vision blurred, and everything spun as I tried to stand.

My sneakers splashed in a puddle as the chase continued into the street. But my recovery came too late. A pickup squealed to a stop just long enough for Poe to dive into the bed.

I stood at the curb, amazed at what had transpired. “Edgar Allan Poe is the gravedigger.”

Whodunit twisted her spotted head.

“I know, right?” I arched an eyebrow. "Believe nothing you hear and only one half that you see."

She dropped a piece of paper at my feet.

“Good girl.” I rubbed behind her ears. “At least one of us didn’t fail miserably tonight.”





PERSUASION







“I do not want people to be very agreeable, as it saves me the trouble of liking them a great deal.” – Jane Austen

After failing to catch Poe, I returned to the cemetery in search of my friends. Whodunit led the charge, either following their smell or chasing a butterfly. I wasn’t sure which.

I released a breath when I finally spotted them at the scene of the crime. “I’m guessing y’all struck out with your gravedigger too?”

“We were hot on her trail,” Samantha said. “Until Becky fell into a grave.”

My eyes widened. “Oh, no!”

“One of my worst fears almost came true tonight.” She clutched her heart. “The good news is we saved this poor woman from being exhumed.”

I unfolded the torn piece of paper Whodunit stole from Poe. “A name is coming to me. Might the victim be Emma Jean Stewart?”

“How did you guess?” Becky asked.

“Edgar Allan Poe has a list of names. All the previously dug graves are marked out. She’s the second from the end.”

Samantha squinted at the last entry. “This one is incomplete.”

“Whodunit ripped and smudged the rest, unfortunately.” I twirled her leash. “How many Johns do you suppose are buried here?”

“Wait, are we going to completely ignore the fact he dressed as a fictional character?” Becky asked.

“Edgar Allan Poe is an author. A dead one but real,” Samantha said.

“You know what I mean.” She waved away the clarification. “What about the Victorian Era costume?”

I shrugged. “Looked very Jane Austen to me.”

“In that case, you are referring to the Georgian Era or, more specifically, Regency, as Jane Austen died twenty years before the Victorian Era began,” Samantha said. “It is a common misconception.”

“Okay then.” I grabbed my melted Blizzard and almost took a bite before thinking better. “What are Jane Austen and Edgar Allan Poe doing digging up graves in our cemetery?”

Samantha crossed her arms. “I guess this mystery isn’t as boring as I originally thought.”

Thunder rumbled and lightning zapped the western sky. A raindrop pelted the top of my head. “Not the only thing our resident weather girl was wrong about today. Right, Rainy Storm?”

Samantha snapped a photograph of the tombstone. “We need to compare her stone with the other victims.”

“Can this wait until morning?” Becky asked. “When it is sunny, and I’m not worried about being struck by lightning.”

“It will only take a minute if we split up.” I consulted the map Abaddon gave me. “Here, here, and here.”

Becky sighed. “Fine.”

I weaved through the cemetery and located the resting place of Grover Otto Blackwell, who died at nearly a hundred years old. He had a simple headstone with a name, date, and no fluff. Why did they pick old Grover over anyone else?

The rain picked up and soaked through my thin jacket. I shivered as a chill raced up my spine. I loved a spring shower but getting caught in the middle of one hit a little differently.

Our trio and Whodunit piled into the car, and I cranked the heat. “What’s the verdict? Any connection?”

Samantha examined the photos we sent her. “Becky’s came out blurry.”

“Sorry but traipsing through a cemetery alone gives me the creeps. Especially with the Ghostwriters lurking around.”

“Love the moniker.” I high-fived her.

“Thank you. I thought of it the second we split up.”

“Found a connection,” Samantha said. “All the victims died in March 1934.”




* * *




The next morning, I went to work to update my boss on our findings. In addition to being a licensed private eye, Dr. Watkins owned the best bookstore in town.

The bell chimed as I entered the Wordsmith. “Dr. Watkins? Are you here?”

“Of course, I am. It’s Saturday, we’re open on Saturdays, so where else would I be?” His aristocratic Boston accent gave additional bite to his words.

“I wanted to fill you in on the gravedigger case.”

He combed his gray mustache. “You’re still working on that? I assigned it to you Wednesday afternoon.”

“It was a school night . . .”

“If you want to be a decent detective, you must learn balance. Just because you’re a student doesn’t mean you should goof off in your free time. You’re either committed to this job or you aren’t.”

“I am, sir.”

“Alright.” He folded his arms into his knit cardigan. “Do you have a suspect?”

“No, but we . . .”

“Then why are you bothering me with an update if you don’t even have a suspect?”

“The graverobbers dressed as Edgar Allan Poe and Jane Austen.”

“Yes?”

I cleared my throat. “Which is an odd choice.”

“You’re boring me, Miss Brown. And I have customers.”

“All of the victims died in March 1934.”

“On the same day?”

“No.”

He shrugged. “Then you have nothing.”

“Isn’t it strange they all . . .”

“Coincidence does not make a clue,” Dr. Watkins said. “In the words of the marvelous Hercule Poirot – ‘One coincidence is just a coincidence, two coincidences are a clue, three coincidences are a proof.’”

“By that logic, this coincidence is proof.”

His bushy brows arched. “Please enlighten me.”

“Four graves were robbed, and they all died in 1934. Two people is a coincidence, three people are a clue.”

“The fourth is proof.” He hooked his arms behind his back. “Well done, Miss Brown.”

“Thank you.”

He grabbed a stack of books to reshelve. “I’ll research March 1934 for any unusual events in Lake Falls.”

“What about the Ghostwriter costumes?”

He dropped his books on the shelf. “Shall I solve the entire case for you? Sometimes I think you forget you are the assistant and not the other way around.”

“I’m only wondering if Mr. Abaddon mentioned the disguises.”

“He never got a look at who dug the graves. If he had, he probably would have shot first.”

“Alrighty, I’ll uh, hit the streets and investigate.”

“Terrific plan.”

I hustled from the bookstore and navigated the busy Town Circle – our version of a town square. After the thunderstorm the previous night, residents embraced the beautiful day with a morning walk and a shopping spree.

I sucked in a breath and tried not to take my boss’s words to heart. Most people found it difficult to move beyond Dr. Watkins’ judgmental façade. Despite that, I enjoyed my job. Before he retired to Lake Falls and opened his business, he was a renowned criminology professor at Stanford University. He reached the height of his career consulting on a serial murder investigation. I put up with his ego and condescending attitude to work for the best.

A text message vibrated in my pocket.




SAMANTHA: Chamber of commerce called an emergency town hall meeting to discuss a string of local robberies. I think they are connected to the gravedigger case.

LIZZIE: K on my way




I grinned at the small defiance. One of my sister’s biggest pet peeves was bad spelling and grammar in texts. Skipping periods and shortening words was the perfect way to get her goat from afar.





AMERICAN CLAIMANT







“It is better to keep your mouth closed and let people think you are a fool than to open it and remove all doubt.” – Mark Twain

When I arrived at the town hall, the meeting was already in full swing. Which, for our town, meant everyone in the chamber of commerce shouted over each other.

Representatives from most of the businesses on Main Street turned out, with a few exceptions.

After a quick scan of the crowd, I located Samantha in the front row. “Why are we sitting up here? We can’t talk or make fun of the ridiculous new proposals while within earshot.”

“You answered your own question.” She nudged her chin to the stage. “Listen.”

Deputy Durwood Perkins hiked his utility belt. “Rest assured, folks, I am on the case.” His chubby cheeks puffed. “I’m as worried as you about this hooligan, trust me.”

I raised my hand. “I came in late. What’s the deal with the hooligans?”

“A dangerous burglar is wreaking havoc on our town, and Deputy Durwood is refusing to get tough.” Sweet seventy-year-old Mrs. Graham smacked her fist into her palm. “They broke into my ice cream parlor, and that is a declaration of war.”

“Now, hold on a minute.” The deputy held out his hands. “We don’t want to act rashly. So far, the thief hasn’t taken anything at any of the places he’s busted into.”

“What about my broken window and all the product I lost when the freezer was left open?” Mrs. Graham asked. “Who is going to pay for that?”

“The crook hit my family business, too, so I understand your pain,” Durwood said.

I gasped. “Not Woody’s Hardware and Bait Shop.”

“Thank you for the colorful commentary, Lizzie.”

I again raised my hand. “How many places did the delinquent break into? And why was nothing missing?”

“Three businesses fell victim so far including the Royal Crown Theater. And this isn’t an open forum or a question-and-answer type thing.” He scratched his black mustache. He thought the facial hair made him look like Thomas Magnum when, in reality, he was a dead ringer for Paul Blart, Mall Cop.

I leaned closer to Samantha. “How is this connected to the gravediggers? Aside from the lack of thievery at both crime scenes?”

“Wait, you’ll see.”

My shoulders slumped. “Why can’t you tell me?”

“What are you doing to catch the guy?” Mrs. Graham asked. “Do you even have suspects?”

“Pft . . . yes. I got loads of them.” Durwood sniffed, a clear tell he was bluffing.

“What are you holding back, Deputy?”

“Nothing.” His eyes lifted to the rafters. “We have an eyewitness account, and we’re running theories as we speak.”

“From whom?” Mrs. Graham asked. “The shops were closed when the crooks struck.”

Samantha elbowed me. “Here it comes.”

“Fine, I saw something at the hardware store.” Durwood’s gaze narrowed. “Happy?”

“What did you see?” I asked.

“A guy with wild Albert Einstein hair, dressed in a Colonel Sanders white suit.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “And I’m not crazy. Putting that out there.”

The description brought to mind a specific persona. “Um Deputy, are you sure the man you spotted fleeing the hardware store wasn’t Mark Twain?”

“Yes, because he’s dead.” He waved at me. “No more questions.”

I crossed my arms and stared at Samantha. “The Ghostwriters didn’t limit their crimes to grave robberies.”

“But why aren’t they taking anything?”

“Perhaps they’re training for the B&E games.”

Durwood cleared his throat. “If you two are quite finished whispering, we would like to get back to our meeting.”




* * *




We snuck out of the town meeting a few minutes early and dropped by the Royal Crown Theater to interview the owner.

“Why wasn’t he in attendance?”

Samantha lifted a shoulder. “Because the chamber of commerce never discusses anything important.”

“You don’t find his absence suspicious?” I asked.

“Should I?”

“Perhaps he faked the robbery of the Royal Crown Theater to deflect suspicions.”

“Why don’t we interview him before jumping to ridiculous and baseless conclusions?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Where do you suppose he is?”

I pointed to the ticket window. “Found him.”

Despite his posh, royal name, Spencer Wellington was the cheapest man in Lake Falls. If he found a penny in the street, he pinched it.

His tight-wad tendencies caused the movie theater to operate with as few employees as humanly possible. Which meant the owner took on most of the jobs.

I leaned into the microphone. “Hi, Spencer.”

“Two tickets?”

“We aren’t here for a movie,” Samantha said.

His tall, skinny body straightened. “Then why are you blocking my line?”

I glanced behind me. “We’re the only ones here.”

“And perhaps you are discouraging folks who don’t want to wait in a long line.”

Samantha shimmied in front of me. “We need to talk to you about the robbery the other night.”

“I’m on the clock. Come back later.” He scrunched his hand. “Next.”

I left the window and retraced my steps through the rope line. “Hi, Spencer. Can I have a ticket to whatever Marvel movie is playing?”

“Eight dollars.”

I snagged a ten-dollar bill from my pocket and slowly unfolded it. “While I have you here, perhaps you can tell me about the robbery the other night.”

He scraped a hand through his buzzcut hair. “My, my, don’t you think you’re smart trying to bribe me?”

I ironed out the bill’s wrinkles. “I don’t have any idea what you mean. I’m just trying to see my favorite superhero movie.”

Samantha crossed her arms. “We can play this game all day, Spencer. The film plays until ten.”

He sighed. “As I told Deputy Durwood, there’s nothing to tell. I didn’t witness anything, and nothing went missing. The only reason I called the police was because of my insurance claim from the broken latch.”

“Was anything disturbed?” I asked.

“The hoodlum tore up a section of carpet in the projector room, which is not covered under my policy.” A muscle in his skinny neck twitched. “Why do I even bother with insurance when they refuse to pay out?”

I handed over my money. “Was that so hard, Spencer?”

“As excruciating as a hostage situation.”

Samantha snagged the ticket and handed it to the kid in line behind us. “Here you go. We already saw this one. Regular guy gets powers and a suit, and the entire city is destroyed by explosions.”

“Cool, thanks!”

Spencer threw his hands behind the glass. “You cost me a paying customer.”

“Serves him right,” Samantha mumbled.

I hooked my arm through hers. “Can you handle the interviews of Mrs. Graham and Durwood by yourself?”

“Of course.”

“Aren’t you curious about what I’m doing in the meantime?”

She shrugged. “Not particularly.”




* * *




I left Samantha to interview the other robbery victims while Becky and I drove to the costume shop in the neighboring town.

“This Ghostwriter thing is so strange.” Becky crossed her short legs in the passenger seat. “And elaborate. Why did they choose such memorable costumes when a simple mask wouldn’t raise so many eyebrows?”

“I think that’s the point. We came within a few feet of Poe and Austen, and we can’t remember a single distinguishing feature aside from the costume.”

“So, by standing out they manage to go unnoticed.”

“Correct.” I parked the car and debated grabbing my umbrella. “I’ll make a run for it.”

Becky followed my lead and stumbled over a slick step. Her heels rolled down the first flight, and she caught herself at the basement entrance.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, but my life flashed before my eyes.”

I approached the kid at the checkout register, dressed as a Lord of the Rings elf. “Hello, I called about the Mark Twain costume.”

He shook his head and almost lost an ear. “I told you over the phone, we sold out a week ago. Why . . . Uh . . . why did you bother coming by?”

I leaned on the counter. “This is going to sound desperate, and I’m not above begging, but we have a school project on Mark Twain due Monday, and we really need the costume.”

“I can’t make one appear. Trust me, I wish I could.” His cheeks blushed. “What if I call the other stores?”

“This was our last hope.”

“Hey Liz, what if we borrowed the costume from the person who bought it? If we explained the situation, I’m sure they would help us out.”

“Oliver? Are you able to look up the purchaser on your computer?”

“Uh-huh, it was a delivery. But I’m not supposed to give out information.”

I interlocked my fingers. “Please, Oliver, we’re at risk of failing Senior English if we don’t ace this project.”

He scratched his pimply forehead. “Okay, but I’m only giving this to you because I know the buyer, and I’m certain it would be alright with her.”

“You’ll be our hero, Oliver.”

“The Wayne City Librarian purchased it for live readings.”

Becky’s brows rose. “Did she buy any others?”

“Why? Isn’t your project on Mark Twain?” Oliver asked.

“Hers is, but I’m Jane Austen.” Becky cleared her throat. “Any of those?”

“Two in stock, I’ll get it for you.” He grinned and ran to the back.

“That didn’t go to plan.” Becky buried her face. “Think we can run before he comes back?”

I shook my head. “But he was so excited to help.”

The curtain parted, and he dropped the hanger on the counter. “You’re in luck. This one is on sale for fifty.”

Becky rummaged through her wallet. “Forty-seven and thirteen cents . . .”

I fished three dollars out of my pocket. “Wouldn’t want you to fail English because you were a few bucks short.”

She held the costume in front of her and tangled her feet in the skirt. “I suppose I can hem it, right?”




* * *




“What’s our story with the librarian?” Becky asked. “School project still?”

“I think we should confront her about the investigation.”

Her eyes expanded. “You think the librarian is behind the break-ins?”

“If the costume fits.”

“But if you’re suspicions are correct, shouldn’t we be a little sneakier?”

“I always found the Columbo approach quite effective.”

“Ooh!” As our resident expert in anything and everything TV-related, Becky lit up. “Love it. I’m in.”

After a few minutes of searching, we located the librarian shelving books.

“Are you Tammy Redding?”

She swatted curly red hair over her shoulder. “Yes ma’am, I am. What can I help you with?”

“We are investigating a string of burglaries in Lake Falls committed by literary figures.”

She fumbled a book. “Wow, a lot to unpack there. You two are detectives?”

“Interns assigned grunt work, technically.”

“A man dressed as Mark Twain pulled the robberies,” Becky said. “We are tracking down anyone who recently purchased a costume.”

“You think I had something to do with this?” Tammy asked.

“No, ma’am.” I laughed. “We’re checking off everyone on the list. This is our tenth stop today.”

“Oh, you girls have been busy.” She propped an elbow on the bookcase. “I did purchase a Mark Twain costume for live readings, but it hasn’t been worn yet.”

“Ah, okay.” I spun for the door and twisted back. “Would it be alright if we checked the costume?”

“If we don’t put eyes on it, our boss will make us come back,” Becky said.

“Sure, certainly.” She motioned to another librarian. “Susan, can you take over shelving for me?” Tammy weaved between rows, jingling her keychain. “So, do you girls do much reading?”

“I’m addicted to mysteries,” Becky said.

“I recently started to appreciate the classics.” I ticked off names on my fingers. “Hemmingway, Fitzgerald, Dickens . . . and, lately, a lot of Poe.”

“Fabulous start.” She searched her ring for the correct key.

“Can you suggest any female authors for me?”

“Absolutely.” She paused with her hand on the doorknob. “Louisa May Alcott, Mary Shelley, Virginia Woolf.”

“Don’t forget about Jane Austen,” Becky said. “I love Pride and Prejudice.”

“You can’t miss with any of them.” She opened the door with a push of her hip. “Huh.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She dumped over an empty cardboard box. “The costumes are gone.”

She hustled back to where we found her. “Susan, has anybody checked out our costumes for a reading?”

“No.”

“This is so strange.” Tammy hugged her arms around her waist. “We hardly open the storage closet. Do you think your thieves broke in and took them?”

“A very real possibility.” I reached for the box. “Can we take this for evidence?”

“Sure. Wow, I’m stunned this happened.” She combed a hand through her curls. “We keep it locked, but anyone comes and goes into the library throughout the day.”

A man with dark hair appeared. “Something wrong, Tammy?”

“My husband.” She placed a hand on his chest. “These two detective interns dropped by about a robbery, and it appears someone stole our historical figure costumes and is wearing them for nefarious purposes.”

“What? Why?”

“The thief wore a Mark Twain disguise in a recent break-in.” I tapped the librarian on the shoulder. “Why did you insinuate he is wearing the other costumes? We haven’t received a report identifying anybody else.”

“Oh, I just assumed since the whole box is missing.” She rolled her shoulders. “I guess that’s why I’m not a detective. I jump to conclusions too fast.”

“Can you give us an inventory record of what was in the box?” Becky asked. “In case your multiple costume idea pans out.”

“It isn’t a long list. We dress up as our most often requested authors – Mark Twain, Edgar Allan Poe, Jane Austen, and Agatha Christie.”

I jotted down the names. “Thank you. This is a huge help.”

“Absolutely. As a librarian, I’m appalled anyone would tarnish these remarkable writers’ reputations.”

“Terrible,” her husband agreed.

“Don’t worry.” I smiled. “We’ll dig up the dirt to catch the wackos behind this.”





THE BIG FOUR










“Any coincidence is worth noticing. You can throw it away later if it’s only a coincidence.” – Agatha Christie

I clicked on the light as we entered the loft above the Wordsmith Bookstore. The space served as Dr. Watkins’ detective office and my after-hours thinking spot.

“Are you sure we should be up here?” Becky tiptoed to the couch. “Without your boss.”

“We’re investigating the crime he hired us to. Why wouldn’t we be allowed?”

 “Why do you think the librarian is guilty?” Samantha staked claim to the desk and opened her laptop.

“Her whole attitude was off.”

Her forehead wrinkled. “At least you can provide specific evidence to back up your allegation.”

“You didn’t hear her answers, Sam.” I rolled my eyes. “She was way too eager to offer explanations as to why the costumes went missing and how someone broke in.”

“And she referred to thieves in costumes,” Becky added. “As in more than one. We never said anything about Poe and Austen or the gravedigger portion of the case.”

“I’ll agree it is suspicious, but how do we tie her to the crime?” Samantha asked. “And what about her partner?”

“Easy.” I waved. “Her husband is working with her.”

“And the proving it part?”

“A little tougher.” Becky’s nose scrunched. “If only we knew what was next. Are they returning to the cemetery to try again with poor Emma Jean, or are they going back to a business in town?”

I halted mid-pace and pulled an about-face. “Yeah, what’s the deal with that? What are they digging for, and how does it relate to the string of B&Es?”

“They’re searching for something.” Samantha spun her class ring. “It explains why they never take anything. They haven’t found what they’re after.”

“Which is?” I rotated my hand, hoping for more.

“It’s a McGuffin like the Maltese Falcon. Doesn’t matter what they’re after, only that they are.”

“No way.” Becky’s head bobbed so fast her hair shook loose from the ponytail. “I want to know what they’re after – money, treasure, secrets, a body . . .”

“A book.” I spread my arms. “What? She is a librarian.”

“My guess is the something they’re after is old,” Becky said. “Why else would they dig up a person buried in 1934?”

“Decent point.” Samantha twisted her screen. “I’m researching important events but nothing major ties to this area in March 1934.”

“Dr. Watkins is looking for a connection as well.” I cocked my head to the side. “Are you sure you can’t find anything?”

“It was the middle of the Great Depression, and bank robberies were a popular activity.”

“That’s interesting,” I said. “Tell me more.”

Samantha scrolled her mouse. “Bonnie and Clyde were active until May when they died in a shootout in Louisiana. Dillinger and his gang robbed banks throughout the summer, and the FBI declared him public enemy number one. He was killed in July.”

“What else?” Becky asked.

“Babe Ruth hit his 700th homerun.” Samantha’s eyes darted back and forth. “Hitler became dictator of Germany. The police finally made an arrest in the Lindbergh Baby case.”

“The bank robbery thing interests me,” I said.

“You think one of the grave robbery victims pulled a heist and was buried with their loot?” Samantha crossed her arms. “A bit farfetched if you ask me.”

“I’m running theories. They aren’t all gold.” I froze as a rumbling downstairs caught my attention. “Did y’all hear that?”

The bell chimed as the front door swung open.

“Cut the lights,” Samantha whispered.

I scrambled for the switch and found it in the nick of time. Lying on my stomach, I peered over the edge of the balcony. Mark Twain entered the Wordsmith with an older woman in a 1930s dress and a pearl necklace.

“Agatha Christie,” Samantha said. “The fourth costume stolen from the library.”

Becky held up her phone. “Deputy Durwood is on his way.”

The thieves stumbled around the bookstore, searching the walls and the floor. Mark Twain brushed his hand over the floorboards. “Here.” He drew an electric drill from the pocket of his coat and quickly unscrewed a furnace gate. He dipped his arm inside and dug around. “Nothin’.”

Agatha Christie stomped on the hardwood floor and migrated to the carpeted children’s area. “I found another duct they sealed up.”

“Alrighty then.” Mark Twain pried the carpet loose with a crowbar and retrieved an antique puzzle box from the hole. “Ha, ha! We got it.”

Samantha elbowed me. “The McGuffin.”

“We can’t let them take off with it.” I glanced through the window. All quiet on the Circle. “Durwood isn’t going to make it in time.”

I removed my shoes and padded downstairs in my socks. Samantha followed behind me, her boots silent like a ninja. I motioned her to the romance section while I circled mysteries/thrillers.

I peeked over a bookcase, wondering how I lost my mark. Where did Agatha Christie disappear to?

A book smacked into the back of my head. I rolled to avoid a second blow from the Queen of Crime. Her forehead wrinkled under heavy stage makeup. “Stop following us.”

“Okay, since you asked nicely.” I tugged on her coat, halting her momentum. She wiggled out of the sleeves and fled to the exit. Mark Twain limped behind her, his crazy white wig knocked askew.

A siren blared as they dashed away in the same pickup they drove at the cemetery. Samantha grabbed my arm. “Let Durwood handle the high-speed chase. I stole the puzzle box off Samuel Clemens.”

“Excellent work.” We shared a high five.

“Are you sure about this?” Becky asked from the balcony overlook. “Stealing their treasure makes us a target.”

“Deputy Durwood might surprise us and catch them,” I said. “You never know.”

Becky pointed to the mystery aisle. “Did one of them lose a coat?” She hustled downstairs to join us.

I weaved to the neighboring row and retrieved the rain jacket. Something bulky weighed down the oversized pocket. “Agatha Christie carried her book with her. How on brand.”

“Murder in the Calais Coach.” Becky tilted her head. “Never heard of it. Which one is this?”

“Murder on the Orient Express was published under a different name in the US.” Samantha traced the title and flipped to the copyright. “This is a first edition hardcover printed in 1934.”

My eyebrow rose. “There’s that year again.”

Becky gasped at the writing on the title page. “Is it signed? If so, we’re rich.”

“No, it’s a note.” Samantha rotated the book. “To my sweetheart. When you left, I buried the key to my heart in a fresh grave. I’m being chased through a falling lake. My only comfort is the burning fire which runs in circles, puzzling as it might sound. If I never make it back to you, take solace in this treasure we share.”

Becky’s lip curled. “That’s the worst poem I ever heard.”

“Words are such uncertain things, they so often sound well, but mean the opposite of what one thinks they do,” Samantha said.

I arched an eyebrow. “A timely Agatha Christie quote.” I twisted to Becky. “The poem is a code leading ‘Sweetheart’ to the treasure.”

Her head jerked. “Seriously? How did you get that out of the gibberish?”

“The writer of the message was being chased, probably by the police, so he hid the pieces of the treasure where no one would look,” I said. “The puzzle box went into the furnace vent of a building in the Circle. And he dropped the key in a freshly dug grave.”

“After all this time, the Ghostwriters found the message and followed the clues to the town where the lake falls.” Samantha bit the edge of her lip. “Several buildings are still standing from 1934, including the four they robbed.”

I pointed to the book. “And the date – March smudge, 1934, gave them the approximate location of where he buried the key.”

“Neato. Now how do we open the puzzle box?” Becky asked.

Samantha rolled it over but failed to locate a latch or seam. After an eternity, she gestured to a small hole in the wood. “We’re still missing the key.”

“Grab your shovels. We have some digging to do.”





AND THEN THERE WERE NONE







“It is easier to fool people than to convince them that they have been fooled.” – Mark Twain.

Becky shook the puzzle box and placed her ear on top of the wood. “No jingling, so it’s probably not jewelry. How much cash can fit in something this size?”

I rested my arms on the handle of the shovel. “Isn’t it your turn to dig?”

“I’m better suited to play the lookout role with Whodunit.” She patted the dalmatian on the head. “Besides, I would only slow you down. Y’all have the twin chemistry working.”

“You’ll say anything to avoid digging a grave, won’t you?”

Samantha wiped her forehead with the back of her sleeve. “We’re almost done anyway.”

My shovel connected with something hard. I swiped dirt, revealing the casket. “Eureka!”

“And what about the key?” Becky cringed. “Don’t tell me it’s inside with Emma Jean Stewart.”

Samantha clicked on her flashlight. “Only one way to find out.” She tossed the light to Becky at ground level. “Keep it steady.”

The beam wobbled back and forth. “The fellas on Supernatural make it look way easier.”

“Sorry about this, Emma Jean. But better us than the evil librarian.” I maneuvered to the edge of the grave. “Ready?”

Samantha nodded and pushed the lid while I pulled. Dirt flung in every direction.

Becky shrieked from above and dropped her flashlight inside the casket. “Um, guys?”

I gulped. “Where’s Emma Jean?”

“No key either,” Samantha said.

“Who cares about the key? The more pressing question is why is her body missing? She didn’t get up and walk away.”

“Unless she’s a zombie,” Becky said. “Don’t look at me like that. It fits with the Edgar Allan Poe theme. We read The Fall of the House of Usher in school last week.”

A gust of wind blew debris into the grave. I pounded against the dirt wall. “This is worse than searching for a needle in a haystack.”

“Creepier too.” Becky squinted at the sky. “Do y’all notice it’s looking mighty snaky all of a sudden?”

“Nothing on the radar.” Samantha pocketed her phone and abandoned her shovel. “But we should call it a night.”

“Since when are you a quitter? You love digging through haystacks.”

She lowered her voice. “I don’t want to scare you, but I received a tornado warning from my weather app.”

I shrugged. “So what? The weather channel warns of one every other day, and they’re almost always a false alarm.” Quarter-sized hail dropped from the green night sky. And the tornado siren roared to life.

“Aaaiiiieee!” Becky spun in a circle with Whodunit following behind her, barking. “Can we run to the car now?”

Samantha pulled herself out of the grave and gave me a hand. “A car is one of the worst places you can hide from a tornado.”

Becky ducked for cover underneath the umbrella of a weeping willow tree. “All my knowledge of tornadoes comes from The Wizard of Oz. So, short of a witch on a flying bike, I’m pretty much useless.”

Whodunit bounced on her back legs as she caught the falling hail. A piece pegged me in the back. “Do we have time to drive home?”

Samantha shook her head. “We should find shelter ASAP.”

“We’re in the middle of a cemetery. Not many choices unless you’re suggesting we take Emma Jean’s vacancy.”

“What about the Gravedigger Abaddon’s house?” Becky asked.

“He’s on the other side of the cemetery.” Samantha consulted the map. “I have an idea. Follow me.”

A loud crack of thunder served as the starting pistol for our race. Becky took the lead, weaving between rows.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Moving target so the lightning won’t know where to strike.” She spread her arms. “Well, it can’t hurt.”

Samantha removed the chain and swung open the door to the Kingston Family mausoleum. “Hurry inside.”

Becky’s eyes danced from the eerie sky to the stone structure. “How convenient, we’re riding out the twister in a mausoleum.”

“How is this safer than anywhere else?” I asked.

A light shined in my eye. “It’s not.” Mark Twain grabbed me by the wrist and yanked me into the depths of the tomb.




* * *




Whodunit curled in the corner of the crypt and covered her ears. The annoying tornado siren proved more irritating than the thieves holding us hostage.

“Where’s the puzzle box?” Agatha Christie asked.

“Back at the office, in the vault,” Samantha said. “It won’t open without the key.”

“Which we have.” Mark Twain displayed a tiny brass key.

Becky pointed a shaky finger at the name etched in stone. “John Bartholomew Kingston, the missing final entry on their list.”

“As soon as this storm is over, you’re handing over the puzzle box,” Agatha Christie said.

“You’ll never get away with this. The treasure, however much it is, isn’t worth it.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you knew.”

“So, enlighten the class, Tammy Redding and Unnamed Librarian Husband.” I crossed my arms. “Because unless you want our deaths on your conscience, we can identify you.”

“Lizzie, don’t give them any ideas,” Becky mumbled.

“With what’s in that puzzle box, we can afford brand new identities and a mansion on a beach somewhere,” Mark Twain said.

“Guess you should have done a better job hanging on to it then.” Samantha swung a crowbar and knocked the Mark Twain impersonator to the ground.

“Hey!” Tammy ran to help, and, at the last second, Becky stuck out her foot. The woman lost her Agatha Christie wig and tumbled beside her husband.

I snagged the key. “Run, Toto, run.”

Becky hesitated at the entrance. “Into the storm?”

I shoved her outside, not taking the time to answer. Samantha looped the chain through the door and locked it with the deadbolt. “That should hold the Ghostwriters until Deputy Perkins gets here.”

“And what about us?” Becky shielded her head. “I don’t want to end up like the Wicked Witch of the East.”

“Which one is that?” I asked.

“The one crushed by Dorothy’s house. Why aren’t y’all more afraid?”

I pointed to the sky. “No more tornado siren. We’re in the clear.”

She released a breath. “That was a close one.”




* * *




After Deputy Durwood hauled off Mark Twain and Agatha Christie, we returned to the Wordsmith with evidence.

I updated my boss on the way over, and Dr. Watkins waited for us on the stoop. “He let you keep the box?”

“He deputized Samantha to open it,” I said.

“The fella can’t work a key?”

“It’s a Chinese puzzle box,” Samantha said. “The key is only the first step.”

“Please make it quick; the suspense is killing me.” Becky plopped in a chair, and Whodunit shook off her damp coat.

“Just what I needed, antique books reeking of wet dog.” Dr. Watkins handed me printed pages. “Here.”

“What’s this?”

“I scoured the microfiche for events in 1934. On March 31, a safe deposit box at the Pottsville Bank of Trust was robbed. The criminal was apprehended in Lake Falls three hours later. He died of pneumonia in prison two months into his sentence.”

“So, he never got out to collect his treasure, and the message never made it to Sweetheart,” Becky said. “This has to be our guy.”

“What did he take?” I asked.

“A gold coin.” The doctor crossed his arms. “Fascinating, isn’t it?”

“Uh-huh.” I scanned the papers, unsure what he found so fascinating. Why was one coin, gold or not, worth the fuss?

“You have no idea why, do you?” Dr. Watkins asked.

“Sure, I . . .”

“In 1933, President Franklin Roosevelt called for gold coins to be returned to the federal reserve. An unintended result was many small-time banks ended up with more gold than they were comfortable with.” Samantha twisted pieces of the puzzle box. “They quickly became targets of thieves, so managers hid the loot in safety deposit boxes instead of the vault. Not surprisingly, some of the more valuable coins were never turned over.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Making them incredibly rare?”

She slid the final section into place, and the lid popped open. She snagged a magnifying glass and examined the contents. “A 1933 Double Eagle.”

“One of the rarest coins in the world.” Dr. Watkins leaned in for a closer peek. “There are only thirteen known to exist.”

“Fourteen,” I corrected.

“Wow.” Becky reached for the piece.

Samantha swatted her hand. “Don’t touch, it’s evidence.” She slipped it inside a plastic bag, sealed it with police tape, and removed her cloth gloves. “We should return this to Durwood straight away.”

“Quite right,” Dr. Watkins agreed. “That’s an important piece of history. I imagine the county will turn it over to the museum after the trial.”

I followed my sister outside and despite the tornado an hour earlier, birds chirped. “We’ll escort you.”

“The station is across the street,” she said.

“Yeah, but you’re carrying a coin worth millions.”

“Closer to twenty.”

I choked. “I wonder if the librarians knew.”

“Nope. The treasure was nothing but a McGuffin to them.”

My eyes cut to the evidence bag. “Makes you think.”

“Don’t get any ideas, Miss Brown.” Dr. Watkins popped up behind me. “But just in case, I’m here to make sure you don’t.”

“Never crossed my mind, Boss.”

“Okay, the coin is cool and all but what happened to Emma Jean’s body?” Becky asked.

I shrugged. “A mystery for another day.”

“Consult my notes, Miss Brown.” Dr. Watkins motioned to the file tucked under my arm. “I located obituaries for every name on your list.”

I skimmed the article. “Emma Jean Stewart was killed in a house fire, and her family buried an empty casket.”

“Oh.” Becky sighed. “What a relief.”

“They could have at least left a note. Dear future gravediggers: don’t be alarmed by the absence of a body. The coffin was empty at the time of burial.”

“Unless the conditions were ideal, paper would decompose rather quickly underground,” Samantha said.

“Not if they sealed it in Tupperware. That keeps food good forever with the patented burp seal.”

Samantha shook her head. “Not invented until 1946. Try again.”

My body slumped. “A life on the run is starting to sound like a dream if it gets me out of this conversation.”

“Seriously?” Becky and Whodunit covered their faces. “Y’all are worse than the tornado.”




* * *
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I have to admit I didn’t notice the threats, written in glowing, archaic script. But I did notice the explosion of worms. 

“Guess this makes you the early bird,” William observed.

He sat just inside my shop, Red’s Alchemy and Potions. The two of us were up early; it was barely past eight in the morning, still ahead of the usual opening time in quaint Belville. The bakery and grocer’s across Market Square had been busy for a while, but residents of the alpine town were only slowly beginning to make their appearance. Of course, in a fairy-tale world like Beyond, all sorts of people coexisted, and they had all kinds of different ideas about early. But given that my morning was off to a rough start, I didn’t feel up to a debate.

And William himself certainly was not giving me any competition. As a “familiar”—think magical animal, like a witch’s cat—who looked like a big black dog, he absolutely could have been more help. Instead, he preferred to “oversee.”

I made a face at him as I continued scooping worms off of the shop’s front stoop. Bright blue cleaning potions in clear glass bottles sparkled beside the door, but I didn’t want to use them until I’d cleared away all the worms who remained alive. After all, it wasn’t their fault that they’d found themselves all over my stoop and picture windows. At least, I didn’t think it was. Since I’d woken to this strange, localized plague only an hour ago, I still didn’t have a full grasp of exactly what had happened.

“Good morning, Red!” my neighbor and friend, Sakura, called as she approached. I stopped scooping and straightened up, groaning as my back protested. William, I could just make faces at, but Sakura deserved more attention.

As usual, the bright cheeriness of her outfit rivaled the springtime sunshine warming up the Square. Over her canary-yellow sundress and green-checkered tights, she wore a pink apron embroidered with a teacup and flowers—the logo for her business, the Pomegranate Café. The little restaurant sat catty-corner to mine on Market Square. I was very grateful to see that she carried a ceramic to-go mug with the same logo, but a little confused by the fact that she also carried a canvas bag full of well-worn books.

“I brought you this,” she continued as she joined me on the sidewalk in front of my shop. She pressed the mug into my hands, and by its spicy scent, I could tell that “this” was in fact her soon-to-be-famous almond milk chai with honey. “I just can’t tell you how sorry I am!”

“Why are you sorry?” I asked, inhaling the scent of the chai more deeply. As the warmth washed over me, my worm-filled morning faded into the background.

But William, clearly, had remained focused. “Betcha the worms are her fault,” he said shrewdly.

“William,” I reprimanded. In addition to being a café owner and selfless friend, Sakura was a shadow witch—someone who deals in dark magic. After her less-than-friendly introduction to town last fall, I was still a little protective of her.

“Actually, he’s right—in a way,” Sakura confessed. “I didn’t plan for the worms, of course. But someone is sabotaging the café, and they’re using books to do it!”




* * *




“You’re going to have to run all of it by me again,” I told Sakura sometime later. Of course, her initial announcement had made zero sense. But rather than hash it out on the sidewalk in Market Square, I’d put William on duty, cleaning up the rest of the worms. Sometimes, it did him good to remember that he was my assistant, not the other way round. I then invited Sakura up to my apartment for a real talk.

My studio took up the second floor above my potions shop. The shop had been a dream come true for me, but if I’m honest, I’d been surprised by how much I loved my cozy home too. Jammed with potted plants, colorful rugs, and even a working fireplace, it fit me and William perfectly. A dining table and chairs were squeezed into the front corner, overlooking the Square. As Sakura and I sat there sipping chai and munching on some muffins I’d hastily toasted and buttered, I began to feel like I could try understanding the whole worms-and-books-are-attacking-the-café storyline again.

“I figured I would.” Sakura giggled. Though she was a proud shadow witch, the primary adjective to describe her was and would always be “adorable.” “Thanks for breakfast, by the way. Your baking is almost as good as Glacial’s—don’t tell her I said that, though. She’s been in such a mood lately. Of course, we both have since the threats began.

“Threats which I will now explain,” she added, seeing my look. “Remember how we opened the new patio in front of the café last week?”

I nodded. Sakura and Glacial, her friend/employee at Pomegranate, had worked hard to turn the café’s dilapidated front porch into a lovely stone-tiled patio with several inviting tables, chairs, and some impressive flowerpots. They’d even added a little wooden lending library in one corner, where patrons could take or leave books for reading while enjoying the café’s treats.

“Ever since then, bad things have been happening,” Sakura said. “It seems to be centered around the library. Someone’s been writing threats on the side of it using some kind of magical ink, and then the other day when Glacial went to open it, she swore it snapped at her, or bit her, or something. And then, of course, this morning it was the worms.”

I set down my muffin. “The worms came from your library?”

“I’m pretty sure. Although it’s a little hard to tell because they’re all over the patio and even the door.” Sakura was normally very practical in the face of misfortune, but I could see from the flicker in her blue eyes that this was troubling her. And why shouldn’t it? I thought. What an unfortunate and gross kind of curse. She added, “They got my place and yours, and some of the trees in the Square.”

“Well, the Square won’t be hurt by a few more worms,” I told her with a reassuring smile.

Her chuckle this time was a little flat, but she did smile back at me. “To be honest, some of the people on the town council were never fans of us putting in that patio in the first place. That’s why I thought it might be better to come to you for help instead of involving Officer Thorn.”

“What’s that?” I nearly choked on my tea as I understood her meaning. “You want me to investigate?”

“Would you please?” Sakura leaned forward, eyes shining. “You know you’re the best person to do it. Not only are you great at solving puzzles, you have that alchemical lab just sitting down there behind your shop, waiting to be used for tests! And we can have a stakeout sleepover party like we did last Halloween!”

Like I don’t already use my lab every day for stocking potions and other experiments, I thought with an eye roll. But I couldn’t help myself: I had to grin at her enthusiasm. I knew she knew what my protests would be. And I knew that she—much like Officer Thorn—would have an answer for every one.

“You knew I’d help before you came over here,” I said, hiding my amusement behind my mug.

“You don’t know until you’ve tried,” Sakura said briskly, straightening up in her chair. Now that the sun had risen higher, sunlight streamed in the windows and glinted off of her white bobbed hair. “The only problem is the potential suspects . . .”

“Why?” I raised an eyebrow. “It’s not like you suspect me or William, is it?”

“Oh, no,” she answered with a wave of her hand. “But—well, you have to admit, Luca would have a strong motive.”

Luca? As usual when I heard his name, my stomach erupted in butterflies, and my impulse was to smile. But in this context, disbelief followed hard on the heels of my happy feelings. Luca, Belville’s bookseller and scholar, was known for doing things like adopting three-legged minks and putting together holiday book displays—not for cursing his competition. In my opinion, his adorableness rivaled Sakura’s. But of course, he and I had been dating for several months, so my opinion was biased.

He is used to being the only source for books in town, a ruthlessly logical part of my brain mused.

But I slapped the thought away. “It isn’t Luca,” I said with confidence. “That’s ridiculous. What else have you got?”

“Wellllll,” said Sakura, in a voice which clearly indicated she wasn’t as convinced as I was, “there’s also Ginger, who owns the bakery a few shops down. He and I have a sort of . . . friendly . . . feud going on.”

“Uh huh.” I filed this away; knowing Sakura and her talent for understatement, I doubted the feud was “friendly” on Ginger’s part. And I couldn’t blame him. Like Luca, he was used to having no competition, and Glacial’s cupcakes were already legendary in town. “And what about the town council? You said they gave you trouble with the patio permits.”

“Sort of. I’m sure they would have,” she said, under the force of my stare. “What? It’s already done.”

“You didn’t actually seek approval first,” I concluded, running my hand through my hair with a chagrined sigh.

“It’s my property,” Sakura said, as though this was completely reasonable. And it was, in a way. But as a fellow business owner on the Square, I knew how touchy the town council could get about changes to the town’s overall appearance. 

“Well, now I know why you didn’t go to Thorn,” I mused. “Who else would have it out for your café, or—since the vandalism has been so specific—your library?”

“Could be someone who doesn’t approve of the books,” William said, announcing his presence. He came up the spiral staircase from the shop and immediately trotted toward the bathroom. “Sir Rowan came in, and he’s watching the shop,” he called over his shoulder before I could give him a hard time.

As the water began running in the shower—no doubt William was washing worm bits from his paws—I turned to raise an eyebrow at Sakura again.

“Glacial and I contributed books to the library to get it started,” she said, the look on her face angelic. “It’s mostly novels, but we both had reference books to add too.”

“Let me guess,” I said dryly. “Hers are all about baking, and yours were about some kind of dark magic?”

“Shadow magic,” Sakura corrected, although we both knew full well that such distinctions might not mean anything to a townsperson afraid of summoning demons or being cursed. 

“The threats,” I said as a thought occurred to me. “What did they actually say?”

“Oh, things like you should beware of poison, may all you love be covered in thorns, and leave or be mowed down, the usual type of thing,” said Sakura airily. 

I frowned. “Seems like there’s a theme.”

“Sure,” said William, poking his nose out of the bathroom as he finished shaking water from his heavy fur. “The theme is that someone wants Sakura gone.”




* * *




After I’d closed up my shop for the day, I gathered my things—alchemical goggles and a belt full of “nerdy” tools, a change of clothes, and a few other necessities—and made my way to the café. William refused to come; he liked to have his evenings free to roam. I left him to it, savoring the silence of Market Square in the twilight.

Though it was springtime, it was still a bit chilly, and a fresh breeze rustled the new buds on the trees. Most of Belville had retired to their homes or the tavern for dinner. I could see it across the Square, its windows lit up and the welcoming sound of laughter drifting from the open door. After a busy day of making and selling, I truly had a moment to myself.

I let that moment linger, choosing to pause on the café patio rather than going right in. I’d given Sakura some of my cleaning potions earlier and between those—and her own magic—and Glacial’s hard work, no sign of worms remained. Everything was neat and orderly, the chairs and tables no doubt protected by magic spells that prevented theft or weather-related wear and tear. And the wooden library was least suspicious of all. Perched on a post in the corner, made of stained wood already decorated with fast-growing, curling vines, it looked like a little storybook cottage. A charmed glass window showed the books inside: fairy tale retellings, how-to guides, gardening books, collections of short stories . . . several of them looked like books I myself would pick up if I had a free afternoon and a cup of tea beside me. Personally, I thought Sakura’s plan to include the library was genius. After all, what better than a book to enhance those precious quiet moments?

But for now, there’s work to be done, I reminded myself. Finding nothing to give me any concern, I turned and headed inside. 

Sakura’s café was like an extension of herself. She’d told me over the winter that most of the decorations were Glacial’s; knowing that, I could see why the two were such good friends. Trinkets and paintings from all over the world graced the walls, which had been painted pastel blue with light, cloud-colored polka dots. The wood floor had been swept so clean it nearly sparkled, and rugs in all shapes and sizes nestled under tables or in comfy nooks. The bakery case and sales counter were off to the left as I entered. Behind them, standing atop a stepladder to update a chalkboard menu, was Sakura. 

“Oh, Red, there you are,” she said, pivoting and nearly—very nearly—toppling over onto a covered plate of the day’s leftover cookies. “Glacial went out to pick up something for dinner. You’re okay with sushi, right? There’s a new stand down by the lake that sells it.”

“Sure,” I said, amused by her tone. It really was as if I’d come over for a slumber party rather than a stakeout.

“I’ve already set up a spell so that anyone on the patio won’t be able to look into the windows and see us,” she added as she clambered down.

There it is, I thought, my smile widening. Down to business. I told her, “I was just taking a look around before I came in. It’s so hard to imagine why anyone would want to destroy something so nice.”

“Some people have very different ideas of nice,” Saki said, although she looked wistful as she added, “I was hoping that introducing a little library to the town would encourage more community.”

Before we could comment further on the ironic twist of fate that had befallen Saki’s library, Glacial came in bearing packages of bamboo wrapped up in paper—sushi takeout containers. Rumor around town had it that Glacial had once been some kind of adventurer, or even a mercenary; though she looked only a little older than Sakura’s twenty-two, she had the sort of stony gaze that brought any conversation about her past to an immediate close. She’d never said much to me before, and as the three of us settled in to eat and wait, she let Sakura take the lead.

I was happy to do the same, of course. As Sakura had alluded before, this wasn’t the first stakeout I’d done with her—though, of course, I had hoped it might be the last. As we theorized about the attacks, keeping our voices down and the lights off, we kept our eyes on the window. I was so certain that, unlike last time, this particular mystery would have a simple conclusion . . .

. . . And maybe it would have if we hadn’t fallen asleep.

I don’t know if it was something in the sushi, or the stress of dealing with worm-splosion the day before, or all the cookies we ate, but one minute it was past midnight, and I was debating with Sakura about who in town would use worms to make a point, and then the next minute, I was blinking blearily at a window filled with hazy golden-green light.

Green? Why green? I rubbed my eyes and did my best to straighten out my neck before I looked again. 

Definitely green. I got up from the table where Sakura and Glacial still slept and walked over to the glass. On the other side, it was clearly dawn in Market Square . . . but I couldn’t actually see anything because the entire front of the café had been overgrown with clinging vines.




* * *




“Someone must have come by really early in the morning and done a growth spell,” was Sakura’s opinion.

“You and your café are going to get in a lot of trouble if those vines spread,” was Officer Thorn’s stance.

“The vines won’t spread. All this was obviously done by someone who hates the café,” was William’s two cents. “Unless you think someone named Jack came by with some magic beans.”

I gave my furry companion a pointed look, reminding him to keep his sarcasm toned down so early in the morning. The only magic beans I wanted to hear about were coffee beans.

It had taken me a long time, but by using a vial of acid and the tools from my belt, I’d managed to free the door from the vine invasion. Glacial, who hadn’t voiced her own opinion yet, had at least been helpful in pulling back the plant matter enough so that we could leave the café. Now, the five of us—myself, William, Glacial, Sakura, and a very bemused Officer Thorn—stood on the sidewalk looking at the mess.

“It’s basically a jungle,” Officer Thorn declared. She looked perfect as ever in her buttoned-up uniform, her long black hair pristine. Despite the confusion, she carried herself with ease. Being half-orc—and therefore taller, broader, and greener than most other folks in town—could give a person confidence, I supposed. “Guess that makes a perfect setting for all those natural teas, eh?”

“Har har,” I said. “Is no one else worried about the fact that this is clearly an escalation of the threats? Look at the library. It’s basically been consumed by the vines.”

“I can’t arrest the plants,” the officer reminded me.

“No, but this is still some kind of vandalism, right? And combined with the threats, it’s definitely intimidation,” I argued. My arms ached from fighting my way out of the café. This was feeling more personal than ever.

William sat heavily beside my feet. “So, what are you proposing to do?”

I looked to Sakura, who had been toying with one of the vines using sparkling strands of her magic. She looked like a puppet master with a limp plant on a black sparkling string. “I don’t know about being able to trace the magic,” she said, catching my glance. “Growth spells are very natural, and the more natural magic is, the harder it is to trace to a specific person.”

“In that case, you may as well clean it all up and see what happens tomorrow,” said Officer Thorn, rather cheerfully, I thought. I frowned at her. She hadn’t woken up aching from sleeping on a chair and then had to spend her morning wrenching and cutting away vines.

Vines which are only part of a larger picture, I reminded myself. I sighed. “Well, if you are okay doing that, Sakura, Glacial, then maybe I’ll run some experiments on the vines themselves and see if I come up with anything. I also think it’d be a good idea to talk to the neighbors.” 

I looked at Sakura and Thorn specifically, who both nodded—one beaming, one looking suspiciously like she wanted to smirk. I ran my hand through my ponytail, silently adding, and it looks like I’ll be talking to the neighbors alone.

But, I decided later, maybe that was for the best. I was a neutral party in the whole affair after all—aside from having been collateral damage in the recent attacks. And if Officer Thorn decided to really start investigating the case, then she’d probably end up alarming half the town about cursed plants and threatening books. Much as I loved my friend, the police officer, she didn’t do anything subtly.

And so, bearing all that in mind, I turned to my investigation.

I decided to do this one by the book—rather ironically, since all of Sakura’s books were buried in vines. After cleaning up, setting up a few experiments in my lab and wolfing down some breakfast, I grabbed a notebook and headed out for some old-fashioned questioning of suspects. William and my part-time assistant, Sir Rowan, would hold down the shop until lunchtime.

My first stop was the café, naturally enough. It was just outside my front door, after all, and there was a chance at getting a caffeinated beverage there . . .

. . . plus it was the scene of the crime, of course. 

When I got there, I found Glacial alternately chopping away vines and shooing away onlookers. She’d managed to clear a path so that the determined customers could still get their coffee or tea, but the edges of the patio—particularly the library—were still a mass of plant matter.

“Well, you probably didn’t expect this to be part of your job when Saki got you to move here and help her out,” I observed, grinning sympathetically.

Glacial looked at me with her head to one side, as if she were trying to figure me out. She stood about a foot shorter than my five feet, eight inches, and where my skin was a deep tan color, hers was a pale, icy blue. And that wasn’t where the differences ended. She actually had a long, scaly, white tail that swished behind her as she worked. Rumor had it that Glacial was what’s known as dragonkin: in other words, for some unknown magical reason, she and her family had dragon blood and some dragon-like characteristics. That rumor seemed much more plausible to me than the rumor that she was a retired mercenary at the ripe old age of twenty-five, or however old she might be. Her lavender hair was glossy, and her eyes—a mismatched pair, one blue, one purple—were unlined, but her cold demeanor made it hard to tell her age.

“I don’t mind dirty work,” she said at last, her voice throaty for someone so short and slender.

I wasn’t sure exactly what to say to this, so I stammered, “I would offer to help, but I have to do some investigating. I just wanted to see how things were going.”

“Fine,” she replied. A heavy pair of shears dangled from one hand planted on her hip. Almost reluctantly, she added, “My father was a gardener. I find it . . . calming.”

“Well, more power to you,” I said, my smile settling into something more genuine. “Maybe by teatime, you’ll have cleared enough to enjoy a snack and a book from that poor library.”

Glacial’s gaze darted to the green-covered mound in the corner. And then, for the first time, she smiled—just at one corner of her mouth, more like a smirk, but still. I took the win.

“One of Saki’s better ideas,” she said, referring to the books.

“On that, we can certainly agree,” I told her.

As I was turning to leave, she added unexpectedly, “I only hope it doesn’t turn out to be the undoing of this whole project.”

My first reaction was an internal yikes. I was already on the sidewalk then and didn’t bother turning around. Instead, I thought about it. I have to admit, she does have a point. Pomegranate has been open for several months now, and Sakura’s trouble only began after she put in the library. I was focused at first on the patio, but maybe that’s not right—especially since the messages and everything seem to center on the library itself.

Still, I continued musing, was there something a little ominous about the way Glacial said “this project”? Maybe she isn’t as happy about living and working in Belville as . . .

Well, I couldn’t end that sentence with “as I thought” because I’d never really thought Glacial appeared all that happy. But what if, instead of just being distant or mildly unhappy, she actively resents Sakura for bringing her here? In that case, the ruin of the café might not bother her so much. In fact, it’d give her an excuse to leave.

I filed the thought away carefully. I didn’t want to suspect Saki’s friend and employee, but there was no denying the possibility there. 

Still clutching my notebook, I ducked into another nearby storefront—Belville’s premier bakery. It was a staple in town, having been around long before I arrived. I particularly liked their mini quiches, while I knew Luca favored their toffee and white chocolate chip muffins as a mid-morning reading snack. William adored their cinnamon rolls. Scents from all three filled the cozy store, even though it was already mid-morning and most of the breakfast pastries had already been sold. Soon, in fact, the store would close. The baker and his family worked early hours and enjoyed free afternoons.

Said baker, Ginger, popped out from behind the bread case and beamed at me. “What’ll it be, Red? Your usual?”

I hated to disappoint him. Although I couldn’t help but notice he was awfully cheerful, given his neighbors’ crisis. 

Ginger, a werewolf, was often chipper. For all intents and purposes, he looked like a rugged, almost portly human man with brown eyes and dappled gray hair, a bit longish at the back. But for reasons I’d never understood, he still had his wolf ears, even when he wasn’t transformed. Perhaps he simply liked them better than human ears. 

The morning rush had died down and since it was only me in the store, I hung around the counter after Ginger had rung up my order for a spinach quiche and cinnamon roll (there was only one left, so I figured William and Sir Rowan could fight over it). The bakery was crammed full of display cases and prepared mixes for sale, leaving no space to sit and eat. It was more of a meal solution for those on the go.

In fact, this was how I decided to open my line of questioning. “Sakura told me you guys have a bit of a competition going,” I said casually. Better to stick with the truth than remember a cover story, right? “But it seems a little strange to me since your businesses are actually pretty different. Pomegranate is more of a restaurant, really.”

“A restaurant with cakes,” Ginger replied from behind the counter. He wheezed disdainfully, as though allergic to Sakura’s entrepreneurial spirit. In doing so, he lost his balance, and his tongs clattered to the floor. “Don’t worry, I have another set right here,” he said in response to my concern. He pulled another utensil out of his apron pocket and added, “You can tell Sakura, from me, that she’s only getting what was coming to her.”

I blinked. The vitriolic words seemed so out of place in such a sweet setting. “Doesn’t that seem a little harsh? Did you see their patio this morning?”

“Oh, I saw it.” There was no way around it: Ginger’s words sounded smug. His furry ears bobbed with self-satisfaction as he rose to his feet and began boxing my order. “They won’t get out of that mess any time soon, will they!”

“Actually, Glacial’s got a lot of it cleared up already,” I said mildly. “The café’s open.”

Ginger wheezed again, this time crumpling the top of my box. “Confound that dragon girl! Is there anything she can’t do?”

Presumably, magic, I thought to myself. Like the spell that brought the plants to life or wrote the messages. But I couldn’t help thinking, as I observed Ginger’s bulging apron pockets, that really anyone determined enough could buy a pre-made charm or two from the wrong source and get the desired results . . .

“So, I guess there is a competition, and it isn’t going well?” I surmised dryly, taking my box from the countertop before Ginger could squish it further.

“I didn’t say anything.” Ginger’s gaze on me was narrow and squinty and then he said suddenly, “I have one more toffee muffin. Doesn’t that partner of yours like them? Here, you can have it. Take it over to him at the bookstore if you like. At least he knows where books belong.”




* * *




“But I think it’s great,” Luca said, fifteen minutes later, when I’d explained the whole thing to him. “A café library is a wonderful idea. What’s not great about more people reading, more of the time, in more places?”

I smiled at him fondly. We’d taken our habitual places behind the heavy sales counter in the bookstore—a counter which felt more like a bulwark against the store’s mess of tomes and leaning bookcases than an actual desk. Luca sat on his stool, the prized muffin in both hands, while I had perched nearby on—surprise!—another pile of books, this one a set of giant-sized encyclopedias stacked three feet high. And though the entire store was dimly lit, dusty, and crowded, Luca himself was a ray of sunshine in his black scholarly robes. His bright green eyes sparkled against his dark skin as he returned my smile.

“I knew you’d say that,” I said at last, reminding myself that it was weird to sit and stare at someone—even someone you happen to be dating. “I told Saki that myself. I’m not sure she believes me yet, but she will. And anyway, Officer Thorn doesn’t seem too bothered about the whole thing, so it’s not like you need to worry that much about being a suspect.”

“I think she’s more worried than you think,” Luca confided, his voice muffled behind the top of his muffin. “She came in earlier asking me for any books on ways to curse businesses. Or libraries.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do you carry books on that kind of thing? Seems a little . . .”

“. . . Unwise, since the bookstore could be considered both?” Luca winked at me as he finished the sentence. “Of course, since I inherited the bookstore, so to speak, I really couldn’t say what’s in all of the nooks and crannies. There are probably things in here that haven’t been seen for generations. Still, I helped her look in all the usual places, and we didn’t find any such book.”

“Well, it’s good to know she has it in mind at least,” I mused. “I think she still isn’t sure what to make of Sakura. Or Glacial, if I’m honest. Did I tell you Glacial actually spoke to me this morning, too, before I went to see Ginger? Full sentences even.”

“You must be moving up in her esteem,” Luca joked.

“Or this whole cursed library thing is more unnerving for everyone than they let on,” I returned.

He swallowed another bite of his muffin then said, “I can’t imagine Glacial actually being frightened by threats or worms. Even for the sake of the café’s books. Maybe she’s the one who set all this up.”

“Set up the threats and the worms and the vines, you mean? I thought of that too,” I admitted, glancing around the bookstore once more to make double-certain that we were alone. “But if she did, her plan kind of backfired on her, since she was the one who had to pull away the vines.”

“Maybe she doesn’t mind that part,” Luca suggested. Once he got on a subject, he could really roll with it. “Maybe the whole point isn’t to close the library or the café, but just to scare Sakura enough that she gives it up and lets Glacial take over!”

“She did say she likes gardening. But anyway,” I said, licking the last crumbs of the quiche’s buttery crust from my fingers, “you should be careful who you point your finger at, mister, since you’re a suspect yourself.”

Luca shook his head. “I still say that’s silly. I don’t think one little box with what, like two dozen books in it all the way across town is really going to hurt the bookstore all that much. Besides, like I said, I think it was a really neat thing for Sakura to do. I’d even let her have some of the hand-me-down books from the bookstore if she wanted them.”

“I bet she would. She said so far it’s just books from her and Glacial,” I said, smiling at him again. It was nice to see that at least Luca shared my opinion that books should be something to bond over rather than something to fight about.

“I can only imagine,” he remarked, smiling back. “Say, have you considered that there might be something cursed about the box itself? I mean, where did they get it anyway?”

“I think Ryuko made it for them.” Ryuko, Sakura’s adopted brother, had helped with many of the renovations and updates to the café. Carpentry had become something of a passion for him—a ‘challenge,’ he called it. “But that’s not to say someone couldn’t have come along and embedded the curse in it afterward,” I added. “That’s a good point. Maybe tonight I’ll take it apart and run some experiments. And get William to scan it for magic too. For now, though, I should get back and see how the shop is doing. You’re okay here, right?”

“If I’m not, you’ll be the first to know,” Luca promised. He stood and leaned over the counter for a kiss goodbye before I left. 

I hummed a little to myself as I walked out into the street. The sun had fully risen over the peaked roofs of town, and the cobblestone street was warm and busy. Joining the throng headed for Market Square, I walked without really seeing where I was going, letting my head fill with ideas and plans and flights of fancy—

—until I hit something large and bounced back a step.

“Sor—oh, it’s you,” I said, recognizing Officer Thorn.

The police officer put her hands on her hips. “And why don’t I merit a full apology?”

“Because you should know better,” I replied with a grin. “You know I’m on a case. I’m distracted. And Luca spilled the beans—you’re worried about the café too, aren’t you?”

“Maybe I am, maybe I’m not,” she said, looking unusually shifty for someone devoted to justice. “Let’s not be spreading rumors, alright?”

I rolled my eyes. If anyone should be told not to spread rumors, it was Officer Thorn herself. She had a voice that could be heard all the way across Market Square, and that wasn’t even when she was trying to be loud. 

She probably sensed what I was thinking—we’d been friends long enough after all—and, a bit self-consciously, she pulled herself together, adding, “And what exactly does being ‘on a case’ mean for an alchemist?”

Another fun fact she only remembers when it suits her, I thought, grinning again. “It means I’m going to take apart Sakura’s library this evening and run experiments on it,” I informed the officer. “Does that sound alchemy-ish enough for you?”

“Don’t get testy with me,” she said in response to my teasing. Though normally her puns made me groan, this one made me laugh aloud. Tossing her hair, clearly proud of herself, she went on, “In that case, I may drop by. And you could do worse than to tell that dog of yours to take a look too!”

I would have told her that I’d already had that idea myself, but the point was moot because a) she’d already begun moving away and b) no amount of argument could ever prevent Officer Thorn from being a little bossy. She hasn’t been very hands-on with this case, so we’ll let her have that one, I decided, shrugging lightheartedly to myself before resuming my walk.

I didn’t realize until much later that I’d have reason to be thankful the officer had interrupted me—though perhaps in the end, I had reason to curse her too.




* * *




That evening, after a quick dinner of peanut soup and spring salad, I gathered my tools—and William. We locked up the shop and the apartment before heading over to Sakura’s café. I felt it best to be prepared, even though I assured him that we’d probably only be there for less than an hour.

Ha!

The sun was already setting, and the Square had taken on that ethereal quality that sometimes comes on nice spring evenings. That’s why, at first, when I saw the slight figure bobbing around the café patio, I thought it might be a fairy.

But when I cleared my head and looked again, I saw it was a little boy. 

He was perhaps eight or ten, still dressed in his school clothes, with a spy novel clutched to his chest. I recognized him vaguely as Alfred, one of Ginger’s children.

“You’re Red, right? The alchemist?” he asked as we approached.

I exchanged an uncertain glance with William. What in Beyond is one of Ginger’s kids doing out here at dinnertime? But I cleared my throat and reminded myself to be nice. “Yes, that’s me,” I answered. As William and I came to a stop at the patio gate, I added, “You’re Alfred, aren’t you?”

But the boy didn’t bother to answer my question. “Oh, please, Miss Red, you can’t do it! Don’t take away the books. I’m sure they’re not the trouble, really. I’ll clean up all the vines and everything if you like. I’ll come over every day after school. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again. Just don’t take down the library!”

With each plea, my eyebrows rose higher. Finally, at the end, I plopped down into the nearest chair. “Listen, Alfred”—because I was pretty certain that was his name—“I’m not here to take away the books. I just want to check the library to make sure it’s okay.”

“But you can’t,” Alfred insisted, his voice rising. His hands balled into fists. And—was I imagining things, or was the library behind him glowing?

“I’ll put it back,” I said cautiously.

“Probably,” William added, less cautiously.

“I need this library!” Afred wailed. 

The box behind him was definitely pulsing.

“Maybe you should come away from it for a moment,” I said, unaccustomed to directing children.

The boy stomped. “I can’t! If I move, you’ll—you’ll—”

“Get away from that thing right now!” William barked.

Three things happened in quick succession. For a moment, it was just like we were in an action story, like the kind of spy novel Alfred held in a death grip. First, I leapt to my feet. Second, Alfred dove toward the café—apparently, William was much more convincing than I was. And third, the little library exploded.

Fortunately, this time, it wasn’t worms or vines. 

The force of the explosion knocked me back over my chair. As I struggled upright, I realized I was peeling petals off my face—petals, I realized blearily, made from scraps of paper with typewritten words on them. Pages from books.

Next to me, William grumped. “I tell the kid to get away from it, and you go toward it?”

“I didn’t know this would happen,” I protested, disentangling myself from my chair. I took stock quickly: aside from some bruises and a wounded ego, I was fine. The entire patio was covered in the paper petals, like a dusting of ash. “At least no further harm was done.”

“It wouldn’t have harmed me,” said Alfred quickly. Seeing as he looked like a little ghost in his coating of paper, I took this statement with a grain of salt.

And so, apparently, did William. “If you think you know that,” he observed, staring the boy down, “then you must know what it is. And that means that unless you do some quick explaining, you’re going to be in a lot of trouble for threatening the Pomegranate Café.”




* * *




Of course, William was bluffing. I think. I didn’t really believe that Alfred was the culprit anyway. 

But it took Officer Thorn and Sakura arriving on the scene to really make sense of things. 

The pair came up from the direction of the police station, looking more friendly than usual. Normally, I would have been pleased by that, but I was still so bewildered that I was still swaying on my feet as Saki said, “Oh, hey there, Red! Are you ready to do your tests already? The officer and I were just talking about that. I—” She glanced around and seemed to notice the new coating on her patio. “What happened?”

“We caught the guilty party,” William informed Thorn smugly.

“I did not!” Alfred protested, scrambling to his feet. “I didn’t do it!”

Officer Thorn, in her wisdom, glanced around the scene and seemed to make sense of it at once. In a kindlier voice than she usually used with William or me, she addressed Alfred, “But you know what happened?”

Slowly, the boy nodded. When the four of us waited, silent, he finally explained, “I was just borrowing books. I was gonna bring them back, honest. I just like to read, that’s all. I never get them dirty or turn down the pages. Only—the first time I opened it up—the library was a little dusty, and I—I couldn’t help it! I sneezed,” he confessed, looking down at his shoes.

I stifled a laugh. Seeing as Luca’s bookshop was perpetually dusty, I could understand how a tiny library might get that way, too. The idea of having to confess to a sneeze tickled my funny bone. 

But William seemed to understand what I did not. “You sneezed on one of the books?”

Alfred flushed. “I—I didn’t mean to! I’m sorry.”

“Seems like there’s something in the library you should be apologizing to instead.” William’s tail wagged as he looked back at Thorn, Sakura, and me. “Bet you the sneeze set off some grumpy old book-preserving spell or something. The magic is faint now, but I saw it earlier. Us arguing stirred it up. It came from inside there.”

As one, we turned to look. The little library’s glass doors hung open. A few innocent petals of paper fluttered down.

Sakura crossed over to the library, humming thoughtfully to herself. She examined the books for a moment before drawing one out from the lower shelf: a slim brown volume with vines and flowers etched in gold on its cover. “Is this the one?” she asked Alfred.

The boy nodded, still holding his spy novel as if he might hide behind it.

But Sakura, far from being angry, turned to Thorn and me with a bashful smile. “Then it’s my fault, Officer,” she declared. “This is an old tome of mine—something I picked up a long time ago. Shadow Botany: The Roots of Dark Magic in the Plant World. I, um, didn’t mean for it to get in there with the other ones . . . It’s always been a little unruly.”

“You’re telling me that book sent you threats?” Officer Thorn asked, crossing her arms.

Before Sakura could answer—before I could wrap my head around this—a new voice called to us from the direction of the Square. 

“What’s this about archival protection spells?” Luca came up behind me, slipping one arm around my shoulders. I looked at him askance, and he laughed. “Well, it’s common enough, you know. Spells to take care of books, or spells in books. People have been imbuing books with magic for ages—especially books that are about magic.

“There are lots of studies out there about how books actually soak magic up over time,” he went on, his eyes shining. Once he got started, it was best to let him keep going, I’d found. Besides, it was cute. “I couldn’t say off the top of my head exactly how much time, of course, but it is pretty common for books that have been around a while to develop almost a personality, like a lot of magical objects. They can sometimes be . . . grouchy,” Luca finished, with a clandestine look at William.

As I finally caught on, I burst out laughing. “So, Saki, you’ve been carting around a mean old book?”

“About plants,” Officer Thorn added, adhering to the details. “The worms, the vines, the threats about poison—”

“I probably should have realized it earlier,” Sakura admitted. “But I thought I’d hidden the book away! I had no idea it got into the library.”

“Probably wanted a little air,” William remarked. 

Officer Thorn threw back her head and laughed.

“So,” said Luca to me, “I suppose all this means you aren’t taking the library apart after all? I had come over to offer my help, but—”

“You aren’t taking apart the library?” Alfred repeated, with the air of a drowning sailor thrown a lifeline.

“I guess there’s no need now,” I decided. “But, Alfred, how did you know what I was going to do?”

“I heard the officer talking to my dad,” the boy replied, sneaking a wide-eyed glance at Thorn.

I pursed my lips at her. “Who’s getting in the way of whose investigations now, hm?”

“What do you mean, getting in the way?” she retorted airily. “The way I see it, you wouldn’t have solved this thing without me. As it should be!”

“We also wouldn’t have been able to make much sense of it without you,” Sakura added, addressing Luca. “I’m so sorry I ever suspected you.”

“That’s okay,” he assured her, with his customary smile. His cheerfulness made me smile, too, as he added, “I should have come over when you first put this up and told you what a good idea it is. After all, what better to bring a community together than more books?”

“Bring them together and also cover them in worms,” William muttered.

I nudged my rude companion, and Alfred laughed. And just like that, the four of us set about helping Sakura to clean up her paper-strewn patio, trading stories and jokes while we worked.




* * *
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I glared at my notebook computer, as if that would make the words I’d written transform into a story made of comprehensible thought. These words would bow to my authority. They would—

“Ivy, have I told you today that I love you?” My sister Rose propped her feet on the bistro table between us in the only coffee shop in small-town Willow Lake.

Most sisters enjoyed hearing those words, but I knew Rose too well. She always prefaced her negative feedback with positive. I pulled my computer two inches closer, as far away from those dirt-caked sneaker bottoms as possible. “Do you mind?” 

“You’re doing a lot more muttering than writing.”

I shoved her feet off the table. The momentum rocked her chair, and she grabbed the table to keep from tipping. “Rude.”

Rose’s hundred-twenty-pound Presa Canario cracked one eyelid from his spot on the floor, decided his person was not in mortal danger, and resumed snoring.

Even at fifteen minutes to midnight, when the gold-colored spouts of the coffee shop had stopped running hours ago, a coffee-chocolate smell still permeated the air. Despite that, I imagined the smell of filth wafting from my sister’s shoes.

My cousin Corina managed the shop, and she kept it open for my Fiction for Adults class to do last-minute writing on due dates. Rose, Corina, five of my classmates, and I were the only patrons.

Rose and I sat in the middle of the shop. Her light-brown skin was makeup-less today. Her brown hair, courtesy of her African-American mother, formed a curly afro around her head. In contrast, I’d pulled my straight hair into a ponytail and wore a hint of lip gloss to bring out the rosiness in my cheeks.

Kyle, a local carpenter, sat under the wall-mounted television that had been shut off hours ago. He leaned his head back against the wall as he typed. Sofia, an olive-skinned beauty who’d recently moved to town after marrying a local, sat one table over from Kyle. She bowed over a laptop, plump lips pursed.

Redheaded Felicity ruled a spot right by the door leading to the street, where she couldn’t possibly be missed. She’d made herself at home with her smartphone, computer, tablet, and a stack of notebooks spread across her table.

Mark and Christopher, both blond and in blazers—one red, one blue—and fitted jeans, took up a table in the front corner. Besides Rose and me, they were the only people sharing a space.

Rose was the only one without a computer. Even Corina, who was not in my writing class, sat on a stool at the barista counter with a pile of receipts on her left and a spreadsheet on her screen.

But not Rose. No, she had tagged along for moral support, supposedly, but really it was to torment me. It wasn’t good for my mood, and I needed to be in the best spirit possible to whip these pages into shape by the deadline just fifteen minutes away.

My Fiction for Adults class was given every two weeks at the local library, and it wasn’t graded. It wouldn’t go on my permanent record—not that it mattered for a recently divorced, nearly thirty, retired lawyer with no career plan.

Now that I was free to do what I wanted, rediscovering my love of writing had shot back to the top of my to-do list. And honestly, I didn’t want this to be another thing I failed at.

The second hand of the decorative clock above the barista counter finished another rotation. Make that fourteen minutes until deadline.

I zeroed in on my computer screen.

“You do this every time,” Rose continued, oblivious to the fact that she could be murdered at any second.

Sororicide—it was an actual thing.

“If you cared about these assignments, you wouldn’t start them on the due date.” Rose tilted back her chair, and the two front wooden legs left the tile floor. “Every other Sunday at midnight. It doesn’t change. It’s not a surprise.”

“Could you just . . .” I clenched my teeth to cage the choicer words fighting to exit. “Shut. Up.”

Rose mimed zipping her lips closed, locking them, and throwing away the key.

Good for her.

Today would not be the day I murdered my sister. Tomorrow maybe, but right now, Rose might still grow old and gray, and I had a chance to live as a free woman—not in a women’s state penitentiary.

I pulled a long gulp from the coffee cup beside my computer and nearly gagged on the cold brew. The silence lasted thirty seconds.

“Seriously, if you—”

“Didn’t you just lock those?”

Rose mimed catching the key, unlocking her lips, and unzipping them.

I groaned.

“Seriously, you’re going to spend the next two weeks lamenting that your pages could have been better. And do you know how to make them better?” She waggled her eyebrows.

I pretended to ignore her.

“It’s not a trick question.”

My computer dinged the notification that I’d set for incoming mail from my classmates, and my heart face-planted into my high-heeled boots.

As if on automatic, I opened my email, and there it was—a new anonymous message.

The librarian who taught this class had an automated system to anonymize critiques among classmates. We sent them to an unmonitored inbox, and the email system automatically rerouted each critique to the intended recipient’s email address, scraping away identifying information, like the sender’s address and signature.

When I opened the message, scarlet letters filled my display. I blinked to let my vision adjust. Seconds later, I gripped my thighs to keep from tossing my computer across the room.

“Why do you look like you’re about to set the building on fire?” Rose slammed the front legs of her chair to the floor and pushed back from the table. Without asking, she circled behind me and peered over my shoulder.

“Personal space.”

She landed a kiss on my cheek. “What’s up with the red font? Rude.”

“Not as rude as the words.”

Rose’s dark irises shifted left to right and back again as she read the email, her mouth gaping bit by bit. “You are not ‘the worst writer who ever drew breath in this galaxy.’ I mean, there’s very likely life on Mars.” She glanced at the clock. “Twelve minutes.”

“Ugh.” I closed my email and skimmed the text I’d already written. It was okay. Not my best work, but it would do on short notice.

Rose dropped into her chair. “You’re not, you know?”

“What?” I’d heard her, but I needed her to shush.

“You’re a great writer. You’re just too afraid that you’ll put your heart and soul into it and still get ripped to shreds.”

Chair legs screeched against the tile floor, and Kyle popped to his feet. In his early thirties, he had the tousled-looking black-brown hair and straight teeth that movie stars paid for. In a small town like Willow Lake, it was probably just good genes.

Kyle slipped a five-dollar bill from his pocket and left it on the table. He nodded at Corina before tucking his laptop under one arm. Then he made a pit stop in our direction to rub Rusty the Presa Canario behind one ear.

Rusty’s tongue slipped from his mouth in a doggy smile.

Every gaze in the room followed Kyle as he sauntered from the coffee shop. The bell over the door dinged to announce his exit.

“Here we go.” Rose sat up straighter.

As if on command, more of my classmates followed suit. Sofia bounded to her feet. She offered the room a shy smile as she closed her laptop. She dropped it and her smartphone into a large yellow purse and pushed her chair closer to the table. Halfway to the door, she turned back and rubbed Rusty on his belly.

He really was irresistible.

Sofia fluffed her hair on the way out. Felicity watched her leave through slitted eyes. Not to be outdone, she completed her writing with a flourish and popped to her feet. Her grin stretched across pink lips that somehow perfectly complemented her red tresses.

“I’ll see y’all at the same time in two weeks,” she said, with more southern drawl than could possibly be natural. She flipped her hair and hurried out, high heels clacking against the tile floor.

Mark and Christopher pounded furiously on their respective computers.

Seven minutes later, trim-and-blond Christopher issued a final keystroke and stood. He stretched his lean arms toward the coffered ceiling and let out a satisfied sigh.

Also trim and blond, Mark closed his own laptop, opened his backpack, and slipped both computers inside. He heaved a strap of the bag onto one shoulder and headed for the door. Christopher hurried to catch up and hooked his arm into Mark’s as they exited.

I growled.

“Wow, even the twins beat you this—”

“Do not speak.”

The twins were actually a couple, but they acted so much alike that they’d more than earned the nickname. One of the many things they had in common was being consistently last to turn in their writing assignments.

“All I’m saying is—”

“Could you please shush for . . .” I peeked at the clock. “Four minutes?”

“Four minutes?”

“Pretty please.”

Rose set her phone face up on the table and opened a countdown app. She set the time and hit the start button. I’d thought I’d reached the peak of my stress already, but it turned out, no, I had not.

True to her word, Rose stayed quiet for the next couple minutes. I was almost finished my final editing pass when the swinging door behind the barista counter slammed open, bounced against the adjoining wall, and swung back to nearly hit Griffith in the face.

Griffith, the owner of this establishment, usually left the heavy lifting to Corina. He never showed up at our late-night, last-minute writing sessions. In fact, he rarely showed up during regular hours, but in his defense, that was why he’d hired Corina.

Red-faced and hard-breathing, Griffith marched to Corina’s spot at the barista counter. When she didn’t turn from her spreadsheet right away, he inched closer until she did. By then, he towered over her.

“Everything okay?” Corina didn’t stand but leaned away from him, adding several inches of space between them.

“We close at nine on Sundays.” His voice came out as a shouted whisper, loud enough for Rose and me to hear from a few tables away. His chest rose and fell with barely restrained rage.

Neither Rose nor I looked in their direction, but the tension was undeniable. I realized my fingers had stopped moving, and I found a couple sentences to edit, hunching more deeply over my keyboard.

Rose was suddenly scrolling a webpage on her phone, too fast to be reading it.

Most of Corina’s answer—an actual whisper—was too low to hear.

“I own the place!” Griffith shouted in response to whatever Corina had just said. “I’ll show up when I want.”

I stopped typing, this time on purpose.

Rose grabbed my hand before I could move. “She can stand up for herself,” she said under her breath. “Give her a chance.”

Corina straightened her spine. She locked eyes with Griffith in a staring contest. After a long minute, he grunted, spun on his heel, and disappeared through the door to the kitchen. The door swung back and forth behind him before settling in place.

I shot Corina two thumbs up, and she returned it with a shaky grin.

Rose turned her phone screen toward me so I could see that I was down to the last fifty-six seconds.

I deleted a couple words, added one more, dropped the document into an email, and sent it away. The timer on Rose’s phone split the air, and I slumped in my seat.

“Why do you do this to yourself?” Corina asked.

“Not you too.” I pointed back and forth between her and Rose. “She’s been giving the same lecture all night.”

Again, Rose mimed zipping her lips and locking them. She tossed the imaginary key to Corina, who snatched it from the air before zipping and locking her own.

“You.” I jabbed a finger at Corina. “You’re my cousin, not hers. Where is the loyalty?”

“Any sister of yours is a cousin of mine. Family is transitive. Those are the rules.” She glanced at the door to the kitchen, which was now still. “Let’s get out of here before Griff comes back. He swears I didn’t tell him that I open the shop for your writing group, but I promise I did.”

Rose squeezed her shoulder. “Of course you did. You’re running this place almost single-handedly. He’s the one who doesn’t have his stuff together.”

I tucked my phone into my purse and the rest of my things into my computer bag, and then hauled both over my shoulder. “Can we help you clean up?” I gestured toward the half-empty coffee cups left by my classmates.

“I’ve got it. You guys go ahead.”

I dropped both bags back onto the table. “We’re not leaving you here in the middle of the night.” I pointed to the dark parking lot beyond the glass front door. “Not with that terrible lighting. Either we’re staying with you, or you’re coming with us.” 

Corina scanned the sticky tables topped with dirty napkins, half-filled cups, and crumb-covered plates. “Let Griff do it in the morning since he owns the place.” She made air quotes around the last three words because it was exactly what he’d said.

“Good call.”

“Let me just make sure the back door is locked.” She disappeared through the swinging door.

The second hand of the clock over the counter made another full rotation while we waited. “How long does it take to lock up?” I asked.

Rose woke up her phone and pointed it to a puppy video on social media. “Patience isn’t one of your virtues, is it?”

“Why do you ask a question when you already know the answer.” I dropped into a nearby chair to sulk.

Corina reappeared several minutes later. “Sorry, I had to take a quick call.”

“Or not so quick,” I muttered.

Rose stabbed me with her elbow.

I grabbed my bags, and Rose led the way out. Outside, a lone light with a cone shade guarded the door, painting a bright circle in front of it and leaving most of the rest of the shop’s facade in shadow.

Rose turned to the right, despite that I always park in the same spot—to the left.

“We parked this way.”

Corina’s keys jangled as she locked the door.

“Are you sure?”

“I park in the same spot every time we come here. How do you not know that?”

“Your parking habits aren’t at the top of my priority list.” Rose took one more step and tripped over something in the shadows. She fell with a thump that sounded . . . wrong.

“You okay?”

“What the—” She screamed.

I grabbed her arm and yanked her upright. Her feet stumbled over something large outlined in the darkness, and her phone clattered to the pavement. “What is that? Are you hurt?”

She swiped up her phone and stumbled away from the thing on the ground, back into the ring of light. Her brown skin had gone ashen, and she kept brushing her hands down her body frantically.

“What is it?” I grabbed her face and cranked it toward mine.

She pointed with a shaky finger. “I fell on it. I tripped and fell on a body.”

I pulled my phone from my purse with trembling fingers and activated its flashlight. It lit up a woman’s face. Red hair and pink lips.

I gripped Rose and Corina close to me because, right now, I needed to latch onto something. We all saw it, and we couldn’t deny or erase it. “It’s Felicity. She’s dead.”
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Rose, Corina, and I stumbled back through the front door and kept going until we reached the barista bar on the opposite side of the space, as far from the body as we could get.

A loud slam startled me and pulled a shriek from Corina, as the swinging door to the back room flew open and bounced against the wall.

Griffith barged through it and stopped, wide-eyed, when all of us turned to stare. “I thought you left.”

Corina put a hand on her chest. “We thought you left.”

“I’m restocking. My van’s out back.” His eyes narrowed. “What’s going on?”

“Felicity’s dead.” I pointed to the front door. “Right outside.”

He cursed.

“I’m calling the police.” Pale-faced and hands trembling, Corina pulled out her phone and dialed the 9.

“No!” Griffith lunged toward Corina, who stumbled and fell back into a chair. The chair wobbled, but Rose grabbed and steadied it.

I stepped in front of my cousin. “Back up. You’re scaring her.”

To his credit, Griff did indeed take a step backward. After a pause, he pressed his palms together and begged. “Please. Don’t call the police.”

“Why?” Corina asked. “There’s a dead woman on our doorstep.”

“Why would we cover that up?” I said. “Unless . . .”

Griffith stiffened.

Corina dialed 1 on her phone.

“Hold on.” Rose hurried out of the shop. The little bell dinged to announce her exit.

“Wait! You’re not calling the—”

I blocked Griffith’s path to the door, and we stared each other down for almost a full minute.

“If she’s calling—”

“Whatever my sister is doing, I guarantee you can’t stop her. She’s the most stubborn, hard-headed, bull-headed, single-minded . . .”

The bell dinged again, and Rose returned. “You just used three synonyms for stubborn.” She pointed at the door. “This glass is not soundproof.”

I shrugged. “Love you bunches.”

Griffith tried to step around me to get to Corina and her phone again, while Corina’s finger hovered over the display, threatening to finish dialing. I was starting to think she enjoyed taunting him more than she wanted to make that phone call.

“Here’s what we know,” Rose said. “Felicity is dead. Blunt force trauma to the back of the head.”

I cringed but nodded. If we were working this case, we needed to lay out all the information. “She died outside the front door of this shop. Presumably, that happened right after she left here, fifteen or twenty minutes before we found her.”

“Let’s talk about suspects.”

“Everyone who was here except you and me.” After a pause, I added, “And Corina.”

“Hey!” Griffith shouted.

Rose shot me a side-eye, and I knew what she was thinking.

Corina had disappeared for five minutes right before we found the body. For now, we would have to trust her because accusing my cousin—even adding her to the official suspect list—would not make for fun family dinners in the future.

Rose glared at Griff. “You’re the only one objecting to calling the police, and you had opportunity. Where were you while Corina was locking up?”

“I have supplies in my van, parked around back. I was grabbing stuff to restock.”

Corina cocked an eyebrow. “At midnight?”

“I’m a night owl.”

Rose waved a dismissive hand. “Let’s put a pin in that, but for now you stay on the suspect list.”

He grumbled something too low to hear, but the face he made said it was not polite.

Rose raised a red-cased phone into the air.

“Please don’t call the—” Griffith started.

“It isn’t even my phone.”

I gasped. “It’s Felicity’s?”

“I held it up to her face to unlock it with facial recognition. Then I set a passcode so I could get into it whenever I want.” She typed numbers on the display, and the phone unlocked.

My stomach turned at the thought of fishing into Felicity’s purse for the phone and then holding it up to her pale, dead face. My sister had more guts than I did. The hint of disgust preceded a larger dose of pride.

Griffith lunged toward Rose.

“Stop!” I shouted, and for some reason he listened. “You have two options, and only two.” I held up one finger. “We call the police.” I added a second finger to the first. “We work the case. My sister and I have solved a few mysteries around town since we got here, so we will find out the truth. What’s it gonna be?”

Griffith looked each of us in the eye, sighed, and then dropped into the nearest chair as if all the wind had leaked out of him. “I’m selling the shop.”

Corina went rigid.

“Why?” I asked. “To who?”

“The buyer is anonymous, hiding behind an LLC. Even if I can’t get my full asking price, it will be a relief not to have to run this place. It’s more work than I ever expected.”

Corina sucked in her lips, and I knew she was thinking she was the one doing all the work. And now she might be out of a job.

“If there’s an unsolved murder on the property, I’ll lose all negotiating power.”

“It’s nice you have your priorities in order.” Rose held the phone in the air again. “At least we’re agreed that we need to solve this.”

I raised my brows at Corina who, her features painted with disappointment, cleared her dialer and slipped her own phone into her back pocket.

“It’s logical you wouldn’t want an unsolved murder here,” I said, “but what does that have to do with Felicity’s phone? You practically attacked Rose just now.”

Griffith licked his lips. “I don’t know if you noticed, but Felicity was a bit of a busybody. The town gossip. I tried to keep the sale a secret, but she seemed to know everything about everyone.”

“For the moment,” Rose said, “let’s assume your story is true. We start—”

“It’s true,” he snapped.

She waved a dismissive hand. “Assuming that, let’s lay out all the other suspects.” Rose turned the phone one-eighty to show us the screen. Red text filled the display. When she swiped sideways, more emails popped up, each filled with red-fonted letters.

My mouth fell open. “Felicity is the scarlet-letter writer.”

“The who?” Corina asked.

Rage unfurled inside me. It was one thing to give a critique, but did she have to be so cruel about it? It was like she’d taken pleasure in tearing down people’s dreams . . . But the woman was dead, so I had nowhere to direct the rage.

Instead, I swallowed it down. “She wrote these horrible anonymous letters to me about each writing assignment I turned in.”

Rose kept swiping, displaying more and more red-lettered emails.

“It wasn’t just me? She wrote them to all of us?”

“All of you, every two weeks, right before deadline.”

“So everyone in my class is a suspect. They were all here. They all had opportunity, and this gives them all motive.”

“If we’re going to solve this tonight, we need to get everyone back here. Do you have their phone numbers?”

“I can call Sofia. We exchanged numbers on the first day of class. We bonded over being semi-new to town. I don’t have anyone else’s number though.”

Corina raised her hand. “I can call Kyle. He did some repair work on the shop, so I have his info.” She stepped to the side, her phone already back out of her pocket.

I typed a quick text to Sofia, asking her to return to the shop urgently. I didn’t tell her about Felicity, but I included the words URGENT and IMPORTANT in all caps.

“Don’t you have the twins’ numbers, Rose?” I asked after shooting off the text message. “You seemed to hit it off with them when you first got to town.”

“Yeah, about that . . .” She didn’t even have to finish the sentence. I already knew where it was going.

“Don’t tell me. You lost your phone. No wait, you broke it this time?”

“It landed on a rock, and the screen shattered when I fell over . . .” She gestured out the door, where Felicity’s body lay. “It’s totally unreadable. It’s not my fault this time.”

“It never is.” I pointed to Felicity’s phone. “You want me to hold onto that?”

Sheepishly, Rose turned it over. “You’re right. It’s safer with you.”

I tucked Felicity’s phone into my purse, and my own dinged with a text from Sofia. She’d just arrived home but would turn around and head back. “Sofia will be here in ten.”

Corina rejoined the conversation. “Kyle’s on his way too.”

“That just leaves the twins,” Rose said. “Mark drives like an old lady, and I think I saw them arrive together in his car. We can probably catch them before they get home.”

“How can you tell the difference?” Corina asked, her sarcasm on full display.

“Christopher’s has the sport package. Mark’s doesn’t.”

“I meant between Mark and Christopher.”

Rose headed for the door and beckoned for me to follow.

Suddenly alert, Rusty hopped up and followed her so closely she could probably feel his hot doggy breath on her butt.

“While we’re gone,” I told to Corina, “pull the video recordings from the outside cameras.”

“About that . . .” Griffith’s tone stalled me.

Halfway to the door, I paused.

“It’s a pain to change the batteries on those cameras, and nothing ever happens here . . .”

“This just keeps getting better and better.” Rose shoved the door open, and the bell dinged overhead.




* * *




Felicity’s red convertible waited—for an owner who would never come—only two spaces away from where I’d parked.

I forced my feet past it to my own car. Rose opened the back door for Rusty, who leaped into the backseat, and she dropped into the passenger side. I turned us out of the parking lot, and we took the town’s main road.

Rose rolled down her window and leaned against the frame, letting the warm wind whip through the vehicle. It ruffled her dark curls.

Rusty whined from behind her, so she hit the button to send his window down too. He stuck his head into the warm night air and revealed all his teeth as he grinned into the wind that pulled his jowls back around his big face.

“Make a left up here.” Rose pointed at the upcoming stop sign.

“How do you even know where they live?”

“They’re friendly. I came over for tea a couple times. Make a right here.”

“Tea? Are we in England?”

A pair of red parking lights appeared in front of us, and I slowed, veering the car slightly to the right to avoid colliding with anyone who might be standing in the road next to the stalled vehicle.

“Stop!” Rose leaned forward in her seat, pointing at the car.

I slammed on the brake. When my mother had taught me to drive, nearly fifteen years before, the first thing she had stressed was I was to stop—without question—whenever she told me to. The habit had stuck.

The seatbelt snapped as my body leaned forward with the force of the braking. It bit into my chest, and I cringed before falling back into my seat. “What?”

Rose jabbed with her finger, which still pointed at the stopped car. Our headlights shone on the rear license plate, which read TWINZ2. “That’s Mark’s.”

Despite our lights, the twins gave no sign that they noticed us. Inside the vehicle, two silhouetted figures faced each other. The one in the passenger seat gestured wildly.

Rose leaned toward me and whispered, “turn off the headlights.”

“You don’t have to whisper,” I whispered back. I flicked the switch to turn them off.

It took several seconds for my eyes to adjust. It might have taken longer if the interior light of their car wasn’t so brightly lit. Not only could I see them, but I could hear their shouts so clearly that must have had their windows open too.

“It was a mistake. What did you expect me to do?” One male voice floated toward us.

Another male voice joined it, just as agitated. “We’re never going to get away with this. Our lives will never be the same.”

“I can’t deal with you when you’re like this!” The driver’s door flew open, and Mark lurched out. He slammed it behind him with so much force the entire car shook.

He marched to the rear of the vehicle but froze when he finally looked up and saw us.

Rose reached over and flipped the switch for my headlights, which bloomed on. They caught Mark like a deer in . . . headlights.

In that instant, his face morphed through a mixture of shock and fear, and then landed in a stiff, neutral façade.

Rose was up and out of the car before I could stop her. She barreled toward Mark. “It was you!”

Christopher opened the passenger door and almost fell in his hustle to get out. He scrambled to join his boyfriend behind the car. “Wait a second. Whatever you think is going on here, you’re wrong.”

“What I think is going on here,” Rose shouted, moving closer to the two men with each word, “is that we just caught the two of you arguing about some life-changing mistake.” She made air quotes around the last word.

It wasn’t a confession, exactly, but it didn’t look good for the twins. And since my sister was confronting them on a dark road in the middle of the night, it didn’t look great for her either.

“Not good, not good, not good.” I fumbled with my seatbelt and then popped out of the car to back her up.

“Not twenty minutes ago,” Rose continued, “I tripped over your little mistake. I’m excellent at math, so I know how that adds up.”

“What are you talking about?” Mark asked.

“I told you we couldn’t get away with this,” Christopher said at the same time. He stepped closer to Rose.

I reached her side and yanked her back, my voice low in her ear, “Maybe confronting them on a dark road in the middle of the night is not a good idea—you know, in case they’re killers.”

“Tell me you have your gun,” she hissed back under her breath.

“Sorry.” I’d gone to a gun range a couple times, but the trainer there made it very clear that if I wasn’t comfortable pulling it, I shouldn’t carry it. If I did, it was more of a danger to me that anyone else. “But I have a—”

“Rusty!”

Rose’s massive dog leaped through the back car window and bounded toward us. He skidded to a sit position next to my sister, kicking up gravel from the road.

“Bark,” Rose muttered so low that I could barely hear her.

Rusty popped onto all fours and let out a deep bark that started in his chest and rolled through his razor-toothed grin.

The twins stumbled backward so fast they ran into the rear of their car.

“No one has to get hurt,” I said. “Both of you need to start talking.”

“Right now,” Rose added, overflowing with bravado, “unless you want your throats ripped out.”

“We—” Mark started.

Christopher locked one hand around his boyfriend’s forearm. “We don’t have to tell them anything. They can’t make us.”

Rose took a step toward them, and Rusty went with her, still baring his impressive set of teeth.

Mark held both his hands up toward the large dog. “Let’s talk about this.”

“We can’t make you do anything.” Rose patted Rusty’s head. “If you won’t talk here, follow us back to the shop, and we’ll work everything out there.”

The two men locked gazes and had a silent conversation of mouth twists and brow pinches, until they both nodded. The two men stepped backward toward their respective doors.

“How do we know they won’t just take off?” I said under my breath.

“Growl,” Rose whispered.

Rusty responded with a low roar and a baring of sharp teeth that looked like they could mince a windpipe to bits.

Both men jumped. Christopher had left the passenger door open, and he backed up into it before folding himself into his seat. On the driver’s side, Mark watched Rusty as he inched open his door and climbed in.

With a flip of her head, Rose spun and returned to the passenger side of my car. Rusty stayed close to her side, and she scratched him behind the ear. He leaped over the door and through the back window before flopping down on the backseat with a contented groan.

I slid in on the other side and offered Rose and Rusty a pair of impressed nods. “You even had me scared.” The engine was still running, so I threw the car into gear and made a three-point turn in the middle of the road.

“That’s right. My baby is a fearsome beast.”

In the backseat, Rusty rolled onto his back, and his huge tongue lolled out.

I cocked a brow at Rose.

“What? He’s in disguise.”

“If he slobbers on my seat, you’re paying the cleaning bill.”

The twins turned their car around as well and, as promised, followed us as we took off back to the coffee shop.

“Can I see your phone?” Rose asked.

I tightened my grip on the wheel.

“I’m not going to break it. You can watch me. It will be in your presence at all times.”

I looked away from the road long enough to toss her a skeptical look.

“I want to see if Corina was able to get any video recordings from the shop.”

I sighed and pointed to where I’d put my phone, in my purse, in the center console between our seats. “Please do not lose, break, burn, scratch, shred, or drown my phone.”

She dug it out and then cocked her head to one side, my phone dangling between her thumb and forefinger. “I don’t think I’ve ever set a phone on fire before. I should write that down for inspiration.”

She scrolled through my contacts until she found Corina’s number and called it. Since I had the phone wirelessly connected to my car, the sound of ringing poured from the speakers.

“Did you find them?” Corina asked, in lieu of a proper greeting.

“They’re following us back,” I said.

“Great. Sofia and Kyle are here, so then we’ll have all the suspects in one place.”

“Were you able to keep them from seeing the body?”

“I met them each in the parking lot and walked on their left into the shop. Her body is hard to see anyway because—”

“I know,” Rose said. “I literally tripped over it.”

“Because your lighting sucks,” I shouted at the car speaker. “It’s not safe for you to work there late at night, by yourself, when it’s almost pitch black between the front door and the single light in the entire parking lot.”

I could almost hear Corina rolling her eyes, and I could see Rose doing it.

“We’ll be back in a few,” Rose said. “Any luck with the exterior cameras?”

“That’s the bad news. Griff couldn’t get video from any of them. Dead batteries.”

“Then we’ll need a confession.” I sucked in a breath and looked at Rose. “You ready for this?”





3







“What’s the plan?” Rose asked as I turned the car into the small lot of the coffee shop.

In the rearview mirror, the twins pulled in behind me. Despite the scene they’d been making on the roadside when we found them, the two remained eerily still in their car every time I peeked back there.

I pulled into my favorite parking space.

“We could do—” Rose stopped short and squinted at the red convertible two spaces away.

A dead woman’s ride stood only ten feet away from us.

I threw my car back into gear and crossed the small lot to park on the other side. The action didn’t stop the chilly nerves from scratching up my spine, but at least this way, we wouldn’t have to walk past the dead woman’s convertible.

Silently, I grabbed my purse and looped it crossbody-style over my head and shoulder. The two of us stepped out of the vehicle, waited for the twins to catch up on foot, and hurried to the shop together. Rusty stuck close to Rose’s side.

I held my breath as we circled the body to get to the front door. As we stepped through, the bell dinged overhead. I clenched my fists to keep from jumping a mile.

Corina popped up from her chair and ran over to give me a quick hug. The tension of a secret dead body was getting to her as well. I squeezed her, comforted that it wasn’t just me.

“Are you going to tell us what’s going on, or what?” Sofia sat at a table in the middle of the room, her knees pressed together and hands clamped in her lap. “Before dear Griff treads a hole in the tile.”

Kyle sat across from her, slouched deep in his chair. Despite his relaxed pose, his face wore tension in the wrinkles of his forehead and pinch of his eyes. Griffith paced behind the group as sweat glistened on his forehead. Corina returned to her seat between Kyle and Sofia.

Rose gestured for the twins to sit, and they pulled two more chairs to the table to join everyone else.

I straightened my back and tried to look authoritative. “We found—”

“Ivy, wait!” Rose grabbed my arm and yanked me backward the door.

“What’s this about?” Kyle called to us.

Rose turned her back to him and whispered for my ears only. “We just walked around Felicity’s body.”

“Yes . . .” It wasn’t news to either of us that she was dead.

Rose flicked me on the forehead. “When I tripped over the body earlier, I was going the wrong way—away from our car. This time, we parked on the opposite side of the parking lot to avoid Felicity’s car, which was parked near your usual spot.” Her eyes widened as she waited for me to catch up.

A light blinked on inside my head. “Felicity’s body is not between the door and her car. Which means . . . she wasn’t on the way to her car when she died.” This time, I grabbed Rose’s wrist. I hauled her back out the door. She gestured for Rusty, who followed like a true, loyal companion.

The bell dinged overhead.

We stood in the illuminated circle of the sole overhead light and looked to the right, past the corpse on the ground. In the other direction, the sidewalk dipped and disappeared, ending in a wheelchair ramp.

I activated the flashlight on my phone and held it low in front of us. This way, the sidewalk extended to the edge of the building. Rose and I locked eyes for a second and, in silent agreement, walked in that direction. The phone light guided us.

Rusty plodded forward to lead, the hair on his hindquarters sticking up.

At the edge of the building, the sidewalk followed the wall around the corner. We walked until we reached the back of the shop, which was surprisingly well lit by a floodlight at the roofline.

A tall brown fence bounded the back property, which occupied about a hundred feet wide and fifty feet deep. A white van was parked at an angle less than ten feet from a small porch leading to the back door.

“So Felicity was either heading to the back of the building or returning from it,” Rose said. She walked around the space, peeking under the van and into the dumpster on the far end. She froze as she reached the porch.

A camera pointed out from several feet above the back door. A red light blinked steadily next to the lens. She pointed up at it.

“It works,” I said. “The battery isn’t dead.”

“Felicity was back here,” Rose said, “and Griffith is a liar.”
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“Here’s the plan,” I said as Rose, Rusty, and I circled to the front of the shop. “Griffith doesn’t know that we know he lied about the camera. He doesn’t know we know he saw Felicity behind back.”

“You want to trick him into telling another lie—back him into a corner?”

I nodded.

“That’s more of a goal than a plan.”

“Just follow my lead. Okay?”

Rose pulled the door open, and the irritating bell dinged overhead as we entered.

We had five suspects: Griffith, Sofia, Kyle, Mark, and Christopher. Griffith continued to pace behind the center table, but the other four and Corina sat at the table. Although not officially a suspect, Corina sat board stiff in a chair pushed back a few feet from the table.

Rose and I stood side by side. Rusty sat beside Rose’s legs.

“Felicity was murdered,” I announced.

Kyle gripped the table so hard that his knuckles turned white.

The twins locked wide-eyed gazes.

Griffith paced faster.

Sofia brought her hand to her mouth to cover a gasp. “She was here forty minutes ago.”

Rose pointed at all of them. “So were you. You’re the suspects. You all had motive and opportunity.”

“Why would we want to kill her?” Kyle enunciated each syllable through tightened lips.

“Felicity wrote scathing emails in red font to all of you. She critiqued your work in the cruelest words possible.

“Murder?” Sofia twittered. “Over unkind words?”

Rose slipped Felicity’s phone from my purse, banged in the passcode, and opened an email. “Sofia,” she read, pitching her voice high and infusing it with exaggerated southern flair, “do the world a favor and spare us your stilted drivel. Do you even know more than twenty words?”

Sofia blinked, stone-faced.

Rose turned the phone’s screen at Sofia and pointed at the display. “She included a link to an online thesaurus.”

I cringed.

Sofia’s top lip curled upward for a split second before returning to its pleasant, neutral state. “She wasn’t my favorite person.”

“You’re telling us now that Felicity wrote those,” Kyle said, “but those emails were anonymous. There’s no motive without knowledge.”

I grabbed the phone from Rose and tapped the screen with my fingernail. “I didn’t know it was her, but any of us could have guessed it. She was only slightly kinder in person. You had to at least suspect that the red letters came from her.”

“Suspicion of unkind words,” he said, “definitely isn’t a motive for murder.”

“Come on.” Rose snatched the phone back and swiped through the emails. “They sound just like her. You want me to read more of them, so you—”

“No!” Kyle and the twins simultaneously shouted and jumped to their feet.

I gestured for them to sit. After a few seconds, they did.

“There are only four of us,” Sofia said, her tone steadier now. “You said five suspects.” She gestured between Griffith and Corina. “They’re not in our class.”

“Corina was with Rose and me the whole time,” I said.

Rose shot me another side-eye, and Corina didn’t bother to correct me about the five whole minutes she’d disappeared.

I chose my next words carefully so as not to spook Griffith. “But like you guys, Griffith had opportunity.”

“Plus, he’s a liar,” Rose added.

I glared at her.

Griffith stopped pacing. “Excuse me?”

“The camera out back works fine,” Rose continued. “You said it didn’t.”

“Those cameras record my private property. Maybe I don’t want two amateurs in my personal business.”

“You also objected to calling the police,” she said. “You don’t want professionals in your business either.”

“I don’t want my place under investigation when I’m trying to negotiate a sale. Is that so wrong?”

“You’re selling?” Sofia asked. “This place is a town staple. Where will we write?”

“That’s really not our top priority right now,” I said.

She bowed her head.

“Here’s what we know,” I continued, since the plan to catch Griffith by surprise was a bust. “Felicity was behind this coffee shop. You came in through the back door when you arrived, so you were there too. The backdoor camera is one-hundred-percent functional, but you lied and said it isn’t.”

I paused to let that sink in—to let his potential guilt permeate the room. By now, every pair of eyes was directed at Griffith, except Rose’s. At some point, she’d become engrossed in Felicity’s phone.

“You saw Felicity back there,” I continued, “and the camera saw you both.”

Griffith stood as still as the desert, except for the sweat rolling down his temple like a tumbleweed.

Despite my masterful explanation of the case, Rose swiped and tapped at Felicity’s phone. I tried to catch her eye, but instead she pushed her nose closer to the display.

I cleared my throat. “Rose, do you have anything to add?”

She mumbled something I couldn’t hear.

“Okay then . . .” I made a show of glancing at the clock before returning my attention to Griffith. “You have two minutes to convince me you’re innocent. Then I’m calling the police.”

He stared at me for the first full minute and then resumed his pacing. “I told you—I’m selling the shop. I can’t have an unsolved murder on my property during negotiations.”

“That might have flown before you lied about the camera.” I checked the time. “Thirty seconds.”

“Fine.” Griffith stopped pacing. “I deleted the recording, but not because I killed Felicity.”

Sofia gasped.

“I didn’t kill Felicity.” His words tumbled out in a rush. “My signature coffee is the grocery-store brand.”

“What?” Confusion deflated my momentum.

“It’s my mother’s recipe. You add a little cocoa powder and bitters to any coffee, and suddenly it’s gourmet. But nobody wants to pay five bucks for generic coffee, so I keep that to myself.” He sighed. “Or I did, until Felicity caught me out back carrying in the grocery bags.”

“Why was she there at all?”

“How should I know? I would have told her customers weren’t allowed, but by then she was calling me a filthy conman at the top of her lungs.”

Kyle pointed at him. “That’s motive. You can’t get top dollar for a coffee shop that sells generic brew.”

“I didn’t kill her.” Griffith slumped down into a chair at an empty table. “I deleted the video, but I swear—she was alive when she left me.”

The television opposite the coffee bar popped on, and a video played. The image was shaky and moving, as if carried by someone walking.

Standing next to the television, Rose pointed between Felicity’s phone and the screen. “Wireless connection.”

In the on-screen image, I recognized the sidewalk in front of the coffee shop. Whoever was recording the film turned the corner, revealing the back of the shop. And Kyle . . .

And Sofia.

He had her pressed against the wooden fence beside the dumpster, his hands inching their way up her legs. He buried his face in her neck. His lips traced down to her collarbone. Sofia tipped back her head and let her mouth fall open.

Griffith’s van was nowhere in sight.

“Look what we have here,” came Felicity’s drawl through the speakers. She was nowhere in the video, but she was holding the camera.

“Felicity made this recording?” I asked.

Rose grinned and pointed at the television. “It gets better.”

On the screen, Kyle and Sofia flew apart.

Sofia fumbled to straighten her clothing, but her flushed cheeks and lips gave away everything. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same.”

“Did you follow us?” Kyle took a step toward Felicity, and the camera moved backward.

“Careful. I’m filming.”

Kyle narrowed his eyes.

“This is too good. You and the little housewife—but not your housewife. She’s going to be out on the street begging for scraps.” The camera shifted to put Kyle at its center. “I wouldn’t have guessed you as a homewrecker . . . Wait, I did guess it. That’s why I followed when you two left at precisely the same time, like you always do.”

I heard the grin in Felicity’s voice. Glee shifted her pitch upward.

“Good luck finding work after the husbands hear about this.” The video frame waved as Felicity must have gestured toward Sofia. “Doesn’t matter anyway. Your work has always been sub-par. You know how to use a tape measure, don’t you? It’s like a long metal ruler. I have a couple at home if you need to borrow.”

He paled. “Please. Maybe your home needs work, for free even. I can—”

“Speaking of sub-par, try to limit yourself to three adjectives per sentence in your writing, but not every sentence.” She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Purple prose is truly the ugliest prose.”

Kyle took another step forward, but Sofia grabbed his arm.

“Please don’t tell,” Sofia whispered. “It’s been so hard for me since moving here. He’s the only one who listens. He . . .” Tears flooded her cheeks. Sobs garbled the rest of her words.

He stepped back and wrapped her in his arms. “Let’s talk about this. I’m sure we can come to an understanding. What if I—”

Felicity’s laugh stopped him short. “Not a chance.”

Kyle steered the sobbing Sofia toward the front of the shop. The camera watched them as they disappeared around the corner.

Rose paused the video.

In real life, Kyle had both his hands pressed palms down on the table, the muscles in the arms taut. Sofia cast her gaze downward. She blinked rapidly to cage her swelling tears.

“We didn’t kill Felicity,” she whispered. “We wanted to reason with her.”

“Where did you go after you left her?”

“Home,” Kyle said. “To our separate homes. We went straight to the parking lot and got into our cars.” He gestured at the paused image. “Griffith’s van isn’t there, and you already told us he had a run-in with her too. That must have happened later.”

Rose unpaused the recording.

Only a few seconds after the video version of Kyle led Sofia around the corner, headlights pierced the night, and Griffith’s van rolled into view. The large tires crunched gravel before grinding to a stop.

In real life, Griff propped his elbows on the table and dropped his forehead into his hands.

On the screen, his past self exited the driver’s side of his van and hefted four brown-paper grocery bags from the trunk.

“This is an odd time to be restocking,” came Felicity’s voice in a whisper. “I wonder what he’s hiding.”

One bag tore, and containers of coffee spilled onto the gravel. Felicity’s gasp came out louder than her whispers of a moment ago, and Griffith spun in her direction. The rest of the paper bags tumbled to the ground, revealing more containers.

“You’ve been selling us the store brand,” Felicity said, her voice a shrill squeal. “You filthy conman!”

“Get out of here. I’ll have you in court for trespass.”

Felicity giggled as the phone bounced away and around the corner, leaving Griffith alone behind the shop.

In front of us, Griffith jumped from his chair and pointed at the screen. “I told you, look! She was alive when she left me.”

A wet thunk sounded through the speaker, and the phone taking the video tumbled to the ground. The camera landed upward to the sky, and the speakers went grave silent.

No one spoke.

Someone had just killed Felicity. We’d watched it—seen the moment she lost her life.

My stomach churned. Hot saliva filled my mouth. Corina stumbled to her feet, ran around the barista counter, and hurled into the sink.

A high-pitched bell dinged. Instinctively, I turned toward the door, but it hadn’t moved. The sound had come through the speakers.

Felicity’s phone was still recording, only feet from the door of this coffee shop.

“You almost gave us away back there,” Christopher snapped. He was nowhere in view of the camera, but his voice still reached it. “Were you planning to just leave without me?”

“Not everyone is as good an actor as you are,” came Mark’s reply. “It’s getting harder to pretend.”

All attention shifted to the twins. Christopher sat rigid.

Mark scrubbed a hand through his blond hair, causing it to stick up in the front. Red rimmed his eyes, and his eyelids drooped in what looked like surrender more than exhaustion at the late hour. “We broke up.”

“Mark!” Christopher hissed.

“No, it’s enough. A woman is dead.”

Christopher had the grace to duck his head at the rebuke.

“We broke up two months ago, and we kept it a secret.”

“That’s what you were arguing about in the car?” Rose asked.

He nodded. “It’s our identity around town—the couple that looks alike and acts alike. It’s the only reason we get invited to events. We’re the fun, pretty, gay couple.”

Christopher pressed his head to the table in front of him. “This can’t be happening.”

“Mark and Christopher. Christopher and Mark. That’s all we’ve ever been since we were teenagers.”

As a recent divorcée, I knew what it was like to have your whole identity wrapped up in a relationship, only to have it ripped away and have to redefine yourself from scratch.

Christopher sat up. “More to the point, neither of us killed Felicity.” He gestured toward the screen, which had gone black when the video ended. “She was already dead when we left. Before that, we were right here in plain view.”

“Fair enough.” I gestured toward Rose. “Could you rewind a bit? Maybe we can see who hit her.”

She pressed the rewind button. “I think they came from behind.”

After a few seconds, she hit play. Once again, we got to watch the moment Felicity died. The phone flipped, sending the world on its side, and then landed upright, pointing to the sky.

“There’s nothing here—” Rose started.

“Wait!” I said. “Back it up again and play it at quarter speed.”

She did. Felicity circled to the front of the shop. Then the thunk of someone hitting her from behind. The phone flipped and . . .

Rose hit pause.

The camera had caught a split-second view of the parking lot, fuzzy but recognizable. My car, near Felicity’s red convertible. Mark’s blue car stood on the other side of the lot, and Corina’s old black beater was closest to the camera, near the door of the shop. Sofia’s silver sedan was nowhere in sight.

The sole other vehicle in the lot was an older-model black sports car.

“Whose is that?” I pointed.

Kyle shot to his feet. He grabbed my purse strap and yanked me to him. One arm circled my waist. The other hand clamped onto the front of my neck. My heart seeped ice-cold water into my veins. My limbs went numb. I froze.

“I’m guessing that’s your car,” Rose said. She kept her voice light, but the terror I felt reflected back at me in her eyes. “You stuck around and waited to get Felicity alone.”

“Nobody moves or I kill her.” Kyle pulled me toward the door, and my feet tripped along, unbidden by me.

Rusty rose to all fours, the hair on his back standing on end. Rose set a hand on his head, and he sat down, but his eyes stayed wide and alert. She gestured for everyone else to still as well. “Don’t make things worse, Kyle.”

“Felicity would have made me a pariah.” He dragged me toward the door, beyond which lay the dark parking lot where who-knew-what awaited me once we were alone. “I’m a carpenter in a small town. She was a gossip. She would have put me out of business.”

“There are worse things in life than a bad critique,” I said.

“You don’t get it.” His hand tightened around my throat. “Reputation is everything.”

“Rusty,” Rose whispered. “Growl.”

A thunderous growl quaked his chest and seeped through the dog’s bared teeth.

Kyle’s grip on me loosed. I grabbed my stun gun from my purse and jammed it into his hip. He screamed and released me. When he hit the floor, he curled into a trembling ball. I bent and stunned him again, this time in the gut. His body vibrated and went limp.

For the first few seconds, no one moved. Sofia slowly stood and inched toward Kyle’s prone form. “Is he alive?”

His chest rose and fell.

“Just unconscious,” Rose said.

She kicked him in the flank, and I covered my mouth to keep from laughing.

Rose wrapped me in a hug. “I thought you said you weren’t armed.”

She was a couple inches shorter than me, so I buried my face in her curly hair. “I said I wasn’t carrying my revolver.” I waved the stun gun in the air. “Not a revolver.”

Everyone else backed up, so I tucked the weapon into my purse and held Rose tighter.

Rusty crept closer to the body. He whined and then licked the entire side of Kyle’s face, leaving a trail of wet, sticky saliva across his nose.

Rose patted the dog’s head. “He’ll have plenty of time to recover in prison.”





EPILOGUE







Two weeks later, Rose, Corina, and I sat in the coffee shop three hours before the deadline. It was closing time, and after the incident two weeks ago, we had no plans to stick around until midnight.

The clock struck nine, and Corina popped to her feet to start clearing tables. The last couple patrons took the hint and collected their belongings. The bell over the door dinged at their exits.

I continued tapping at my laptop keys.

Rose grabbed a few cups from a nearby table and added them to Corina’s growing tray of collected trash. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do if Griff sells this place?”

“About that.” Corina sucked in a deep breath. “He signed the sales contract this morning, so it’s official . . . I’m buying the shop.”

“You’re doing what?” I wanted to make sure I understood what I just heard before I celebrated.

Her shy smile grew into a mammoth grin. “I’m going to be a business owner.”

“You were the secret buyer?”

“That was the phone call I took the night Felicity died. An overseas friend from college handles my investments. He promised to call the second he knew what my best offer could be.”

“That’s why you took so long to lock up,” Rose said.

“Luckily, Griff agreed to meet my terms—seeing as how there was a murder here.”

Rose lifted the serving tray from Corina’s hands, set it on the counter, and hugged her. “You rock so hard.”

“I would have told you, but I was terrified to jinx it. The last thing I wanted was you guys feeling sorry for me if it didn’t work out.”

Rose released Corina.

Then it was my turn to hug her. “I am so proud of you.”

“Thanks.” Her voice came out breathless. She wiped her eyes when I let her go. “Finished your writing?”

“Two days ago, actually.” I pointed at my laptop. “This is a strongly worded letter to our congresswoman.”

“I’m proud of you,” Rose said. “You really put your heart into your pages this week. You’re not nervous for your critiques?”

“There are worse things than a bad critique. At least this time, any feedback I get will be on my best work, and that’s how I’ll improve.”

“Very mature,” Rose said. “Have I told you today that I love you?”

I clapped a hand over her mouth because I knew those words could only be followed by bad news. “I love you too. Please shut up.”




* * *
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Casualty on the Clifftop—Man Found Dead at Local Senior Home




IPSWICH COUNTY—Ipswich, Massachusetts * December 5, 2022, by    Carla Phan

Police report the body of an adult male was found early this morning at the Castle Cliffs Senior Home. No details of the man’s identity are yet available. Once his identity has been confirmed, proper notifications will take place and additional details will be made known to the public. Cause of death has yet to be determined.




Well, this was it. Old age. Over the hill. Totally geriatric, no denying it.

In my dotage.

For decades, I’d shied away from the thought that I was old. I’d look in the mirror, see that I was generally still in pretty good shape, and move on. That was before Sebastian died. Now it was real, made more official by the sign in my new front yard: Castle Cliffs Senior Home. Smaller print below proclaimed the home to have been founded in 1908.

Catheter Cliffs, more like.

The castle part was true enough. When my ex-wife, Emily, had brought me to visit before the official move, I’d put on my “I love it here!” face, made easier by the fact the building and the view were truly extraordinary. Sitting on a high point of land that jutted out into Ipswich Bay with a far glimpse of the Northern Atlantic, the building looked like something right out of a classic Dracula movie: all grey stone and turrets and carved gargoyles. 

Inside, it had been retrofitted with wings of rooms, elevators, stair lifts, a hydrotherapy department, the works. My room was in the “active living” part of the castle; the “long-term care” portion of the place had been assiduously avoided by the director, Amanda, when she’d taken us on a tour. She’d had a nicotine patch affixed to her chest just at the neckline of her sweater, and she fiddled distractedly with a rubber band all the while we were there, but she seemed nice enough.

Really, it didn’t matter where I went. The best part of my life, the part with Sebastian in it, was behind me now.

The last four mornings here at Catheter had given me a glimpse of the life I had ahead. I still woke up at 5:30 a.m. as I had for years. But instead of having fresh-ground Kona coffee brewed in a French press, I now made my own Dunkin Dark Roast in a red Keurig Emily had bought for me. What used to be coffee on the sunporch with an hour’s reading had so far morphed into carrying my mug and Kindle to the front of the castle and sitting in the waiting area. Ironically called the “Family Connection Lounge,” it resembled a staged living room in a furniture store. All of the requisite pieces were there, but there was zero sign of actual human occupancy. On a couple of days, I’d stayed there long enough for the shift change, which meant watching exhausted-looking staff wandering out and their equally uninspired replacements shuffling in.

Today, I’d just about decided that my morning coffee was probably best taken in my room when boisterous voices sounded from down the hall.

“Oh, shut the heck up. You don’t know your back end from your elbow, Chick,” came the gravelly tone of a long-time smoker.

“Stop talking about yourself like that, Francie. You’re so old, and your eyes are so bad, you can’t even see your back end,” a male voice bellowed in answer.

“Oh, for goodness sakes, you two!” This woman’s voice was higher and brighter than the first. “You make me want to double my fiber supplement and stay in the bathroom with a good book. Stop with your bickering!”

As I sat there, studiously minding my own business, the owners of all three voices tottered in. OK, technically one tottered, one walked, and one rolled. An African American man in a wheelchair, who I guessed had to be Chick, only had peach fuzz covering the top of his head. He wore khakis, a golf shirt, and New Balance tennis shoes. I could also guess which one was Francie. She walked along fine, but had an oxygen tank in a quilted bag that read, “Ask Me About My Senior Discount,” slung across her chest. The third woman was too large to qualify as what Sebastian would have called a “big-boned gal.” She wore a sleeveless dress covered in sunflowers as big as dinner plates and a slash of bright red lipstick, and walked with the aid of two canes.

Little did I know these three musketeers were about to change everything for me.

“So, this is the sad sack we’ve been hearin’ so much about,” the man said. Rolling close, he put out his hand. “Name’s Chick. My friends called me that ’cause I played lots of piano jazz back in the day, like Chick Corea. Not so much anymore, I’m afraid.”

He held up his hands and wiggled gnarled knuckles, then pointed to Sunflower Woman.

“This is Bev. Don’t turn your back on your pudding, or she’ll breathe it in before you can say Swiss Miss.”

Bev leaned all her weight on one cane and gave Chick a very un-ladylike gesture with her free hand.

Jerking a thumb in the direction of the other woman, he said, “Marlboro Mouth here is called Francie. Hacked up a lung and they threw her in here.”

Bev spoke up. “We hear you’re sitting here waiting to die. Since we are too, we thought we’d come join you.” She laughed sweetly as she eased herself down carefully onto the couch.

Chick coughed in Francie’s direction. She rolled her eyes and, in a Bronx accent I hadn’t caught earlier, said, “What she means to say is that we heard you were down in the dumps, so Chick made us come down here and introduce ourselves.”

“What is the matter with you two?” Chick asked. Looking back at me, he said, “They left their manners in their denture glasses this morning. I’m sorry on behalf of both of them. What’s your name?”

“Jeff,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

“Whatsamatta? Kids put you in here and sell all your worldly possessions? Heard it before. Suck it up, buttercup.” That was Francie. She reached down into the front of her shirt, pulled out a damp-looking pack of Nicorette, and popped a white pellet into her mouth. We heard its shell crackle on the first few chews.

“Actually,” I said, “I wanted to come here. My husband died. My ex-wife and kids have all my worldly possessions.” I was too exhausted to be in the closet for these people or to explain in detail what had led me here. There were so many years and memories and laughs and moments behind the simple sentence “My husband died” that the sound of me saying the words almost made me weep. I braced myself to see confusion or disgust and felt ready to give as good as I was going to get.

Bev immediately reached over (carefully, I noted, leaning on one cane with her right hand and keeping her ample left cheek anchored on the sofa) and placed a hand on my knee. “Oh honey,” she said, “I’m as sorry as can be. I was never married, but I lost my Sweetie Pie right before I moved in here.” She teared up. I teared up.

Francie barked, “Pardon me, Leona Helmsley, but I don’t think your girlie dog and his husband dying are exactly the same thing.”

Bev straightened up, puffing out her shelf-like bosom. “Pomeranian. Sweetie Pie was a Pomeranian, and she was descended from purebreds.”

Chick rolled his eyes. “OK, Bev, please don’t go there right now. Look, Jeff, we’re all mighty sorry about your loss. But sitting here just wallowing in it isn’t gonna make it better. Promise you. Why don’t you come along with us to dinner tonight?”

The last thing I wanted to do was to get social at this place. I’d come here to face the final few weeks—months? years?—that I had left and do it in peace, thank you very much. Now was my chance to catch up on all the books that, for years, I’d been saying I wanted to read.

Yet here I was, hearing myself say, “Sure, I’d love to.”




* * *




Over dinner, my companions pulled back the curtain on Catheter Cliffs. I learned which resident physician was sleeping with which certified nursing assistant; which meals to skip and stay in my room, having crackers and peanut butter; and which attendants were the best to ask for assistance with personal matters. While I wasn’t certain what these matters were, the raising of brows around the table made me think they encompassed things related to showers and toilets. I definitely learned which nurse I wanted to do my monthly blood draw and who couldn’t hit the side of a barn with a needle, even with the help of the Hubble Space Telescope.

“You sure as shootin’ don’t want Ricky helping you with squat!” said Chick, leaning in and speaking low. “That is one mean dude.”

Francie and Bev nodded vigorously in agreement. I’d met Ricky—at least, I thought I had—and remembered that he’d come in to change my sheets with not much more than a hello. I hadn’t thought about it since.

“Millie, on the second floor, said Nancy on the long-term care ward has bruises from him helping her with her PT, but that Nancy is too scared to say anything, even to her family,” Bev said, tut-tutting. “And we all know he has sticky fingers and goes through everyone’s rooms. It’s disgraceful.”

Francie responded, uncharacteristically charitably, “You wanna stay in here or not? You start making complaints about the help—who make minimum wage on a good day—and pretty soon, they pull you outta here, and you’re in one of those public homes. And we all know what happens there.” To this last word, she added a knowing glance around and a whole-body shiver. Cranking up her O2 for good measure, she took a long drag through her plastic mask.

“But that is not OK,” I said. “It can’t be allowed for someone to be rough with a bunch of senior citizens who are paying customers. I’m pretty sure that’s illegal. It’s elder abuse.”

Chick put his fingers to his lips and looked around the dining room. “Shhh! Keep your voice down. You don’t even want anyone to overhear you saying those two words. We’re just giving you the lay of the land here, my friend.”

Bev quickly changed the topic to what snacks were to be offered at today’s tea time and then asked if I’d visited the library yet. I said I hadn’t. Truth be told, I’d spent most of the last four days in a virtual stupor. Since Sebastian died, it was like time had taken on a life of its own. It hardly moved while whooshing by without me noticing.

“Well, super, then. Consider your social calendar for tomorrow full. You have to meet Vincent, our librarian. He’s a peach! For some people here, yoga day is their thing, and others take the shuttle to the mall. But everyone who still has their marbles visits the library!”
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The next morning, I made my Dunkin Dark Roast, poured it into my travel mug with some cream, and headed out to watch the sunrise and read. Chick, Bev, and Francie had shown me more of the castle yesterday, and I’d spotted a new place to try for my morning routine.

“What’s so great about the morning?” Sebastian used to say. “Besides coffee, it holds very little to recommend it.” But I’d loved being up in the darkness of the early hours ever since I’d been a child. I felt like I’d gotten a head start on the rest of the world.

Floor-to-ceiling glass panels ran the length of the castle in the rear. Outside, several sets of white wicker furniture were arranged inside a tall wrought-iron fence. “Gotta let the old folks play outside without them going all lemming,” Francie had explained. The view to the edge of the cliffs was lovely, and, joy of joys, no one was out there.

I unlatched one of the glass sliding doors and slipped out. Settling myself in a chair at the corner of the patio, I took out my reading glasses and slid my Kindle out from under my arm. Sitting back, I felt for the first time that I could, perhaps, get used to Catheter Cliffs.

I was re-reading a Louise Penny novel, even though I’d read her entire series back-to-back at least three times. It was hard to explain, though I had tried many times with Sebastian, what was so comforting about re-reading books. It was easy. It was familiar. He looked forward to falling into Chief Inspector Gamache’s sandalwood and rosewater scent.

“There he is!” came Bev’s annoyingly chipper voice. “We wondered where you’d gotten to.” She squeezed sideways through the doors ahead of Chick, who rolled out behind her.

“Francie’s still asleep,” he said as if I’d asked. Which I had not.

“It looks like we caught you woolgathering,” said Bev.

“I wasn’t. I was reading,” I replied.

“While gazing out into Lala Land?” she asked, one corner of her brow going up. “Anyway, whatcha reading?”

“Louise Penny,” I answered, not expecting them to appreciate my fine literary taste.

“Oh man, I love Louise Penny. Which one?” Chick asked. I admit it: I was shocked, and it must have shown on my face. “What, you thought you were the only one who enjoys books around here? What else do you think we have to do to pass the time? I gave up my Ironman training a while ago.” He laughed, gesturing at his withered legs with his hands. “Anyway, which book are you on?”

I told him, and we disappeared for a few minutes into conversation about Penny’s foul-mouthed yet beautifully written Ruth Zardo, whom we quickly agreed bore some uncanny resemblance to Francie.

“Francie who?” came a husky shout. The one and only Francie with coffee mug in hand, hair in curlers, and wrapped in a gauzy scarf, sporting a maroon track suit, was heading our way across the patio. As she got closer, I could read the cursive writing on the side of her mug: I never dreamed I’d grow up to be an oldie but here I am killin’ it. “Are you little old ladies talking about me already this morning?”

My initial irritation at having my reading time interrupted quickly faded as we wiled away the next hour, talking about the storm clouds off in the distance and filling the gaps in our histories with each other. Chick, like me, had worked in Boston, but while I’d worked in cybersecurity with an FBI field branch, he’d worked as a major gift officer in a college development office. He was divorced but had a daughter who was a lawyer in a big firm in Connecticut. Francie had been an accountant in the beer distributorship she and her now-deceased husband had owned. Bev had worked at home as a graphic designer and part-time for a Pomeranian rescue organization.

We’d just come down from a shared laugh at the name—Catheter Cliffs—I had given the place when the sickeningly sweet smell of e-cigarette vapor enveloped us. Stiffening up, Bev spoke quietly.

“Don’t look now, but it’s that nasty Ricky, smoking over by the corner of the building.”

I casually turned my head as if taking in the view, craning my neck far enough to see a fortyish-year-old man in a white uniform. His button-down shirt strained to hold in his muffin top, and his dark brown mullet trailed onto his shoulders. In one hand, he held a half-eaten Twinkie, and in the other gleamed a metallic e-cig.

Chick muttered under his breath, “I hate the way he’s looking at us through the fence, like we’re zoo animals or something.”

Our glances must have been too obvious because Ricky’s sharp voice sounded across the patio. “You all aren’t supposed to be out here unsupervised.” He blew a massive cloud of hazy smoke in our direction.

Francie replied first. “Between us, we’re 300 years old. Do you not think that’s old enough to look after ourselves?”

“You heard me,” he said, shoving the e-cig in his pocket and tromping away behind the castle wall where we could no longer see him.

“He gives me the creeps,” Bev said.

“I don’t understand why no one says anything about him. That director, Amanda, seems decent enough. Wouldn’t she want to know?” I asked.

Chick, Francie, and Bev exchanged looks. “Someone did say something,” said Chick. “Several months ago. There was an older fella named Christopher on one of Ricky’s halls in LTC . . .”

“Long-term care,” Bev mouthed to me.

“. . . Seems he developed some pretty nasty bedsores that hadn’t been tended to properly. Word is, his family complained to the administration, then pulled him out of here altogether. We heard they moved him to a state facility a few hundred miles away where they thought he’d do better, but he didn’t know a soul and didn’t last six weeks.”

Bev drew her index finger across her throat in case I was not clear what “didn’t last” meant for a bedridden senior citizen.

“Ricky put the word out that you might want to think twice before complaining about his care. You can get moved like that (here, Chick did his best to snap his twisted fingers), and we all know how old folks do in a new environment with no friends.”

“But didn’t Ricky’s co-workers notice what was going on?” I asked.

“Jeff, what you have to understand is that working at Castle Cliffs stinks,” Chick explained. “Who wants to come in here, day after day, to spend time with a bunch of old people who are gonna die sooner or later? And in the meantime, they gotta deal with our bodily functions and then our dementia, with no promise of anything better to come the next day. I admit it depresses me just to think about it. These people aren’t going to go out of their way to complain about a colleague when it could mean one less pair of hands, which is only going to complicate their day.”

What he said made a certain kind of sense, but I still struggled to wrap my head around it.

Chick turned his chair in the direction of the sliding glass doors. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s choke down some powered eggs and then go see Vincent.”
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The quality of breakfast was such that we did not linger. After we’d each made a quick stop at our rooms, we met at the hydrotherapy reception desk. From there, Chick, Bev, and Francie led the way to the elevator and up to the second floor.

We exited the elevator, walked along the corridor, and came to the convex wall of one of the turrets with a rounded wooden door. There was a swipe pad next to the frame, but the door was wide open, held ajar by a weighty-looking stone hedgehog. I was the last to file in, and when I did, I caught my breath.

I’d expected a medieval library, gloomy and full of dark-spined old volumes and high-backed chairs with dusty burgundy cushions. What greeted me was something altogether different. The bright space featured blonde-wood floors and trim, and brand-new overstuffed chairs were situated inside every bay window. On one side sat four ADA-compliant computer terminals, each occupied by a wheelchaired patron at the moment. I noticed one man checking Facebook had a nicotine patch on his upper arm.

What is with all of the nicotine patches?

Large quilts portraying geometric ocean scenes in purples, blues, and greens hung from curtain rods artfully arranged on the walls. Scattered couches held patrons absorbed in books. And the books: they were shelved from floor to vaulted ceiling, a blonde-wood rolling ladder running the length of them. I tried to keep my mouth from hanging open. The space was absolutely charming, unlike anything else I’d seen at Catheter Cliffs.

An elderly man in jeans and a denim shirt covered by a grey sweater vest approached me. I guessed he was around eighty. Half-moon reading glasses perched on the end of his nose and were attached at each stem to a navy cord that ran around his neck.

“And you must be Jeffrey, creator of the esteemed ‘Catheter Cliffs’ moniker. I’m Vincent. So nice to meet you.” He held out his hand and we shook. His watery eyes focused squarely on mine.

“I, er, well yes, I . . .” I stuttered, feeling embarrassed about the name I’d given the place.

“Please, don’t be shy. I love the creativity, and, truth be told, I’m sure there are catheters on the premises.” He gave me a conspiratorial wink, then checked his watch and glanced at the rest of the group.

“Well, Jeffrey, I hope you’ll use our little library as often as you’d like. But I see my three friends here seem to want to tell me something.”

Huddling close to Vincent, Chick, Bev, and Francie filled him in on what they’d heard about Ricky and Nancy. Vincent frowned.

“I’ll certainly pass a quiet word on to the director,” he said. “And keep your names out of it,” he added as Bev began to protest.

Leaving Vincent to tend to some patrons who’d lined up at the desk, I and the others headed out of the library.

“How long has Vincent worked for Catheter Cliffs?” I asked.

“Not sure, but I’d say fifteen years or so. Way I hear it told, he took over right after the sudden passing of the previous librarian,” Chick answered. “He used to be librarian by day and a magician for kids’ parties on the weekends.”

“He’s been at Catheter for fifteen years?” I asked.

“Yep. And he’s pretty spry for an eighty-five-year-old with a weak ticker. Sometimes pulls all-nighters when he gets a batch of donations. He likes to get new materials catalogued and out on the shelves for us just as quick as he can. Quite a guy.”

We spent the rest of the day roaming around the place. We had lunch, played a few rounds of cards, and watched Cocoon in the movie room (Really? Who the heck picks the movies out for this place?). We rounded out the night with dinner in the group dining room and a whiskey afterward in Francie’s room.

“My nephew smuggles me in a bottle every month. Such a good boy,” she rattled.

Maybe I could get used to this place after all.
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Next morning, I repeated my Kindle-coffee-patio routine, and Chick and Bev joined me again. Francie was late. Nothing new there. But by breakfast time, there was still no Francie.

“Let’s check the library. Maybe Vincent has seen her this morning,” Bev said. Off we went to the turret, where an early morning women’s book group looked to be just wrapping up. Vincent walked over to us and wished us all a good morning.

“The ladies are reading The Handmaid’s Tale. They say they’re going to demand Castle Cliffs start streaming the series, or they’ll stage a hunger strike. Things could get very interesting around here.” With this, he raised both eyebrows.

“Vincent, have you seen Francie?” Bev asked anxiously.

“No, why?”

“She hasn’t shown up yet this morning, and we thought she might be here with you,” Chick said.

“Well, let’s go check her room, shall we? I’m sure she’s overslept.” Vincent led the way from the library to Francie’s room. The door was closed. He tapped gently and called Francie’s name. No answer.

While we stood there, I turned to Chick and leaned down. “Hey, Chick, quick question. Why do so many people in here wear nicotine patches? Are they really all recovering smokers?”

“Lots of the staff smoke on the outside and use them during their shift since it’s hard for them to take smoke breaks. Some of the residents quit in order to be accepted here and use them to ease off the nicotine addiction. Others—the ladies especially, I hear—use them to keep from gaining weight.” He shrugged, and I stood up straight.

Vincent tapped on the door again, this time a bit more loudly. Just as he held his knuckles up to rap even more forcefully, the door opened a crack. No light streamed out. The blinds must have been closed inside the room.

A crescent of Francie’s face came into the gap in the doorway, enough for us to see her unkempt hair, puffy eyes, and oxygen cannula hanging off-kilter from her septum.

“Francie, what is it? Are you all right?” Bev said, using her bulk to push in front of Vincent.

Tears welled up in Francie’s eyes. She opened the door a bit more and said, “Just Bev.”

Bev leaned forward on her canes and shuffled into Francie’s room, casting a look back to us men and mouthing, “Wait here.”

In a few minutes, Bev came out of Francie’s room, visibly upset, and motioned for us to follow her. Reaching the closest lounge, we all sat. She looked around the circle at all three of us and mouthed a single word.

“Ricky.”

Then she went on to explain. “He took the picture of Francie’s husband from next to her bed. It was in a solid silver frame. She accused him of stealing it, and he told her if she says anything about it, her oxygen tank may get a kink in the line one night, and she may not wake up.” We all looked at each other, except for Vincent. He was looking down and studying his hands. Then he exhaled heavily.

Chick tried to rise from his chair. “That son of a—”

Vincent pulled Chick back down. “Chick, no. That isn’t the right way to handle this. Let me see what I can do. Just give me some time.”

“Fine,” said Chick. “But if you or Amanda don’t do something about that guy, I will. And don’t think this dang chair is going to keep me from him.”




* * *




I didn’t see any of my friends that night because I decided to eat ramen in my room. I’m pushing eighty, so I’m not exactly concerned about my sodium at this point. As I ate, I watched a re-run of Die Hard 2 and then turned in early.

When I woke the next morning, I made my coffee, grabbed my Kindle, and headed to the patio. The minute I reached the attendants’ station, I knew something was different. The end-of-shift staff seemed extra friendly, which, based on my admittedly short experience, was a first. Added to that, there were flashing police lights streaking the hallway that led to the entrance and out to the parking lot. I watched as a body draped in a sheet was wheeled past me and out the front door.

Something was definitely rotten in Denmark. But this was an old folks’ home, right? Dead bodies couldn’t exactly be rare, yet I doubted the police showed up every time old age came to call on some unsuspecting candidate.

Nervously, I decided to keep my date with my Kindle on the patio. Sliding back the glass door, I was surprised to see Vincent, Chick, Francie, and Bev already sitting there.

“About time, you lazy lunk,” Francie said, back to her crochety old self.

“Are you okay—” I started, but she waved me off.

“That was so yesterday,” she said. “Fuhgeddaboudit.”

Bev blurted out, “Ricky is DEAD!”

“Beverly, my dear,” Vincent said, grasping one of Bev’s hands as if to calm her.

“Sorry,” she said quietly.

“And they took him outta here feet first, which is exactly what he deserved, if you ask me,” Chick said.

“Now, Chick, there’s no call for disrespecting the dead,” Vincent said. Chick harrumphed, but stayed silent.

“What happened to him?” I asked, sipping my coffee to snap myself out of the shock I felt.

“We’re not totally sure,” said Vincent, “but as I was saying to the others before you showed up, they found him in one of the locked basement supply closets.” All of our eyes widened at his words, like four frightened little owls sitting on a tree branch.

“Holy cow,” said Chick. “Someone finally turned the tables on that rat. I’ll be darned.”

“Chick, we don’t know for sure if foul play was involved. But I’m a bit concerned, to be honest,” said Vincent. “If the police don’t solve this quickly, our enrollment could plummet and run Castle Cliffs out of business. Since they don’t know this place very well, it could take them some time to get to the bottom of what happened.”

As Vincent fell quiet, I heard myself chime in, “Well, why can’t we try to figure it out?” They all stared at me like I’d lost my marbles. I went on. “It’s not like we have anything else to do, do we?”

Chick still stared at me like the little hair I had left was on fire. “Jeff, how in the world do you think four dried-up prunes like us could solve a mystery? We all suspect someone offed Ricky, but that’s for the police to figure out, not us.”

“But you three know this place as well as anyone, and, like Vincent here said, things might take forever if it’s all left to outsiders to figure out.”

Vincent spoke to the others. “You know, Jeffrey has a point. Maybe you all could poke around a bit, learn something helpful.” He stood. “I’ve got to get back to the library before the book club members start burning their girdles on the front lawn.”

Bev sighed. “Vincent, I sure wish you could use those magician skills of yours to figure out what happened.”

Vincent smiled deeply at her. “So do I, Beverly, my dear, so do I.”
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We spent the better part of the morning in the recreational room, borrowing the whiteboard that had been rolled back against the wall to sketch out our plan. My former job as a glorified IT analyst, along with the rest of the group’s dedicated watching of CSI: Miami, quickly brought us to the conclusion that we knew very little except to focus on means, motive, and opportunity.

Since I was the new guy, I got assigned motive. We all knew Ricky was a jerk but figured we needed more than that. Opportunity, we gave to Francie. She had the chutzpah to nose around and figure out who could have been free to roam and bump him off the night before. Means went to Bev and Chick. They somehow had to find out how Ricky died, and then figure out who could have been connected.

We agreed to meet after dinner to compare our notes, and I began my “I’m the dumb new guy” routine right away. My strategy was to hang around the TV lounge, figuring that most people shot the breeze while watching and might give me some info about Ricky. What a mistake! They nearly had my guts for garters when I made some small talk about Ricky during the first fifteen minutes of a Hawaii Five-0 rerun.

Next, I casually hung around the doorway of the linen room where many of the certified nursing assistants, or CNAs, congregated, hoping to pick up some tidbits. The staff were talking about Ricky, all right, but mostly in the context of their already-miserable feelings toward Castle Cliffs.

“Probably died of boredom,” one said.

“Great. More shifts for us to cover,” another muttered.

“It wasn’t like the guy was pulling his weight anyway, but he borrowed five bucks from me yesterday. Guess I won’t be seeing that anytime soon.”

That was enough to tell me the other staff didn’t care for Ricky, but I didn’t pick up anything that could provide a motive. Time to look elsewhere.

I meandered down the hall to the nurses’ break room, taking a rest in a vacant wheelchair that had been left in the hallway. While pretending to be engrossed in a news story on my phone, I got lucky.

“I know, I know. It shouldn’t matter to me, but once upon a time, I thought I actually loved him.”

“He was nothing but a loser, and you know it,” another woman’s voice said in response to this plaintive cry. “He basically stalked you until you said you’d date him, fed you a pack of lies, then dumped you when he found out your dad was leaving all of his money to your stepmom. You know why he acted interested in you. I don’t know why you’re so upset.”

Hmmm . . . now this was promising. A jilted paramour.

“But to die like that . . . it’s so awful,” the sobbing woman replied.

“Served him right after all the crap he pulled on you.” This caused the first woman to break into a fresh wave of sobs. As her friend tried to comfort her, the door closed, and I could no longer hear their conversation. I got out of the chair, pocketed my phone, and moved on with my quest.

I wandered around the place for a while and then found a bench along a quiet hallway in the basement where I could think.

What do the four of us really think we are playing at? We‘re a bunch of oldies passing the time till we’re six feet under. Some guy died unexpectedly. People die! Why don’t we just let it go?

I thought again about what Vincent had said. This place might not stay open if this thing wasn’t solved. If Ricky’s death was just chalked up to a freak accident, would people still feel comfortable sending their loved ones here? And if the place closed, then what? Meeting my strange new friends was the best thing that had happened to me since I lost Sebastian, and I didn’t want to lose them too.

A man in a grey uniform appeared and swiped himself into the storage closet across the hall. I spotted shelves and shelves of lightbulbs, spotlights, and florescent light tubes. The man came out pushing an industrial floor buffer. Stooping, he unfurled its cord, then plugged it into the nearest outlet. He made as if to start the thing, then turned to me and introduced himself.

“Name’s Ed,” he said, pointing to the cursive letters sewn into the chest of his uniform. I told him my name, and we shook hands. Then he asked me what I was doing hanging around in the hallway when there were activities starting in the rec room soon. I explained that I was new and wasn’t really participating in the activities just yet.

“Best thing to do, get involved right off the bat,” he said. “Take it from me—I’ve been here a while, and the more you talk with other residents, the better off you’ll be.”

I decided to take a chance and work my new guy routine. “I’m feeling kind of unsettled about the police being here this morning and taking that dead man away.”

“Yeah, Ricky. Heard about that when I clocked in this morning. Found him in the closet down in the opposite end of this wing—it’s got the exact same setup as this one. Kinda freaks me out, tell ya’ the truth. I’d like to say what a shame it was, but fact is, the guy was a no-good lazy lout. He never cleaned up messes; thought it was ‘beneath’ him and always waited for my guys to do it for him.”

“How long had he been here?” I asked.

“Couple years, I’d say. My guys and I just stayed away from him. He was always trying to get somebody else in trouble or push his work off on people. Word has it he was a little rough with the residents, too, but I don’t stick my nose into that stuff, if you get my drift.”

I nodded knowingly. “Didn’t Amanda hear about that stuff?” I asked.

Ed shook his head. “That Amanda’s a gem. But that job of hers is hard. Why, just before I came down here, I caught her in her office, smoking one of those vape pens with her window open. It’s a shame. She’s been trying so hard to quit for six months, and what’s worse is she smokes the hard stuff.”

I raised my eyebrows in a question.

“Naw, I don’t mean anything illegal. I mean the nicotine level in that juice she smokes. She once told me that just one of those canisters made up for the thirty cigarettes a day she used to smoke. Anyway, she’s under so much pressure from the corporate owners to keep the place filled up and make a certain profit that no one wants to add another thing to her plate. She means well, though.”

I sensed a sudden change in Ed’s demeanor.

“Well, these floors aren’t gonna buff themselves. Nice to meet ya’, Jeff.” With that, he pushed a button on the handle, and the machine was off as if it had a life of its own.

As Ed moved down the hall, making wide arcing motions with the machine, I thought about what he’d said. Was there anyone who had anything good to say about Ricky?
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We gathered back in the rec room after dinner. Dabs of dried glue and sparkles from holiday ornament crafting earlier in the afternoon stuck to every surface, but we did our best to avoid them and got down to work.

We started with Francie. She stood at the board and, with a purple marker, wrote OPPORTUNITY at the top left corner.

“So, I spent most of the afternoon nosing around about who can be where in this place. Funny, I’ve been here almost two years, and I know who is here when, but not much about who is allowed to be here when. I have to watch more closely in the morning during shift change, but here’s what I know so far.”

The marker squeaked as she jotted notes under her assigned heading.

“The front door is locked, and staff have a card to swipe themselves in. And, as we all know, for various doors—to supply closets, offices and the like—they have to use those same swipe cards. Now, best I can tell, there’s nobody checking at the end of each shift to make sure everyone from the previous shift leaves.

“Ricky’s shift is usually 3:00 to 11:00 p.m., just like it was yesterday, but we think he was found early this morning, which means he was here all night. So who else was here all night? We residents, of course, but we’re sleeping, except for the Alzheimer’s unit folks who don’t know day from night. But we all know they’re kept in a wing behind a locked door, so they don’t accidentally wander out. All the night nurses. And the administrators? Best I can tell, they get the heck outta Dodge at five on the dot.

“So, by a process of elimination, if this is murder, I think we must be looking at a night staff member. I haven’t figured out yet how to get a list of the staff who were here last night, but I’m working on that tomorrow.”

We all looked at each other as she capped the marker and gave her a smattering of applause. She offered a brief bow.

I said, “Means, you’re up next.” Chick rolled forward to the board and handed a red dry-erase marker to Bev once she made it to the front. Putting both canes in one hand, she leaned for support while writing MEANS in the center of the board. She stood back and looked to Chick.

“Um . . . we don’t have anything yet,” Chick said shyly.

“Whaddaya mean?” Francie yelled. “You’ve had all afternoon to work on this!”

“Well, that’s the problem,” said Bev. “It’s only been one day, and there’s nothing that’s been released yet about exactly how he died. We’ve heard some rumors, and we’ve worked on those a bit, but . . .” she trailed off.

“Tell us what you have, even if it’s not much yet,” I said encouragingly.

Chick and Bev exchanged glances. “OK,” said Bev. “Well, we found out for sure that he was found in a supply closet that opens with a swipe card.”

Chick took over. “And Candy, the day nurse who gives me my baths—she and I are kinda pals—and she told me that it looked like he’d tried to claw his way out of there. In fact, once the police finished up, the girls had to disinfect the inside of the supply closet door because of the bloody scratch marks. Horrible. That closet is so far out of the way, no one must have heard him screaming.”

Francie and I cringed at the thought. Bev nodded and mimicked gagging herself to express her own disgust.

“Problem is,” continued Bev, “that until we know exactly what killed him, it’s kind of hard to keep chasing down the means. The means to what, exactly?”

We all nodded, unable to disagree with her logic.

It was my turn. Walking up to the board, I chose a green marker and wrote MOTIVE. “Fortunately or unfortunately, I didn’t have to work too hard to uncover multiple motives.” Listing each on the board, I went through the jilted ex-girlfriend, the disgruntled fellow CNAs, the janitors that disliked him, and the repeated rumor that he mistreated residents. “It’s probably harder to find reasons people didn’t want to knock Ricky off,” I said, capping my marker and sitting down.

What we needed was more info on means and opportunity. It was decided that I would join Francie on her investigations over the next few days.
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Details Emerge from Tragedy on Clifftop




IPSWICH COUNTY—Ipswich, Massachusetts * December 8, 2022, by   Carla Phan

The coroner has released a cause of death for the white male found dead at Castle Cliffs Senior Home. Forty-year-old Ricky Longmeier, a two-year employee, was found deceased from an apparent cardiac event. Ipswich Police continue to investigate.

Communications officer Martie Thompson stated that “it appears Mr. Longmeier was in poor physical condition and had an abnormally high level of nicotine in his bloodstream.” Castle Cliffs remains open and is accepting applications for new residents.




We met back in the rec room the day the newspaper article came out. Based on the state of the tables, the room had been used earlier in the day for a fall leaf craft. After whisking red and orange leaf bits to the floor, the women sat down while I wheeled the whiteboard forward.

I wrote up our headings: OPPORTUNITY, MEANS, MOTIVE. Under motive, I put a checkmark, since I’d already talked through the multiple possibilities I’d uncovered. I held out the marker to Francie for OPPORTUNITY. She and I had been working together on this for the past two days, but I wanted her to do the honors.

“We focused on anything we could learn about Ricky’s shift, especially toward the end, because that’s when we figured he should have left the premises,” she began. “The one unusual thing that happened that day was, according to Sally in Marketing, Vincent escorting Ricky out of Amanda’s office by the arm. Apparently, Ricky’d been in there snooping, and one of the nurses asked Vincent to clear him out. The girls don’t like dealing with him and ask Vincent to help if none of the other admins are around.”

I added, “There weren’t really many notable occurrences over the previous five days, according to what I could peek at in the visitor log while the admins were at lunch. The only thing out of the ordinary was that three boxes of books were dropped off for the library from the local Methodist Church.”

Bev said, “Nothing unusual about that. All kinds of places want to donate and sometimes Vincent has to say no based on what space he can make on the shelves.”

Feeling less than triumphant, Francie and I sat and handed over the marker to Bev and Chick to fill in MEANS. Leaning on her two canes with one arm, Bev wrote with the other while Chick spoke.

“So, last time, what we knew was that Ricky was locked in the basement hall closet and tried so hard to get out, he left bloody scratch marks. What we now know from the newspaper is that he had some kind of heart attack while he was in there, probably while he was trying to escape. What we still can’t figure out is why he went down there in the first place.”

Bev shrugged, capped the marker, and placed it on the whiteboard’s tray. Picking up the dry eraser, she swiped away OPPORTUNITY, then MEANS, and last, MOTIVE.

“Guess our big investigation was all for nothing,” she said. “Ricky got locked in a closet, panicked, had a heart attack, and died. Sounds from the newspaper like the police are satisfied, so I am too. Case closed.”

We all sat there for a minute, strangely disappointed that our work had come to nothing. For a couple days, we’d had purpose. Now we realized we had been chasing a rabbit that was never even there.

I spoke up. “Hey, folks, look at the upside! At least now the police will close the case and no harm with come to Catheter Cliffs.”

The group nodded and smiled, but I didn’t think their hearts were in it. I told everyone to go ahead to lunch, that I’d clean up after us and join them in a few minutes. As they filed out, I rolled the whiteboard back against the wall.

What would Sebastian say if he were here right now? I could only imagine. Some crack about David Tennant and Broadchurch, no doubt. I smiled as I spotted the package for the dry erase markers over on the windowsill. Gathering the few markers we’d used, I walked the three or four steps to the sill and picked up the package. Bic Dry Erase Magic Markers. A line under the words was half invisible, part of it having been eliminated by a tiny eraser drawn on the box.

Magic.

I thought for a moment and then went back to the whiteboard and opened a green marker. My hand trembled just a bit as I began a new list.
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I caught the distinct aroma of chili as I made my way down the hall and past the dining room, then up another flight of stairs to the second floor. The door to the library was ajar, and I walked in.

It was empty now, all of the residents presumably gathered in the dining room. I could see through the windows a steady rain coming down and noticed several of the lamps were turned off. The overall effect was extremely calming, and I had to fight the urge to find a good book and start reading in one of the overstuffed chairs.

As I stood in the middle of the wood floor, Vincent emerged from a doorway behind the desk, three books in hand.

“Why, Jeffrey! What a pleasure. How can I—”

“My name is Jeff,” I said, my voice a little shaky given what I’d come here to do.

Taking in my expression, Vincent said, “Ah, I see. You look to be here on a somewhat more serious mission than peeking at the most recent Field & Stream.” Strolling over to the door, he pushed the hedgehog away and let it swing shut with a click. “Come. Sit,” he said, moving toward the bay windows and pulling two comfortable chairs close together. He sat in one and motioned me to the other chair. “Now, tell me what I can do for you.”

I stammered, not sure where to start. “I . . . We . . . you know we’ve been looking at Ricky’s death, and the newspaper—”

“The newspaper report makes it sound like an accident, but you’ve decided that perhaps it’s not.” I looked at Vincent, stunned. “I expected your visit. No, I hoped for your visit, Jeff. Why don’t you tell me what you pieced together?”

“Um, well, first of all, it was uncharacteristic of Ricky to take such a long trip to a closet to get something. By all accounts, he was lazy and tried to avoid work at all costs. And the closet he was found in was full of lightbulbs. Who around here might be working late and therefore have a reason to ask him to go get a replacement lightbulb so close to the end of his shift? And who else knew that Ricky would find some way, even while getting that bulb, to do something he shouldn’t?”

Vincent smiled and nodded. “Go on.”

“Well,” I said, warming a bit to my recitation, “you followed him down there. It had to be around 11:00, shift change, when things were too busy for anyone to notice. Ricky swiped into the closet and decided to . . .”

“. . . smoke his e-cig,” Vincent finished for me.

“He’d been in Amanda’s office earlier that day and stolen one of her high-octane vape juice cartridges.”

“Which I’d seen him doing when the nurses asked me to come and get him out of there.”

“Yes,” I said, wiping a hand across my face. The pieces kept falling into place.

“And how could I get even more nicotine into his system, enough to make his heart race?” Vincent asked, as if leading me forward.

“By sticking a nicotine patch to the back of his arm as you grabbed him to lead him out of the office,” I answered.

“It really was unexpected, you see,” said Vincent, shaking his head as if in wonder. “Almost as if the stars had aligned to present the perfect opportunity. Some books arrived earlier in the week, and I planned to work all night to get them catalogued and shelved.”

“That was December fourth,” I chimed in.

“Exactly,” Vincent said. “That same day, as I said, I went to get Ricky out of Amanda’s office and saw him taking one of her hidden vape filters from her desk and putting it in his pocket. I made a show of straightening her things, and in the process, palmed one of her nicotine patches. About as easy as palming a quarter and making it sprout from behind a child’s ear.”

I picked up the thread. “You stuck one to the back of his arm as you led him out. You knew he’d smoke the stolen e-cig juice as soon as he could leave that night, so you timed it almost to the end of his shift to ask him to go get you some new bulbs since you’d be working all night. As you expected, as soon as he swiped into the closet, he put the stolen cartridge into his e-cig and started to smoke. All you had to do was walk up and push the door closed.”

“And I know that he was claustrophobic,” Vincent added helpfully.

“Which you got from his personnel file—the same place you read about my work with the FBI.” This was starting to feel like a perverse game of chess.

“Very well done, Jeff. Very well done. Yes, as librarian, I am afforded special access in Castle Cliffs, including the offices where the staff and resident files are stored.” He pulled a swipe card from the pocket of his shirt and held it up.

“But why kill Ricky?” I asked. “I mean, I know the guy was a Grade A lowlife, but why kill him? You’ll go to jail.”

“No, I don’t think I will,” Vincent said. “And you know why. Ricky was a man who got satisfaction from hurting the world’s most vulnerable people. I hesitate to guess what he did to any pet he may have had as a boy. Everyone in Castle Cliffs is too fearful to report him, so chances are, he would have kept on hurting people. What might he have done at the job before this one? Oh yes, he came to us from another senior facility, you see. What do you think may have awaited our very own Francie if he’d continued to escalate?” he asked. “I wasn’t going to wait to find out.”

As I struggled to take this all in, he continued. “Ricky was a victim of his own avarice, you see, Jeff. I simply created the place and the space to allow nature to take its course.” He gave a low laugh. “And, ironically, Mother Nature will soon do the same with me. I’ve known for some months that I don’t have much time left. Just as the last librarian entrusted the safety of Castle Cliffs’ residents to me, so will I soon leave it to you.”

I stood up, horrified. “You think I’m not going to tell the administration about this? Not tell the police? You’re crazy. You murdered him!”

“All I ask is that you give it one night. Sleep on it. Will you do that for me?” Vincent asked. “If you still feel tomorrow that you must come forward, I will confess and cooperate fully.”

Reluctantly, I agreed.




* * *




Just as I was about to turn out my light that night, a gentle tap sounded at the door. I opened it to find Francie standing there, curlers in her hair and cannula tight against her nostrils. She held a hand up before I could ask if she’d like to come in.

“Don’t get all soft on me. I just wanted to tell ya that I’m glad you joined our little crew here on Catheter Cliffs. Things are definitely looking up around here.” With that, she reached into her quilted bag and then thrust a bottle of Wild Turkey with a red bow on it into my arms. “Hasta mañana,” she said before turning and shuffling back down the hall.

The night was a long one. I tossed and turned, running all the day’s events through my mind and hoping to come to a different set of decisions. At last, the clock read 5:00 a.m., and I rose and made myself some DD dark roast. Before I could splash cream in it, a knock came at the door, and I heard Chick’s voice.

“You up?” When I responded that I was, he said, “Come to the library. And hurry.”

I added the cream to my coffee, put my robe and slippers on, and headed to the library. Now what? I wondered. Didn’t anyone in this rest home rest? Most of the lights were still dimmed, but I hurried up the stairwell and down the hallway to the library, where the only light coming in was the muffled glow of the outside sky.

Bev sat in her blanket-sized pajamas in one easy chair, which was pushed forward, looking to the chair next to her. Francie stood in her robe next to the same chair, and Chick had rolled up to the slumped form filling it. It was Vincent. His eyes, unseeing, gazed out one of the bay windows. In one hand was an envelope labeled “Jeffrey” and in the other, a small rectangular book that looked like a ledger of some sort.

Bev was crying. Francie picked up the envelope and handed it to me. Exchanging looks with all three, I tore it open. Inside was a Castle Cliffs swipe card.

I reached forward for the book in Vincent’s lap. I’d been right: it was a ledger. At the top of its first page, written in elegant script, were five words: Castle Cliffs Librarian: Mos Tuendi. My high school Advanced Latin kicked in. Roughly translated, it meant A tradition of protection. Below the heading was a list of names alongside a series of dates. The most recent entry read Vincent D’Arabia: 2007–2022. Below it was a new entry with my name, the current year, and a dash.

My heart was pounding, and my mouth was dry as I raced to sift through the disbelief and questions pushing in at my brain. There was no one to ask and no time to lose.

I closed the ledger and studied each of my friends’ expressions. Carefully, I brushed my shaky palm over Vincent’s face, closing his eyes one last time. I put the swipe card into the pocket of my robe and spoke as calmly as I could manage.

“Guys, we’d better let the nurses know we’ve lost Vincent. The ladies are due in here at three today, and they’re hosting a discussion of this month’s Oprah’s Book Club selection. I do not intend my first act as librarian to be relocating them to the rec room.”




* * *
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The locomotive came to a halt with a lurch. The air brakes let out a deep hiss. Paul Fielding stood, testing his unsteady legs before finding his footing to move toward the exit. He ducked—a familiar activity for his six-foot-three stature—and stepped off the train. He set his duffle on a nearby bench with a thud and rolled the stiffness out of his shoulder. With a white-knuckle grip on his vintage Singer sewing machine, he scanned the platform for the man he was to meet. A man who might fit the bill of a mayor, though Paul hadn’t a notion what a mayor of a cozy suburb in Washington state might actually look like. 

The search was short-lived as a staunch figure, dressed in a black suit and wool fedora, approached and shot out a beefy hand. “Paul Fielding?” he said as more of a statement than a question. Paul coughed, finding his voice again after the last quiet leg of the cross-country trip. He stuttered, “Y-Yes. Ah-hem, you must be Mayor McNeil.” 

“Mm-hmm. I must. Do you have other bags to collect?” the man asked, looking at the black sewing machine case and bending to pick up the duffel bag at Paul’s feet. Even with a hat, the man stood shorter than Paul by a foot. “Just my machine and my duffle. And my pack,” Paul said as he adjusted his backpack on his shoulder. The man turned toward a line of parked cars and Paul followed.

Expecting a sedan or a car suitable for a mayor, Paul quirked a slight grin seeing the bright yellow Volkswagen bug blink as the mayor clipped his key fob, and the vehicle chirped, unlocked. 

This should be fun. 

The trunk in the back popped up, and Mayor McNeil pushed the duffel bag in and waited with his hand on the hatchback while Paul placed his machine and backpack inside as well. Closing the trunk with a light click, McNeil said, “Let’s go.”

As they drove away from the station, Paul was in awe of how much space he had. With plenty of head room and leg room, he felt more comfortable in the VW Bug than the seats of the train car.

McNeil adjusted the radio until the bright twang of a banjo thrummed a pleasing tune. “So what made you decide to ride the rails?” he asked.

“Believe it or not, I’ve never left Massachusetts. Unless you consider Rhode Island, which I don’t.” Paul grinned at his humor, which fell flat on the mayor. “My good friend, Gigi, suggested I see the sights on my way to this new job, and what better way to travel coast to coast than by train?”

The mayor nodded. “When will your possessions arrive?”

“This is me,” Paul replied. “I’m a humble man. There’s not a lot of room in the city for stuff.”

“Mm-hmm,” the mayor murmured as they drove across what appeared to be the town’s center. A quiet scene compared to his bustling city life.

“I’ve been living with a few friends while I work my way through school,” Paul added.

“Very encouraging, a man of your age. Going to school this late in life.”

Paul chuckled. “I’m only forty, but it was about time I settled into something long term.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place. The last librarian held the position here in Bellview for twenty-two years.”

“That’ll suit me just fine,” Paul said, gazing out the window, taking in the scenery of perfectly manicured lawns, freshly painted picket fences and mom-and-pop shops.

“How long have you been the mayor of Bellview?”

“Long enough to consider the matter settled,” he replied. 

Seems an odd turn of speech. But maybe folks on the West Coast speak in riddles for all I know.

Minutes later, they pulled up to the end of a gravel lane. 

The mayor cut the engine and said, “This is it.”

Paul’s eyes beamed with pride as he let go the last vestiges of couch surfing and ramen noodles. He imagined he was about to be living his best life ever. Paul scanned the small property. To the left of the two-story cottage was a grove of trees, apples or pears maybe, Paul couldn’t determine. To the right, overgrown wildflowers, flanking each side of a narrow path, curved around the cottage and out of sight. In front, the light from the afternoon sun beamed down, casting a brilliant glow over everything it touched. Behind the cottage, a dark forest carpeted the landscape as far as the eye could see. 

Look out, Washington, there’s about to be a new librarian in town! Gigi is never going to believe this. The cottage and property are picture perfect. She’s going to go gaga over my new digs.

In fact, he owed this trip, the new job, and everything that came with it to his internet-master best friend, Gigi.

The mayor jumped out of the car quickly as the sky dimmed. Paul’s excitement was quite literally dampened. As he slugged his bags from the car, the sky opened up, and enormous raindrops splattered the back of his T-shirt. 

Those raindrops are the size of seagull dookies.

“Let’s get inside,” the mayor called out, making a beeline toward the front door, an umbrella in his hand that he didn’t bother to open. “You’ll need to get yourself a hat.”

“And rain gear,” Paul joked and vigorously walked himself and his bags to the door. A man of his tall size and hearty stature didn’t run from the rain. McNeil’s stout form paused, and he jerked the door open. As quick as the monsoon-like rain had come, it subsided to a faint drizzle.

Standing in the doorway, Paul shook the water from his curly auburn hair and eyed the richness of the sun as it peeked back out from behind the clouds.

“Is it like this all of the time?” Paul asked, shaking off more excess water from his hands.

“’Fraid so. Do you think you will melt?” McNeil said as he attempted to wink, but both eyes closed in a blink. He shot Paul a friendly smile. “You’ll get used to it. Learn to spot the signs.”

Walking into the kitchen, Paul looked around for a towel to dry off with. 

How odd the front door opens to a kitchen. 

He looked around the dimly lit room.

Straight out of the sixties.

McNeil flicked a light switch on the wall, and the kitchen brightened. Paul stepped over to the sink and found a hand towel. He set his backpack and sewing machine case down on the kitchen table and gently nudged his duffle between the table legs.

He tensed when something bit his calf.

“Ye're not afraid of a little kitten, are ye?” McNeil said with a throaty breath.

That’s new! Where’d the Irish accent come from?

Paul looked down at the twenty-pound, marmalade feline that had nipped him and was now doing figure eights around his ankles.

A long yowl caused Paul to bend toward the cat.

Kitten? This full-grown, animated cat was anything but a kitten.

“Ah-choo!” Paul sneezed as a long furry tail twirled around his shin, and Paul bent back up. 

“Are ye allergic to cats?” the mayor asked.

Paul bent to pet the cat again. “Who’s t–” he started but sneezed again before his hand could make contact, causing the cat to jettison away. “I guess I must be.”

Turning quickly to match the cat’s speed, he spied the tabby blur shoot through a small pet opening at the base of the front door.

“That’s Archive, Archie for short. He’s yours now also,” McNeil said as he moved toward the door, forcing Paul to move and switch positions.

A cat too? Maybe a dog would’ve been better.

The mayor pulled out a chair for himself and sat, jovially explaining to Paul the ins and outs of his new job at the library. Sitting in the chair across from McNeil, Paul’s confidence grew in his decision to make the journey and start his vibrant new life. He tapped his foot impatiently, eager to get settled.

“Everyone wears multiple hats in this town, pardon the pun.” 

Was that even a pun?

“Myself, I’m the mayor, also the local realtor and owner/operator of McNeil's Irish Pub on Main Street.” The mayor paused.

Now I see what the accent is for.

“And Miss P.—” The mayor removed and crossed his hat over his chest. A sad grimace crossed his face that was quickly replaced with pursed lips and a furrowed brow. Mayor McNeil hesitated, still holding his hat over his heart, before finishing, “she was the former librarian.”

“I see. May I inquire why she decided to leave the position?” Paul asked.

Ignoring Paul’s question, McNeil set his hat on the table and shuffled his weight in his chair. “And she was the head of the quilters’ guild. You will not be expected to fill that role. Unless of course–”

“Well, I won’t presume to step in as the leader, but I’m happy to participate in the group. That was one of the contributing factors to me accepting the position. I have my sewing machine.” Paul diverted his eyes to the black machine case. “And I’m to understand there is a small shop that sells quality quilting fabric and notions as well.”

The mayor, looking stunned, picked up his hat and fiddled with the brim.

Okay, I will assume they have no male quilters here in Bellview.

“Yes, yes, of course. You’ll be shown around, in good time. Now, Miss P.—” McNeil cleared his throat. “Abigail, Abigail Partridge lived here. In this cottage.” He tapped his pointer finger on the table. “You’ll find some of her belongings are here still. They’re boxed up, of course, and her sister will be by this week to collect them. I hope this isn’t a problem for you.”

Paul looked to a stack of boxes in the corner of the kitchen. “No, of course not.” 

Mesmerized by the faint sound of mourning doves cooing outside, Paul stood and walked to the window. 

His interest was piqued. From the initial phone conversation, Paul knew the job was perfect, and now he had received a warm welcome. The cottage and even the cat were better than he’d imagined. But there was something lingering, niggling at his subconscious, something was just not right in Bellview. Paul turned back to Mayor McNeil. The words not right in Denmark hung on the tip of his tongue, but he hesitated. A click and the slightest hint of a scraping sound and Paul caught Archive popping through the pet door. It closed behind the feline just as easily as it had opened. Finally, Paul asked, “Why did Miss P. leave this great–?”

Paul was interrupted by Archie’s caterwauling. 

He flashed a look of alarm at McNeil, which was dismissed with the shake of his head.

“Well, she didn’t leave exactly. . .” A deep sadness settled into the mayor’s facial expression again, and his shoulders drooped. 

Paul waited a beat but couldn’t help himself. “What does that mean? Is she coming back?” he asked. Now, concern trembled through him like a wave rippling the sand. 

Am I in danger of losing this all? 

“She, um, actually, she disappeared,” the mayor whispered then crossed himself. He grabbed his hat and hastily returned it to his head. The golden hues of the setting sun were all but gone now, and the room darkened, almost as if on cue. “Why don’t you get settled in, and I will come by tomorrow to collect you and show you around town. Oh, and the library, of course.”

McNeil walked to the front door and stopped with his hand on the knob. “You probably won’t need to leave the cottage tonight. I’m just a phone call away.” McNeil put his hand inside his suit jacket and then displayed a business card between his fingers. He set the card down on the counter and left the cottage as quickly as they had rushed in from the rain. 

That was weird.

An ominous feeling rushed over Paul as the mayor closed the door behind himself. A master at reading people, Paul deduced there was more to the story of Miss P.’s disappearance.

Paul picked up the vintage-inspired business card and flipped it over. One side for the pub and one side for the real estate business.

Clever. 

Paul tucked the double-sided calling card into a pocket in his backpack. He walked the first floor, turning on lamps and flipping light switches. 

Modest accommodations. Not bad. 

Miss P. was probably his senior by twenty years. He thumbed through one of the books left on the side table. “An old soul,” he whispered into the air, wondering what had transpired to make his predecessor disappear. Did she up and leave, was she kidnapped, or maybe she just vanished into thin air? The worst thoughts snuck into Paul’s mind, and he shook his head to get rid of them. With the sun retired for the day, a slight chill crept into the air. He flipped the switch on the gas fireplace, and a small blaze lit up. Summer was coming but was still weeks away. He stood in front of the fire, hands outstretched, gazing at the painting over the mantel—a nature scene with deep thick woods, not unlike the ones behind the very cottage he stood in. A cardinal perched on a branch just outside the forest entrance with a shadowy figure looming nearby. Paul stepped closer. Maybe a trick of the light or an extra blob of paint. He must be imagining it. The red bird was the only pop of color in the black-and-white painting. 

“Eerie,” Paul uttered as Archie wove a familiar figure eight around Paul’s ankles.

He bent to scoop up the cat. Instead of picking it up, he sneezed violently, and the cat jetted out of the room again. “Let’s settle in, Archie,” Paul called out to the vanished cat. “Come, Archie.” He clapped. “I’ll get this sneezing under control. No worries.”

He waited a few minutes; however, the cat did not return.

Paul set his sewing machine on a rigid card table that would make the perfect workspace. Then he moved a few of the remaining boxes aside to make room for his belongings. The cottage itself wasn’t creepy, but the blackness of the dense forest behind the cottage gave him spine-tingling chills. Staring out the kitchen window again, Paul spotted a light in the distance. 

What could that be? 

He said a silent prayer that the property wasn’t haunted. He wouldn’t dare leave the cottage for fear of getting lost in those woods.

Is that why the mayor told me not to go out? Is there something sinister out there? 

Paul passed through the kitchen and locked the front door. Unsure of where Archie had vanished to, Paul said, “You’re on your own, man.”  

Upstairs, he tested the bed and found the bedroom suitable. He laid out his clothes for the next morning. There was a small en suite bathroom that housed a pedestal sink with a small medicine cabinet above, a simple toilet and a stand-up shower. He pulled the shower curtain.

Clean; that’s good. 

He brushed his teeth with an uneasy feeling lurking in the depths of his mind. Tucked into a wool blanket covered by a vintage quilt, Paul opened to the familiar comfort of his favorite cozy mystery—Beach Brawl. Reading late into the night, he fell asleep with the book in his hand.


* * *




Paul woke from a deep, dreamless sleep, ready to start his workweek, only to be distracted by an awful ruckus of banging and clanging coming from the floor below.

He tugged at his bathrobe, placed on the bed post the night before, and stuffed his arm into one of the sleeves. He threw it over his shoulders and made his way to the top of the stairs all the while wrestling with the other sleeve. Paul ducked, narrowly missing the header wall above. He crouched down the stairs one at a time, not unlike Archie’s inquisitive movements of the day before. Not very gracefully, as he missed a step and fumbled down the last three stairs, landing into the solid wall with a thud.

A woman who looked to be at least seventy, popped her head around the door frame from the kitchen. “Morning; making quite the entrance,” came a shrill tone from the woman’s pursed lips. “Come; breakfast is ready.” She vanished behind the wall of the kitchen.

Paul wiped the sleep from his eyes.

A bad dream? Am I seeing things? Is there really a woman in my kitchen?

He sneezed again as Archie greeted his ankles. Dipping his head and speaking in the general direction of the feline, he said, “I’ll get something today for the allergies, pal.” Paul was answered with a “purrr” followed by the faintest “tink” on the wooden floorboards.

He bent to see what treasure the cat had brought in.

“A button. Thank you, you clever kit.”

Paul popped the button into his robe pocket and shivered.

“Little chilly in here,” he whispered, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his bathrobe.

The undeniable smell of applewood smoked bacon drew him toward the kitchen. Paul sniffed and pressed forward, the familiar smell of another old companion—coffee, lingered in the air. “Oh, I need a coffee.” He started as wiry hands pushed him into an awaiting seat at the kitchen table. 

“Sit,” was all the old woman said with a toothy grin. 

Is she a witch? Maybe this is Hansel and Gretel's cottage, and I’m stuck in a bad fairytale. You read too much fiction.

A huge plate of scrambled eggs, five slices of bacon, a chunk of ham and two beefy sausages circled the oversized plate. “Hungry man,” she grunted and turned to the sink. Paul’s stomach growled in protest as he eyed the food but made no attempt to eat. The woman turned back to him. “Eat, eat, before it gets cold.”

“Who are you? And why are you in my cottage?”

“Housekeeper. No one tell you? I come with the house.”

“I guess Mayor McNeil forgot to mention that,” Paul said, reaching for the steaming mug of dark coffee.

“Pff, that man. Up to no good, I tell you.” She shook her head, her slick black hair tied back in a tight bun. Paul imagined she rolled her eyes, though her back was to him as she washed dishes. A glass of orange juice flanked the other side of the plate. He forked a pile of eggs into his mouth, and it watered as he chewed the first bite.

His eyes widened. “It’s delicious.” 

She turned toward Paul. “Of course, it’s delicious. I’m the best cook in Bellview.” A hint of a smile caused her lips to part, showing her bright white teeth. The housekeeper took off her apron and slicked on her raincoat. “I’ll be back later with some medicine for your cold.”

“I’m not sick,” Paul protested in vain to the woman’s back as she immediately left the cottage. 

What a strange woman. I didn’t even get her name.

After devouring the hearty meal, every bite as good as the first, Paul washed up and dressed. A knock at the front door grabbed his attention.

That must be the mayor.

Downstairs, Paul opened the door to Mayor McNeil, dressed precisely as he was the day before. The morning was warm, though unlike the oppressive humid air he was accustomed to. The atmosphere was damp but not muggy. The smell of wet lingered in the air as they walked. Paul twitched his nose. Maybe he really was coming down with a cold. The mayor brought two umbrellas with him, and Paul carried his gingerly, eager not to get soaked again today.

“Everything you need is here in town and within walking distance. There is no car provided. Milly owns and operates the Grapevine—the general store. If she doesn’t have something you need, you can place an order. May take a week to come in at first, but once you’re established, then she’ll carry the items that you purchase frequently.” The mayor walked briskly with Paul following alongside. “She’s a quilter,” he added.

Okay, mostly business today. No Irish brogue. Hmm.

“Mayor, I saw a faint glow in the woods last night.” 

“Nonsense, there’s nothing out there. No one in town would be out there at night. Probably your nerves getting the better of ye,” McNeil replied.

Oh, we’re Irish again.

“Settling into a new place plus the mist and dark forest behind the cottage—it’s possible my mind was playing tricks on me. The place isn’t haunted. . .is it?”

“Absolutely not. I can attest ye to that, man.”

Well that’s comforting. Sort of.

“I met the housekeeper this morning,” Paul added.

McNeil ignored his statement as they walked a bit farther until they came to an older building. The sign for Bellview Library hung just slightly crooked on the stone sill. An oak door slab was inset with stained glass and served as the entrance.

McNeil punched a four-digit code into the modern keypad, and the door latch clicked.

“The code is 4321.”

Paul nodded his head. A little too obvious. He followed the mayor through the door, eager to get the first glimpse at his mysterious new workplace.
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The library—as ancient on the inside as on the outside—gave off a Hobbit vibe as Paul ducked through the round-top door. He stood upright inside and brushed a few dusty cobwebs from his face. At his vantage height, he also spied them adorning the beams high above the large open space. The windowpanes needed cleaning, though Paul suspected that with the rain, fog, and mist, washing windows would be a regular chore. He made a mental note to make a list of all of the work that would need to be done.

Several boxes of books were piled on a vintage, oak librarians’ desk, and, judging by the shape of everything, Paul surmised Miss P. hadn’t been gone too long. Could be a week, maybe a month but not much longer than that, he speculated. 

Taking in the layout of the space, Paul imagined a small hipster coffee shop in the corner—to the left of the front entrance—the perfect space for his best friend, Gigi, to work her java magic. 

If there is a customer base for a coffee shop. I’ll get this old classic looking contemporary in no time.

 The mayor cleared his throat, and Paul snapped out of his reverie.

 A little cart before the horse, he scolded himself before addressing the mayor. “Sorry, I missed that, did you say something?” 

Before McNeil could answer, a patron walked in; the young woman looked to be in her thirties with fiery red curls pulled back into a messy bun. Her face pale white but no less bright than her hair in the dim light of the library. Another mental note. More lighting.

Instinctively, he walked behind the desk and greeted the woman. “Welcome.”

After he received a wry smile, he said, “I’m the new librarian.” Paul shot out his hand. “I’m Paul, it’s nice to meet you.”

“I’m Melody. It’s a pleasure.” The woman was captivating, much like a modern-day medusa, and Paul was instantly mesmerized by the red-devil tendrils that framed her face. 

It’s a library, man, snap out of it.

Libraries in general had a way of bringing out his imaginative side. He thoroughly enjoyed getting lost in a paranormal cozy mystery or urban fantasy book. And most days, he just couldn’t help himself. 

Melody moved straight for the large table in the back, ignoring the mayor. Paul picked up a boxcutter and clipped the packing tape on a parcel on the desk. He reached in to unpack it—another instinctive move. He was in his element now, among the glossy smooth surfaces of new hardcover books. He perused the titles with a puzzled look on his face: Men Are from Mars—Enough Said and Women Are from Venus—Worship Them. He chuckled at the curious titles—not the titles he expected. His eyebrows furrowed as he continued to read the spines: The Magic of Thinking Women, Year of Yes—Or No!, Who Ate My Cheese, and Rich Wife Poor Husband.

Paul was puzzled, unsure of what exactly these books were all about.

McNeil cleared his throat, louder this time. “Sorry, Mayor. You were saying.”

“I’m going to leave you to your work. It appears you are going to fit right in.”

Paul nodded, though by the titles of the books, he wondered what Miss P. was actually up to.

“Can you find your way back to the cottage?”

“Yes. Of course. I remember the way.”

“Best you stay out of the forest. A killer mist will get you turned around quickly, and you’ll surely get lost,” McNeil replied.

Paul gulped. 

He didn’t mean an actual killer mist. Did he? That was just a turn of phrase, wasn’t it?

He nodded again. “Thank you.”

“Melody,” McNeil said and tipped his hat in the young woman’s direction.

She looked up from the gardening section, nodded and replied, “Mayor.”

The heavy wooden door closed with a thud. 

“So, what do ye think of our fine Mayor McNeil?” Melody asked, pulling another book off the shelf and chuckling.

“He’s been very hospitable,” Paul replied.

“He tell you about poor Miss P.?” she asked, bringing two books up to the desk. She fished through a purse that was bigger than his new cat. Finding what she must’ve been looking for, she set down a thick cardstock library card. 

“Some, though it’s probably none of my business,” Paul replied and laughed nervously. Even though he was buzzing for the gossip, he didn’t want to come off that way just yet on his first day. But he was dying to know what had happened to his predecessor.

“The quilt guild meets here tomorrow afternoon. They’ll fill you in on everything you need to know,” Melody replied.

“I’m looking forward to it.” Paul smiled. “A local guild—icing on the cake for me.” 




* * *




By the end of a slow afternoon, he had puttered around, dusted, and cleaned the grimy windows inside and out. Paul made his way back to the cottage. He was starting to relax into his recent decisions and his new home despite the sounds of the floorboards creaking underfoot, the smell of dampness in the air, and even the eerie fog outside. 

His gaze lingered out the window a few minutes before he was sure he was ready to set up his sewing machine. Playing with the small pile of fabrics he had brought with him, he contemplated a pattern design that was inspired by his cleaning of the windows—a twist on a “Stack and Whack” combined with a stained glass window technique. After several hours of sewing, Paul’s eyelids drooped, and his stitching wavered, so it was time to get himself ready for bed. 

Life couldn’t be any more perfect, he thought as he kicked off his slippers and rolled onto the bed and under the covers.

A scratch and a hiss, and a batting claw swatted him on the chest. He jumped straight up and out of bed. The cat! 

“Archie! What are you doing in my bed?”

The cat jumped off the bed, landing on all fours with a thump.

“Ah-choo!”

Oops. I didn’t make it over to the general store today for an antihistamine.




* * *




The next morning, Paul awoke to cat eyes glaring into his own. 

“Ah-choo!”

He wiped his nose and lumbered out of bed. Clattering pots and pans and the smell of freshly baked bread lingered below.

Donning his bathrobe, he pulled the tie tight, if only in solidarity of his waistline.

The housekeeper was just piling fluffy scrambled eggs onto a plate filled with bacon and piled high with toast, when Paul entered the small kitchen.

“Sit. It’s ready.”

“Thank you. I really shouldn’t eat like this every morning.”

“You’re fine. Skinny enough. I fatten you up,” she replied in a fake French accent.

She’s French?

Shiny and black as night, her straight hair might as well have been slicked back with the bacon grease itself.

“Meeting the quilters today?” she asked while simultaneously plucking a stray thread off the counter. “How do these threads get into the kitchen?” She spoke directly to the thread, ignoring Paul.

“I apologize. I was working at the table late last night, on a project.”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk.” She shook her head and wagged her finger in his direction as he shoved a spoon full of pure egg heaven into his mouth.

“More work for me,” she replied indignantly.

“Oh no, please,” Paul said after swallowing a gulp of freshly squeezed orange juice. “You don’t need to clean up after me. Leave the threads. I’ll get them.”

She gave Paul a look so fierce he felt it back in time. 

Quilters make a mess. Has she never worked in a house with one before? Cutting up perfectly good fabric and stitching it back together is a messy sport. 

“I’ll toss the threads and stray bits out for the birds,” Paul told her.

“You missed a few,” she replied. Her eyes darkened.

“I’m not accustomed to someone picking up after me. Also, there’s really no way to be that clean.”

Her stance changed at the precise moment the sky went dark, adding to her menace.

“Looks like I’ve got to run.” Paul stood up from the table with a slice of bacon in his hand. He needed to get dressed and out of there, fast, before he was breakfast! Or soaked on his way to work.




* * *




A quick five-minute walk to the library, and Paul bustled inside just as the sky was opening up. Nothing to do but wait for patrons, he replayed the events of the morning. He wasn’t going to stop quilting in the evening just because the housekeeper couldn’t handle a few stray threads. Haunted by his thoughts, he looked up to see a cardinal perched on the windowsill outside.

Not a huge fan of bird-watching himself, still it reminded him of the painting above the fireplace in his cottage. 

Did Miss P. paint the small scarlet-feathered chick?

He was making a mental note to consult a bird-watching book he’d found at the cottage when a “hm mm” brought him back to the here and now. Standing before him, a fiery goddess. 

“Um, sorry. Hi, Melody.” 

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” she replied with a smile that crinkled the tiny lines around her eyes. 

“Ah, no, sorry. I was just looking at the–” he nodded his head to the now empty window. “Oh, there was a gorgeous cardinal perched on the sill.” “It. . .”

“Cardinal? Did you get enough sleep? You didn’t wander into the forest last night, did you?” she asked.

“No.” He gave her quizzical look. 

What was the big deal about me seeing a bird, and what is it with these people and the forest? 

All this “don’t go in there” talk was just making him want to even more.

“There are no cardinals in this neck of the woods; it’s too wet. At least that’s what Miss P. always said. Honestly, I don’t know anything about birds. Just quilting,” she said, holding up her quilted carry bag made from the popular block, “Flying Geese.”

“Oh, right, the quilt meeting. Well, if there are no library patrons at the time, I will join you.” Paul hurried around the desk and followed behind Melody.

“You quilt?” she asked.

“Mm-hmm,” he replied.

I thought we covered this yesterday, maybe not.

“Very unusual. We’ve never had a male quilter in the group before. Or in Bellview as far as I know. But good, we welcome you. The women are going to flip over it! Before you know it, you will be the talk of the town.”

Paul grimaced at the idea, but quickly let it go. 

At least I’m not already the talk of the town.

“I should say you’ll continue to be the talk of the town,” she added.

Paul grimaced again. He wasn’t sure how he felt about either of those sentences.

She leaned toward him. “If you don’t mind me saying,” she paused, “we could really use one of those hipster cafes. You know, like they have at the large bookstores in Seattle.”

Paul nodded his head. “I sure do.”

Melody introduced him to the other quilters as they arrived and took their places. A hierarchy of women ranging from early forties, like he and Melody, to what he suspected would be about eighty years old circled the large oval table.

Sans sewing machine, Paul stood and watched the women gaggle about the current events while they set up—thankfully, it wasn’t all eyes on him, for the moment.

“So, Paul, you’ve met the mayor and our sweet Melody here. Anyone else?” she asked. She was perfectly quaffed with an, I’m-in-charge look about her.

“We’ve met.” An elderly woman walked up and tucked her arm through Paul’s. She looked up at him with googly eyes. 

What a sight: me—forty and over six feet tall, her—nearly twice my age and half my size.

Paul unwrapped his arm and took her hand, softly patting it, and gently shooing her off of him, said, “I don’t believe so.” 

“I’m Patty.”

Lucky for Paul, Patty and her doe eyes went back to the table to set up her sewing machine.

“Nice to meet you,” he murmured to her back.

“Have you met Broomhilda?” a squeaky voice called out from behind a larger-than-life embroidery machine.

“I’m sorry, I don’t believe so,” Paul replied.

“She means, Esmerelda.” Melody giggled. “The housekeeper,” Melody added, and Patty cackled from her seat.

“Oh, yes, of course.” He was in for it. This lot was a feisty bunch. “Yes, any advice on how to handle her? I’m afraid I won’t be able to sew if she keeps scolding me for leaving stray threads around the kitchen.” 

Paul caught a stray glance as Melody pulled her quilting project from her bag.

“Like a bad wart,” a shaky voice replied. Paul could see the woman’s perm sticking up over the top of the machine but nothing more.

He grinned. Feisty bunch indeed.

“They’ve told you all about Miss P. by now, I suspect?” Patty asked. “It’s sad the way she just disappeared into thin air and all.”

“Big shoes to fill. Though you look tall enough.” The fuzzy-permed woman stood, and now he could see why he thought her voice was shaky; she was even older than Patty.

Paul’s attention was diverted by a book on the shelf next to him titled Men-Oh-Pause.

Yikes.

 “Well, no one has actually told me anything about what happened to Miss P., and I didn’t want to pry.”

“Not much to tell, really. She vanished,” Melody replied with a pout.

“Seen one day, gone the next.” Angela, the obvious leader of the group, spoke in a matter-of-fact tone.

Bethel coughed and said, “I think it was the town council.”

“Enough with your conspiracy theories, Bethel,” Melody replied to her. “Just because she was progressive, doesn’t mean the council made her vanish.”

“Progressive?” Paul asked.

“Well, she ruffled a few male feathers from time to time. She wasn’t afraid to buy books that were modern or ask for money for repairs for the library.” Melody waggled her eyebrows and continued, “She even wanted to add a small cafe.”

“I see.” And he did. He had read the book titles, though he wasn’t sure “progressive” was the right word. He’d also taken note of more than a few that would be considered bannable, if he believed in such a thing, which he unequivocally did not.

“How about when she took matters into her own hands and went to the newspaper?” Patty asked.

“Eh, no one puts any stock in the Bell-less View.” Melody chuckled, laughing at her own joke. “You know there isn’t a single bell in ‘Bellview,’ not a one!” She air quoted Bellview and smiled a mischievous grin at Paul. His face flushed before he had the good sense to turn away.

“It’s foul play, no matter,” Bethel replied.

“Why do you say that?” Paul asked, his curiosity piqued. He leaned against the stacks.

Bethel gave him a sly look. “Well, a grown woman just doesn’t go missing is all.”

“She was well loved,” Melody added, flashing another cat-that-ate-the-canary grin.

“Was there an investigation? Or did she just decide to leave one day?” Paul asked, busying himself around the stacks, listening to the women chatter, wondering if Miss P. was run off for her book choices. 

“Bethel swears she was having an affair with the mayor,” Milly said, entering the space with her sewing machine and supplies.

Paul’s ears perked up. The mayor had put his hat over his heart when he talked of Miss P.

“I thought her sister was in love with the mayor also,” Milly added. “I’m Milly by the way. You must be Paul.”

Paul stopped sprucing up the shelves and turned his back to the group, trying to hide his amusement.

“This is just idle gossip; you shouldn’t encourage it,” Angela declared, effectively silencing the gaggle of chitter chatter. “What are you working on Paul?” she asked, pulling his attention to her.

“I didn’t bring my machine today. I was in a hurry to get out of the cottage this morning. I should be working, though I’m not sure what else needs to be done right now,” he replied.

“This place practically runs itself. If anyone comes in during the guild meeting, they know to help themselves,” Melody replied. 

“You should bring your machine to the next meeting and show us what you’re working on,” Bethel croaked, and he couldn’t help but reply, “Yes, ma’am.”

“I know the mayor was smitten with Miss P., so it’s not gossip,” Patty said absentmindedly.

“The housekeeper saw them together when she was in Lakeview.” Melody looked up at Paul and said, “That’s the next town over. No lakes in ‘Lakeview’ either.” She air quoted as she had previously, regarding no bells in Bellview. 

Milly added, “Esmerelda cleans houses in Lakeview on Wednesdays.”

“Well, that rules out the housekeeper; she was out of town,” Melody confirmed, and the sewing machines all stopped as the group stared at her. “What?” She shrugged. “Miss P. went missing on a Wednesday.” Melody then put her fingers to her chin, her brow creased, and her eyes narrowed. “That also means the mayor could have been the last one to see her.”

“Don’t be daft, child,” Patty scolded. “I used to change his diapers. There’s no way the mayor had anything to do with Miss P.’s disappearance.”

Paul listened as the women puzzled it out. He wondered if it was foul play, had he landed himself in danger? Or if not, would Miss P. stroll back into town one day and blow up this new, perfect life he was building?

Interrupting his thoughts, he keyed into Bethel’s reply, saying, “She went to the market to buy dinner.”

“For how many?” Melody asked. “Do we know if she was expecting company?”

“I heard it from Billy’s mom,” Bethel said.

Melody looked to Paul. “Billy is the sheriff of these here parts,” she said with a terrible fake accent and a silly grin. 

I like her, she’s growing on me.

Bethel continued stitching and said, “Abigail’s purse and house keys were inside when they searched the house.”

Melody puzzled the case out loud. “So, she did make it home. But we still don’t know if she was expecting anyone.”

Paul seriously wished he’d brought his machine, so he could at least sit and stitch while the women tittered about the unknown fate and speculations about his predecessor, Abigail Partridge.
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Halfway through his first week—who knew he’d be this exhausted by Wednesday—it was adrenaline that woke him in the morning because he knew once Miss P.’s sister, Suze, took her boxes, it would feel like the house was all his. The familiar scent of cinnamon filled the hallway as he hustled down the stairs to meet the housekeeper and see what meal would await him.

“Have you seen the cat?” Paul asked as the housekeeper set down a sticky bun the size of the dinner plate. 

Ignoring his question, she asked, “Syrup?”

On cue, Archie wound his way into the room and around all four of the kitchen table legs before sidling up next to Paul.

Paul bent to pet the feline, and Archie dropped a small piece of thin blue plastic into his hand.

“What’s this, friend? You like to collect stuff?” Paul fiddled with the thin flimsy piece of material and tucked it into the pocket of his robe.

Broomhilda, er Esmerelda, stood staring pointedly at him with her hand on her hip. 

“No, no syrup, thank you,” he replied.

“Fruit then, well balanced,” she scolded and set down a small dish of fresh fruit.

“Suze is coming to collect the boxes, so I need to get dressed. Do you think she’ll need to pack anything else up while she’s here?” Paul asked, popping a grape into his mouth.

“All of the collectables have been distributed. But possibly. I myself took one of the three antique candlestick holders. They weren’t worth anything as a set since one was already missing.”

“Who was in charge of making sure everyone received what they should?” Paul questioned.

“I don’t know. Most folks came, took what they wanted. What was promised to them over the years, so they claimed.”

“Seems kind of morbid, since we don’t even know what happened to her.”

Esmerelda wiped at an invisible crumb on the table.

Esmerelda doesn’t seem any more likely to be her name than Broomhilda.

“What’s missing?”

She huffed. “One candlestick holder, and I took the other.” She pointed through the arch between the two rooms, to the fireplace. Paul had been so busy looking at mysterious shadows in the painting he hadn’t noticed much else.

Walking up and inspecting the scene now, he noticed one candlestick holder on the mantel and two empty dust spots next to it, where presumably the other two had been.

“Who would have taken them?” Paul asked.

“Well, I have one,” the housekeeper said in a flourish. “I predict the other candlestick holder is in the library.”

Why would it be in the library? Was she trying to be funny? 

Paul scratched at a dark splotch on the mantel with his fingernail. “Looks like blood.”

She shrugged. “Or red wax?”

She’s not much help! 

“Did anyone investigate this?” 

“Sure, the authorities were here. Afternoon she disappeared. Questioned everyone who was in town, on the spot. I told them I saw Miss P. with the mayor in Lakeview earlier in the day.”

Hmmm. 

Just then, the doorknocker clacked, and the woman eyed the door.

“Not much to go on. No sign of foul play. My mistress just disappeared,” she added and then answered the door.

“Suze,” she said, holding the door open to their guest.

“Candy.” The woman entered and greeted the housekeeper with a similar disdain.

Her name is really Candy? Those women really were pulling one over me!

“This is Paul. He’s the new librarian taking your sister’s place. I’ll leave you to it, if there’s nothing else.”

From behind Suze, Paul spied a large ginger paw swat at the back of her leg.

“Ouch, that beast scratched me,” Suze yelled and kicked her foot backward, missing the sly stalker by a foot.

“Oh my gosh, I am so sorry. Please sit. Are you okay?” Paul fussed.

“That rotten cat never liked me.”

The housekeeper snickered on her way out the door and called over her shoulder, “Pancakes tomorrow morning.”

“Sit, please, Suze. Can I offer you a cup of coffee?” He ushered her to sit. But Suze stood, leaving his question unanswered, her arms crossed, glaring at him.

No coffee, okay. Paul poured himself a cup. “I’ll help you carry your sister’s belongings to the car,” he added to the awkward silence.

“No coffee for me. I’m in a hurry. I can get them.” In a flourish, Suze moved to the large stack of boxes in the far corner of the kitchen.

“Well, is there anything else you would like to pack up?”

Suze looked around. “I was looking for the set of three candlestick holders, from our parents. Do you know if they got packed up?” 

“We were just talking about them. There is one on the mantel. I can grab it for you.” Paul stood and retrieved the holder and brought it into the kitchen for Suze. Handing it to her he added, “And the housekeeper, er Candy, said she has one that had been gifted to her.”

Suze shook her head angrily. “Who? Who gifted it to her? Did all those no-good, pretend-friend townies come in here and take whatever they wanted?”

“I can’t say. I’m sorry. She did mention that maybe the third candlestick holder was in the library. Though, I’m not sure if she was just trying to be humorous.” Paul frowned and fiddled with his cup. 

Suze picked up a box, and Paul quickly moved to help. “You are welcome to stop by the library and check for it. I’ll help you look.”

“Yes, I must have all three candlestick holders,” she said, putting the single holder into her purse.

Paul checked the cuckoo clock on the wall. “I’m headed to the library in just a few minutes. You’re welcome to stay and pack up anything else of your sister’s.”

Suze looked around. “No, it’s fine. I have everything I need.”

“Well, feel free to come by the library and search for it,” Paul conceded.

“I’ll get them. Both,” she snarled.
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Paul left the odd, angry sister and walked to the library.

After opening up and turning on the lights, he performed a cursory inspection, poking and prodding in drawers and miscellaneous boxes, looking for the candlestick holder. By this point, he was sure the Clue game comment was just the housekeeper making a bad attempt at humor because he didn’t find any candlestick holders and still didn’t know whodunit.

What is wrong with these people? Someone has gone missing, and there’s no police presence to be seen? The mayor is unduly upset, speculation is running rampant, and everyone is acting weird, including using fake accents.

Melody entered with a flourish, Archie in hand. She held something up and said, “Look what the cat dragged in.” Before Paul could step closer and ask what she was referring to, Archie leapt from her arms, cat hair flying through the air. 

“Ah-choo!” Paul sneezed.

“Bless you.”

“Thank you. I still need to get something to get my allergies toward the cat under control.” Paul sniffled.

“Is this yours? From your cottage?” Melody asked. 

Paul held out his hand. “Let me see that.”

A moment later, he asked, “Was the candle in an actual holder?” 

She chuckled, and her fiery red curls bounced next to her cheeks. “No holder that I found.”

“I wonder if this is the candle that was in the holder that Suze is looking for.”

“Well, it’s quilted and red. Does it match the set that was on the mantel?” Melody asked.

“I didn’t really notice any candle, but the cat has been bringing in little treasures the past few days.”

“Maybe Archie knows more than we think.” Melody held up a book. “I’m returning this.”

Paul stepped behind the desk and scanned the book—Women Who Deserve More.

They sure have some unique choices for the female patrons of this library.

“Are you looking for your next read?” Paul asked.

“No, the quilters are not far behind me.”

“I didn’t realize there was a meeting today?”

“Wellllll, they got it in their minds that you might want to help figure out what really happened to Miss P. since no one else seems to be doing anything.” 

“Took the thoughts right out of my mind, Melody. Though, I didn’t want to overstep since I’m the new guy in town.”

“Nonsense. You’re one of us already!” She smiled brightly at Paul, and he glimpsed the faintest dimple in her left cheek.

Archie ran past them and whizzed out as the quilters came barging through the door, arguing.

“Paul, talk some sense into these women,” Angela demanded.

“We should call and demand the police get more involved,” Paul replied.

“Well, the sheriff is away for some statue dedication and won’t be back until Saturday,” Bethel told Paul in a shaky voice. 

“See, we will have to deal with it ourselves!” Patty cheered. 

“Ladies, please, I can’t involve you.” He looked around at the quilters, all women over his age, two of them old enough to be his mother.

“Melody has a gun, so we’re safe,” Bethel added in a nonchalant manner.

Paul eyed Melody, and she patted her hip and winked.

That’s the last thing I expected. 

“We ruled out the housekeeper,” Patty said and sat down at the quilting table before continuing, “and it wasn’t the mayor. That just leaves Suze. She has motive.”

I can’t get a word in.

“Well, we have a new clue.” Melody instigated the group by waggling her eyebrows.

“Ooh, do tell.” Milly said and sat down next to Patty.

Melody held up the candle. “Look! It belonged to Miss P., and it has blood on it!”

“It has to be Miss P.’s blood,” Milly suggested.

Angela, trying to reign the women in, said, “How do we know it’s even blood?” 

Bethel mocked, “Don’t lick it.”

“Ladies.” Paul raised his voice, and they quieted. For a split second.

“Yuck, I wasn’t planning on licking it to find out,” Melody replied.

Patty asked Paul, “Is there a way to figure out if it is blood?”

“Like a test kit?” Paul replied. “We don’t have those here.” He waved his hands around, hopefully reminding them they were in a library, not a CSI lab.

Angela chimed in, “But what if you destroy the evidence? Trying to test it.”

“How about one of us pricks our finger, and we compare it?” Milly suggested.

“Who? Not me.” Angela shook her head.

“I’ll do it,” Patty volunteered.

“What are you going to do, smear it on the candlestick? What if it is a clue, and you contaminate it with your blood? The murderer might get off on a technicality.” Paul tried to reason with them. 

He held out his hand for the candlestick, but Melody didn’t budge. She said, “Well, that’s a possibility, but we have a bunch of witnesses.”

“Unless it’s actually one of us,” Bethel suggested.

“Okay, well then we all do it. That way, if it is one of us, they have us all.” Melody resolved the matter with a nod of her head.

“This is crazy!” Paul replied, stepping back, throwing his hands up.

“No one ever said quilters weren’t crazy!” Melody replied and winked, pulling out a pocketknife.
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Paul sat at the head of the quilting table in the far corner of the library. He ran his hand around the edge of the smooth mitered corner and picked at a dent. “I feel like I’ve landed in the twilight zone.” He grimaced, looking at each of the women who had just pricked their fingers and smudged blood on a candlestick as an amateur way of determining if the original smudge was blood. 

I’m not sure if it means anything that they circled the original stain.

“It’s definitely blood,” Melody said, holding the candlestick close to the lamp. 

“Well, we are all in it now,” Angela stated. 

Paul shook his head as Melody turned the candlestick this way and that.

“Welcome to the neighborhood, Paul,” Patty cooed and gave him an exaggerated wink.

“Honestly ladies, this doesn’t prove anything. We know that Suze is looking for the candlestick holder for her complete set that her parents left. And there’s blood on the candle. And both of the sisters may have also been sleeping with the mayor. So what does all that prove?”

“Motive?” Milly suggested.

“Okay, but the mayor would have had motive, and the cat dragged in the bloody candlestick.” Paul ran his hands through his thick hair.

“It wasn’t the cat,” Bethel croaked. “We know that much.”

“But do we?” Melody looked around the floor.

“So, we’re down to two,” Angela reasoned.

“That we know of.” Patty giggled and sat down next to Paul.

“Well, Suze is here still. Let’s see if we can trap her,” Melody suggested.

“And how do you ladies plan to do that?” Paul asked.

“You, Paul, of course,” Milly squealed.

“Call her and tell her you have the third holder, or the candlestick if you prefer not to lie to her,” Melody plotted.

“Then what?” Paul asked.

“We’ll grill her for information until she tells us where Miss P. is,” Bethel said, her stiff perm unmoving as she shook her head.

“What if she didn’t do it and has nothing to tell?” Angela, still the voice of reason, asked.

“We can tie her up. Patty can bring some binding,” Melody suggested.

I’m beginning to wonder about this woman.

“It’ll hold!” Patty said, and all eyes looked to her. Her cheeks flushed, and she shrugged. “What? I read it in a book.” 

The collective group laughed, but the look on Melody’s face told Paul the matter was settled.

Milly handed Paul a cell phone. “Tell Suze you’ll meet her at the cottage with it, and we’ll all be waiting in case she tries any funny business.”




* * *




An hour later, Paul was lingering out in front of his cottage, pacing because of this ridiculous, not very well thought out, plan to trap Suze into a confession. 

I have no idea what to say to her to make her confess.

“It’s go time,” a faint whisper came from behind the fence and to his rear. Suze’s familiar Cadillac was barreling down the gravel lane toward his driveway.

Paul stepped off to the side.

Just in case.

Suze stopped directly in front of him and stepped out. She immediately demanded the candlestick holder from Paul.

“Where is it? I was just packing to leave town. For good! I want nothing more to do with these murderous, cheating, scheming people. And if you know what is good for you, you will leave too,” Suze screamed.

That doesn’t sound like a woman who killed her sister.

Paul stepped closer to spy her facial expressions.

Suze held up her candlestick holder and waved it at him. “I don’t know you. Don’t try anything funny.”




“Are you threatening me with that? Is that what happened with your sister? Did you threaten her also?” Paul bombarded her with his insinuating questions.

Lunging forward, Suze waved the candlestick holder dangerously close to his head, and he instinctively backed up. “Look, Suze, we have the blood on the candle.” 

Obviously seizing his moment, Archie circled Suze, and a large furry, full-clawed paw, swatted her across her calf. She screamed then faltered. Paul glimpsed the mist rolling in behind Suze, and the quilters came running out from their hiding places, yelling like crazed teenagers.

Paul couldn’t make out who said it, but someone, or multiple people shouted, “We’ve got you now!” But they were too quick to rush in, he hadn’t gotten a confession from her.

As the fog passed over Suze, Paul spied Melody standing beside her with the gun. 

“Who brings a candlestick holder to a gun fight?” Melody sneered at Suze. 

A look of fright crossed Suze’s face, and she dropped the candlestick holder.

Breaking down and falling to her knees, Suze sobbed. “My sister stole my man. She didn’t deserve him.”

“Don’t be crazy. The mayor sleeps with everyone,” Patty shouted, and all eyes looked to her. “What? Who wasn’t sleeping with the mayor?”

Archie let out an ear-splitting caterwaul, and Melody replied, “You’re right, Archie. Where is Miss P., Suze? What did you do to your sister? Where is her body?”

“You’ll never find her!” Suze cried. 

“What did you do?” Paul asked. 

Suze winced and wiped the tears from her eyes. She looked Paul straight in the face. “I didn’t do anything. I swear. It wasn’t me.”

Archie let out another caterwaul and shot off back into the woods.

“Maybe Archie knows where she is. Good Kitty,” Patty cooed.

“Follow that cat,” Milly shouted.

“We can’t go out there. The mist is too thick; we’ll all get turned around,” Angela argued.

“Or worse, lost,” Bethel said and brushed goosebumps from her arms.

“I’m not going out there,” Suze sniffled.

Suddenly, Archie appeared from out of the mist and dropped something at Paul’s feet. Paul bent to pick it up. “A sock.” He held it up, but the fog was dense.

“Let me see that.” Melody reached out for it. 

“It’s Miss P.’s favorite sock, with the picture of Archie on it,” she cried out to the group.

Moving closer to Suze, Melody nodded her head toward the forest and asked, “Your sister’s out there, isn’t she?”

“Good boy, Archive, show us where Abigail is,” Patty cooed.

“Hold hands. We don’t want anyone getting separated,” Angela yelled, grabbing Bethel’s hand. 

“Hold up,” Paul said and picked up Archie. “We’ll go in first.”

Archie purred.

Paul fumbled his way into the entrance of the forest. Archie cried out to tell him which way to go, and, about two hundred feet in, Paul stumbled across something that caught his foot.

Gooseflesh erupted down his skin as he realized he had just found Miss P.

The mist began to clear slightly as the group caught up to Paul. It was indeed Miss P. Dead.

“So, it was you who killed your sister!” Milly shouted at Suze.

Paul stood over the body, surveying the scene. The missing candlestick holder lay beside Abigail Partridge’s head. “Something doesn’t make sense.” Paul paced. “If Suze killed Miss P. with the candlestick holder and left it at the body–” he pointed to it, “then why would Suze be looking for it in the cottage?”

“Well, it was the cat who brought us the candlestick. Are we back to the cat theory?” Bethel asked.

“No!” the group shouted.

“The mayor then. Let’s go find the mayor,” Milly called out, holding her hand over her head like she was going to lead the charge. 

“No. I think the mayor loved Miss P. We need to call the sheriff,” Paul suggested. “We’ve gone too far and probably already contaminated the crime scene and spoiled the evidence.” 

The mist was starting to clear. He eyed Melody’s gun.

A squirt gun? Paul shook his head. These quilters are wild!

Paul waved his hands, trying to usher the group back out the way they’d walked in.

“Ohhh,” Bethel croaked, and Paul snapped his head up to see what her distress was for. They weren’t alone anymore—a dark figure stood at the entrance to the path.

Paul pushed past the women, making sure they were still holding hands. 

“What are you doing here? It’s Wednesday. You’re supposed to be in Lakeview,” Paul asked of his housekeeper.




* * *




After the mist had settled and the case was wrapped up, the quilters met at the library around their table just two months after Miss P. was laid to rest. With the hum of machines and gossip of the town, and Paul, they had the closure and security they needed, and he was feeling right at home.

Recapping the events for his friend, Gigi, “Archie had given me the clues, I just didn’t know it at the time: the button and the piece of the periwinkle raincoat from her jacket, the candlestick and then the sock.” Paul reached down to stroke the giant marmalade feline who had no boundaries in town, including the library. “The housekeeper fed and treated me well. I had no reason to suspect her of foul play.”

“I never suspected the housekeeper was sleeping with the mayor,” Angela said in a rare moment of unbridled gossip.

Motive and opportunity.

Patty chirped, “I told you he was sleeping with everyone!”

“Not me!” came from Angela, Milly, and Bethel simultaneously.

All eyes looked to Patty who shrugged and kept sewing.

Melody walked over to the table and put a hand on Paul’s shoulder. She set a coffee cup of Gigi’s Java brew down and asked, “What did I miss?”

As the women laughed, Paul explained, and she shook her head. “Not me either!”

Leaning close to Melody, he whispered, “But, I think Patty had a thing with the mayor.”

Gigi, having made the cross-country tip and settled in Bellview as well, sat next to Paul. “You sure got yourself in with a rowdy bunch, didn’t you?” She smiled. “But what I don’t understand, Paul, is what was with the fake accents?”

“I figured this one out,” Paul said, tapping his index finger on the headline of the daily newspaper. 

Irish Dramatic Movement comes to Theaterville. 

“And I’m guessing there are no theaters in ‘Theaterville?’” Paul chuckled.

“That doesn’t even make sense.” Melody laughed and kissed his cheek. Melody and Paul’s relationship had bloomed over helping set up the hipster café—Gigi’s Java Hut—in the library just where they had both envisioned it should be.

Paul blushed at her public display.

But in the end, he had received everything he had wanted, and then some, to live his new best life: a great job, the cottage, new friends, justice for Miss P., reunification with his best friend, Gigi, and best of all, he’d found love with Melody.

As he cited his blessings internally, he spotted Archie walking his signature figure eight around Gigi’s legs, letting everyone know Gigi was already one of them now.

“Welcome to the neighborhood!” the quilters said in unison.




* * *
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Who got out of bed on the wrong side this morning? That would be me. Maybe if I could restart the day, I wouldn’t be standing at the Heathcoat Falls police station, eye to eye with Sergeant Smarty-Pants, while my sister sits shackled behind bars. Better yet, I want to restart the disastrous day two weeks ago, when my life turned to ruin.

“I cannot believe you think my sister, my sweet, adorable accident-prone sister had anything to do with Prissy O’Brien’s stolen jewelry,” I snapped, the rolling pit of knots in my stomach a stark reminder of my new, unplanned reality; one set in motion by my cheating, lying, double-crossing ex-boyfriend.

It’s funny how life never turns out exactly the way you want it to. I had my future all mapped out. Leave Heathcoat Falls and my former life as a witch behind, meet the man of my dreams, get married, and have two adorable children. Why didn’t someone knock sense into me? They should have told me, “Perfect marriages only happen in the movies, Paige Wakefield. Wake up and smell reality, or it will bite you in the butt.”

“I’ve heard Cora described as many things, but sweet and adorable are not at the top of the list. Accident-prone on the other hand, now that is a well-known fact around Heathcoat Falls.”  

Cooper Harman huffed, standing all tough police-like with his thumbs tucked into his belt loops. His square jawline housed two of the cutest dimples when he smiled. With his midnight-black side-swept hair, slicked back and sides, he’s the perfect specimen of a man. Not that I’ll ever want another one of those deceitful creatures. Not ever, in this life or the next.

I pressed my lips together and stared him down. “I can’t believe you just said that.” I bit the inside of my cheek lost as his deep honey-brown eyes. “Okay, maybe sweet and adorable was pushing it a bit. Nevertheless, she’s innocent I tell you.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Paige, but the stolen evidence was found in Cora’s possession, which makes it kind of hard to ignore.”

“Come on, Cooper, it’s not like you don’t know us. We all grew up in this town together. Anyway, what do you mean ‘found?’” I sighed and frowned at the conviction in his words. His eyebrow shot up, sending a streak of warmth from my neck to my cheeks. I shook off the sensation and pushed on. “I’m not really sure what to tell you other than my sister does not trade in stolen goods. She runs a bookshop. Why would you think she has anything to do with stolen goods?”

He smiled and puffed out his chest. “It isn’t my intention to upset you, Paige, but I pride myself on my visual accuracy.”

Upset me . . .Up-set-me! He doesn’t know one iota what upset looks like. For one, he still has all his body parts. 

If he’d been around me two weeks ago, he’d have an idea of the wrath of a peeved-off witch.

It was two weeks to the day since my lovely boyfriend, or should I say, con man, dear old darling Rhett cleaned out my bank accounts, took every possession I owned that was worth anything, and dropped off the face of the earth. 

I’d been a happy witch in love (although I’d kept the witch part a secret). I ran the most popular pastry house in Pentonville. I mean, who wouldn’t be happy with a gorgeous boyfriend everyone adored, some a little too much. We lived in a chic three-story villa nestled in the heart of suburbia. Life couldn’t have been more perfect if I’d written it in a book.

In the blink of an eye . . .gone. Nausea sat deep in my belly every time I thought about how gullible I’d been to have believed every word sprouting from that con man’s lips. With no home, no job, no money, and debt up to my armpits, my only recourse was to move back in with my sister in our hometown of Heathcoat Falls and work my butt off in my sister’s book shop, Read-B-Tween the Lines Book Emporium. Rhett may have disappeared but mark my words—he’d get what’s coming to him . . .tenfold.

Cooper’s deep, throaty voice knocked me right back into reality. “I happened to stop by Read-B-Tween the Lines to pick up my mother’s purchase she’d made last week, and Cora was wearing one of the necklaces reported stolen by Prissy.”

“So, you dragged her in here and charged her with receiving and selling stolen goods leaving Kate and Captain Purrcard to deal with all the customers by themselves? Are you for real? Kate’s barely out of school.” My insides were churning into a lava storm. “Can you prove Cora knew the necklace was stolen?”

“Captain Purrcard?” Cooper rolled his eyes. “I hardly think Cora’s cat is going to be able to sell books. It’s not like he can talk.”

If only you knew.

Cooper continued. “We’ll know more when Detective Doyle gets through questioning her, and she hasn’t been charged. For what it’s worth, I don’t believe Cora had anything to do with stealing Prissy’s necklace, but if nothing else, I’m a rule follower.”

I folded my arms across my chest forming a barrier between us. Although he was a few years ahead of Cora and me in school, he always was the nerdy kind. Looking at the buff, tanned body before me, the nerd had definitely morphed into a sexy man with strong broad shoulders who sported dimples on both cheeks and a loaded gun. A lethal combination in my book.

A light quiver fluttered through my stomach. “At school, you always were a rule breaker, not maker.”

His brow wrinkled. “Excuse me?”

No sooner had the words left his mouth, than the door leading to the secure area beside reception flew open. 

I jumped as the door collided with the wall and Cora stormed out, her deep emerald eyes seething. “Yes Doyle, I heard you the first time.” She spun, and the heel of her shoe caught on the edge of the floor tile pitching her sideways. Doyle’s arms shot out and grabbed her before she hit the wall. Their gazes locked in a tense moment of silence before they righted themselves. 

What is that all about?

“Thank you,” she said, brushing her clothes as though they were all wrinkled. “I know you’re only doing your job, but I told you what I know. The necklace was left on the counter in a plastic bag with a few pieces of costume jewelry and a note strapped to it that read free to a good home.”

“Cora.” I raced over to join them sliding my arm around her waist and holding her tight. A slight release of her breath calmed me. I sent Detective Doyle my best evil eye. “She said she told you everything she knows. What more do you want? Can we go now?”

Doyle nodded and placed a fresh toothpick between his teeth. “Yes, you can go, but don’t leave town anytime soon until this is all cleared up.”

Cora tilted her head and screwed up her face. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Besides, this weekend is the most important for the business. I can’t very well hold a successful literary event if I’m not here, can I?”

A frown marred his expression. “Literary event? What literary event?”

Cora gasped, and her jaw dropped. “What do you mean, ‘what literary event?’ Only the most important event I’ve been trying to organize for the last four months, and it’s going to be a hit. The author lineup is some of the best.”

Movement to my right caught my eye, and I glanced over to see Cooper’s gaze focused on the papers in his hand, his head shaking, and a smirk working its way into his expression. 

Like that is it, well two can play at this game.

Cora’s skin heated under my touch like a ticking time bomb. “Let’s go, Cora. I’m sure he knows all too well the event you’re talking about. After all, what sort of detective would he be if he doesn’t know what’s going on in his own town right under his very nose.”

Doyle’s back straightened, and he stopped chewing his toothpick. Not giving him a chance to respond, I turned Cora around and maneuvered her toward the exit before her tongue got her in any more trouble. “Let’s go. We still need to head to the caterers to pick up the last of the food for tonight.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” 

Prissy’s high-pitched nasally voice sent goose bumps running through my body, like nails down a chalkboard. She stood, blocking our exit, her manicured nails tapping away on her hips and her lips pursed like she’d just sucked a sour lemon. I smiled as the image shot to the forefront of my mind.

Prissy huffed and folded her arms. “This is no laughing matter, Paige Wakefield. Your sister is a thief.”

Cora’s jaw dropped, and she gasped. “How dare you.”

“How dare I?” Prissy spat, flattening her hand against her breastbone. “How dare you, is more like it.”

Cora tilted her head and pursed her lips. “Gee, Prissy, looks like your cat claws are out in full force this morning.”

Prissy turned her focus to Detective Doyle and pointed to Cora. “Why isn’t that woman behind bars? She’s a menace to society, and she should be held accountable for stealing my necklace.”

Cora tensed and pulled from my arms making a beeline for Prissy, her hands balled into fists by her sides. My gut tightened as I eyed her fists, knowing full well she was about to let rip a spell. 

Cora no. Not in public.

I lunged for her, my heart thrashing inside my chest. Cora knew better than to practice magic in public. Being a witch would go down like a lead balloon in this town. Before I could reach her, Cooper stepped between the two women and held his hand out toward Prissy like a stop sign. Cora pulled up inches from his broad shoulders. “That’s enough, Prissy. Let me remind you, this is a police station, a place where respect for others is not optional, and abuse will not be tolerated.”

Prissy pouted and  glared at him, her eyes wide and the whites surrounding her pupils glowing under the fluorescent lights. “You would say that, wouldn’t you? I’m merely voicing my opinion as a concerned citizen.”

“Then you’ll need to rethink your strategy,” Cooper said, folding his arms across his buff chest. “Because from where I’m standing, it most certainly looks like you are accusing Cora before knowing all the facts.”

“The facts?” she hissed.

“Yes,” Detective Doyle said, stepping in beside Cooper. “The facts, and at present, all the facts are not in. So, until such time, Cora is free to leave.”

Prissy’s mouth made a round O, and her gaze darted from Cooper to Detective Doyle. “Fine, but I’ll be expecting an update when the ‘facts’ are in.” She took a step back and glared at Cora. “I guess you got away with it this time, but don’t think I won’t be watching you.” She flicked her long, mousy brown hair over her shoulder, spun on her heel, and stormed out.

“I swear that woman does my head in,” Cora said huffing.

Cooper and Doyle turned simultaneously, both staring straight at Cora. Cooper was the first to speak.

“You leave Prissy O’Brien to us.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Goodness knows, it’s not the first time we’ve had to deal with Prissy’s antics, and it won’t be the last.”

Detective Doyle cleared his throat. “Hadn’t you two better be on your way? Don’t you need to pick up some catering for your author event?” He frowned and rubbed his chin. “I believe it’s called Literary Liaisons.”

Cora slapped her forehead and looked at her watch. “Yes. How did that time go so quick?” She grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the exit door. “Let’s go.”

I smiled and glanced at Detective Doyle who gave me a sly nod. Just as I suspected, he knew all along what literary event was happening this weekend.

Well played, Detective. Well played.
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“I cannot believe anyone would think I could steal, let alone take one of Prissy’s precious necklaces.” Cora slammed the car door.

“Whoa, easy there. The car door didn’t do anything to you.” I said, throwing the strap of my handbag over my head to sit across my shoulder. “I’d like to keep my car in one piece if it’s all right with you? It’s pretty much the only thing I have left to show for my time with Rhett. I reckon the only reason he didn’t take it was because I was in it.” 

A blush worked its way up Cora’s neck to her cheeks, and she dipped her head. “Sorry. It’s that woman. She makes me so mad. Every time I see her, I want to wrap my hands around her neck and throttle her.” She huffed and shook her head resuming her trajectory for Kell’s Catering, her pace picking up and her arms swinging as though she were ice skating. She did have a cute sway to her backside. I couldn’t help but giggle. 

In an instant, she froze on the spot. My gut tightened. Maybe the giggle pushed her too far?

She turned and waved frantically for me to join her putting her finger to her lips to shush me. The skin tightened on my forehead, and my feet moved double time, my fingertips tingling with each step. “What?” I whispered.

Cora’s hands flapped in front of my face. “Shh, quiet. Listen,” she whispered back, easing into the recess of the shop next to the art gallery.

Within seconds I knew exactly who and what Cora was talking about by the high-pitched nasally voice coming from the gallery’s open door—Prissy O’Brien.

 “I will not accept it,” Prissy snapped at the top of her voice. “This isn’t the painting I asked for, Rowan. You promised you would be able to deliver, and this is far from what I wanted.”

“You’re being unreasonable, Prissy. This is exactly what you wanted. I have your email here with all your notes on it. You specifically asked for blues and greens, and that’s exactly what I’ve done.”

“Like hell it is,” Prissy yelled.

Cora glanced sideways at me, and my heart went out to Rowan. No one should have to put up with Prissy’s rudeness, least of all someone as lovely as a local artist, Rowan Archer who was just starting out in the business.

“I said blues and greens, not grays and that yucky brown-green vomit color. Do it over, and don’t even think of charging me. I’ll not pay for substandard work.”

“What?” Rowan shrieked. “I am not redoing it unless you agree to pay for another one. I did exactly what you wanted, it’s not my fault you don’t like it.” 

I bit my bottom lip as an audible gasp sailed out from inside the gallery. 

That woman needs lessons in politeness.

“You’ll pay for this, Rowan Archer. Mark my words.” 

Cora cringed and dropped her head into her hands. “Poor, Rowan.” She straightened her back and looked my way. “Let’s go, I can’t stand here another moment. I’ve a good mind to storm in there, but it’s not my place to do so.”

I nodded. “I’m sure Rowan will sort it out somehow. It’s not like we have the time to waste.” 

Cora nodded. “Agreed.” 

I followed Cora to Kell’s Catering, trying to push the scene in the gallery to the back of my mind and think of the day ahead.




* * *




The champagne bubbles tingled my nose. I blinked the moisture from my eyes, averting a teary crisis. The bookshop was a hive of activity. Authors and guests mingled, chatted, and nibbled away on the charcuterie board from Kell’s Catering. With soft music in the background and the log fire alight, the ambiance was perfect.

A warm glow filled my heart. Cora did it. She really did it. She’s made a success of her passion for reading. All those years of having her nose stuck in those romance novels were paying off. I really should have given her more credit. Instead, I’d been obsessed with my own happily-ever-after and Rhett, my not-so-perfect boyfriend. My stomach dropped as my failure hit home.

“Oh, Grace, I have no idea how you do it,” Matilda Levi said, flicking her hands in the air.

The classy female authors chatting on the other side of the spiral staircase nabbed my attention—Matilda Levi and Grace Lucas, two more of Cora’s successful acquisitions. 

Grace’s eyebrows shot up. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Those steamy scenes you write in your romance books”—Matilda fanned her face—“I swear they are to die for, heart-stopping if you ask me.”

Steamy scenes . . .heart-stopping? Why haven’t I read any of these books?

Intrigued, I angled myself around to join the two women. “Yes, how do you do it, Grace?” I asked, resting my chin on my hand.

Grace’s cheeks grew rosy-red within seconds, and she swallowed. “Matilda, you of all people should know an author never reveals her secrets.”

My forehead creased, and I held my hand up to pause the conversation. “Wait. I thought it was magicians who never reveal their secrets, not authors.”

Grace looked at me as though I’d spoken gibberish. I took another sip of my bubbly champagne as she answered. “Each to their own, Paige. I for one, like to keep my writing process to myself. You never know—the walls could have ears.”

The truth of her words caught in the back of my throat, and I coughed and spluttered my mouthful of champagne. Thankfully, I kept every drop from landing on either of them, gulping it down and fanning my face. “Sorry, must have gone down the wrong way.”

Matilda giggled. “Don’t worry about it. I do that all the time, and it usually ends up down the front of my shirt.”

Grace’s gaze roamed the bookshop. “I must say this place has some history to it. It looks like it’s been around for centuries.”

I nodded. “It has. It’s been in the Wakefield family for generations. Our great aunts were the last to run it until Cora brought it back from the dead so to speak.” 

Grace continued. “I love the old wooden interior. Makes it look authentically antique, don’t you think?”

I followed Grace’s gaze as she scanned the interior of the bookshop.

“It really has a homely feel, but . . .” she tilted her head and screwed up her face, “. . . it’s missing something.”

The hair lifted on the back of my neck as though a draft had whooshed past me. My next thought had my head pounding.

A draft or a ghost?

“In the past, it had been a family tradition to work here.” I glanced at Cora over by the romance section laughing along with a crowd of people. I banished the self-inflicted pain stabbing at my heart and filled it with love for my sister. “I’m proud of Cora for giving it a new life.”

“Hear! Hear!” Matilda raised her champagne glass high in the air. “To Cora.”

My chest expanded and a smile turned up the corners of my lips. “To Cora.”

“To Cora.” Grace followed. We clinked glasses and  sipped the bubbly goodness.

The front door flew open, and an icy wind whirled inside followed by a hurricane on two legs.

 “Sorry, I’m late.” Standing there with the cheesiest grin on her face, Prissy bellowed over the crowd.
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The door slammed shut behind her and she jumped. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. Just point me in the direction of the authors, and I’ll take it from here.”

A hush fell over the bookstore, and all eyes were on the new arrival. Just the sight of the woman gave me a sour taste in my mouth.

“It’s all right everyone, please continue to enjoy yourselves. Eat, drink and be merry.” Cora moved toward Prissy, her voice straining through gritted teeth.

“If you’ll excuse me.” I placed my empty glass on the nearest table and joined Cora, my insides as jittery as a grasshopper on steroids. The champagne rolled around in my stomach sending a wave of nausea to the back of my throat. This can’t be good.

“What are you doing here?” Cora demanded, her gaze glued Prissy to the spot.

“Um . . . isn’t this the author meet-and-greet?” Prissy asked in a sardonic tone.

“Yes, exactly.” Cora folded her arms and puffed out her shoulder. “An author meet-and-greet for the authors taking part in Literary Liaisons this evening.”

Prissy pursed her lips and raised an eyebrow. “Then I guess I’m in the right place. Didn’t you get the email from the sponsor saying I’d be joining you? I’m sure there was an email sent.”

Cora shook her head and looked at me. “Did you get any email?”

“No.”

“Me either.” Cora’s hands twisted at her waist, and the wrinkle lines on her forehead doubled. “Paige, I need to check my emails, can you hold down the fort here? I promise I’ll be as quick as I can.”

Without waiting for a response, Cora hightailed it into the office at the back of the bookstore.

I stepped in front of the unwanted intruder. “Listen here, Prissy, I’ll not have you come in here and upset everyone, especially Cora. She worked really hard on this weekend. I wouldn’t get too comfortable if I were you. Even if the sponsor did send the letter, I’m sure Cora can sort it out.” Her intense stare had me on edge.

“Ha, I doubt that.” The glint in her eye set off alarm bells in my head. The muscles in my forehead tensed. 

“You see, I’m the sponsor. I sent the email, and if I can’t attend, then all sponsorship vanishes into thin air.” She made an explosion action with her hands. “Poof, just like that. Gone.”

“You waited until now to tell us you’re the sponsor? Sneaky, real sneaky.”

“Who’s this?” Grace’s voice echoed from behind me while Prissy’s words sent my mind into a panic spin.

She pushed past me in a beeline straight for Grace, and my body jolted back into the bookcase. The corner jutted into my ribcage, sending shooting pain up my side. I gasped and bit my lip hard to curb the excruciating pain bleeding through my body.

Great, that’s all we need—Prissy to taint the visiting authors with her own brand of poison. If only they knew the real Prissy.

“Hi, I’m Prissy O’Brien, and you are?” Prissy’s voice was a constant stabbing in the back of my head.

Grace’s eyebrows shot up as though she couldn’t believe Prissy didn’t know who she was. “I’m Grace Lucas, award-winning romance author.”

Prissy giggled and swatted Grace across the shoulder. “Why, of course, you are. Silly me.” She paused and looked around the store ignoring the sideways glances she attracted from the other guests. “I must say, Cora has done a great job of spicing this dreary place up. When I heard she was going to put on a literary event for world-renowned authors, I was gobsmacked. But it looks like she might have pulled it off.”

“But you don’t even trust her,” I said, dumbfounded. “You accused her of stealing your necklace.”

“Pfft,” she said swishing her hand. “That is so old news, besides, it was just costume jewelry. I’ve got the real stuff at home.”

“So, she’s off the hook . . . just like that!”

Prissy nodded. “I have a more important issue, like this author meet-and-greet.”

“You’re a world-renowned author?” I asked Prissy, the words stinging my tongue as they left my lips.

Her jaw dropped, and a crimson blush reddened her cheeks. “I certainly will be as soon as my autobiography hits the charts, and this event is a great place to launch it.” She scooped her long mousy brown hair around the back of her neck and over one shoulder exposing a heart-shaped freckle and a butterfly tattoo for all to see.

That’s new. Since when does Prissy have a tattoo? Like I’ve ever looked closely enough.

Grace’s brow creased. “Autobiography?”

Prissy’s eyes glowed like sparklers, and she nodded. “Yep, it’s been a long time coming, but it will be worth it, trust me.” She winked, leaned in toward Grace, and whispered, “Not to mention some great gossip and secrets the world really needs to know.”

A tense silence followed, and my stomach clenched. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Prissy, since when have you had a butterfly tattoo behind your ear?”

She turned and glared at me. If looks could kill, I’d have gone up in a puff of smoke.

“A while,” she said, pulling her hair back around to cover it. “I did some crazy stuff in my younger days and was silly enough to get a boy’s name tattooed behind my ear. Little did I know, him liking me was all one big joke.” Her expression brightened as though she’d switched on a light. “But you can read about it in my book.”

“Prissy.”

Rowan stood at the front of the shop holding a wrapped canvas, his lips pursed together and a fiery blaze burning in his gaze. “We need to chat.”

Prissy rolled her eyes dramatically and let out a long breath, leaving an ugly twist to her mouth. “Are you serious? Why do I waste time with people I know will let me down?”

She pranced across the room to where Rowan anxiously rocked from one foot to the other.

“What do you want?” Prissy stood with her arms folded and her foot tapping away. “I am not in the mood to put up with your nonsense.”

He rested the end of the wrapped artwork on the floor in front of him. “I’ve been thinking a lot about our conversation from this morning, and I’ve decided that I won’t be redoing your painting. I worked extremely hard on it. I met all your demands and then some. I’ve attached an invoice payable within seven days” He held the painting out toward her and smiled.

A hush coated the tense air, and everybody waited for Prissy’s response. I dragged my focus away and looked toward the office. No sign of movement from the closed door.

Where is Cora? She’s missing all the action.

The air frosted between them, and my throat dried. I took a step in to calm the brewing storm, but Prissy’s explosion halted me in my tracks.

“How dare you come in and make such demands. Who do you think you are?” Her arms swished in all directions as though she were holding a karate match with an invisible opponent. 

I could have sworn steam came out of her ears.

“You’re not being fair,” Rowan said, his eyes glaring daggers.

“Fair?” she squealed at the top of her voice. “I’ll give you fair.” She lunged for the piece of paper attached to the top of the canvas and ripped it into tiny pieces, sprinkling it over Rowan’s head as though it were snowflakes.

A collection of gasps and mumblings filled the store, and my stomach dropped at Rowan’s horror expression.

“What is going on?” Cora asked, her breath skimming across the back of my neck. “I checked my email, and sure enough, there was one confirming all that Prissy said.”

I jolted and sucked in a short, sharp breath, taking in her pitch-black furball familiar snuggled in her arms. “Next time give me some warning before you scare the pants off me.”

Captain Purrcard piped up. “Now, that I’d like to see.”

I thinned my eyes and leaned in just enough to make sure only the cat would hear me. “Watch it. Remarks like that will get you uninvited to the next Thanksgiving dinner.”

Cora rolled her eyes and tickled underneath his chin. “Ignore her she’s just grumpy because I asked her to hold down the fort, and judging by the scene before me, she’s failed in her task.”

My forehead pulled tight. “Hey, that’s not fair. How was I to know Rowan would come storming in here and make a scene with Prissy? By the way, did the email tell you that Prissy is the sponsor?”

Cora’s complexion went from pale white to crimson red in three seconds flat. Her lips pursed together, and her intense, fevered stare zeroed in on Prissy. “Why that little piece of-”

“Whoa, easy there.” My hand sprang up to pause Cora before she said something she’d regret.

“Here, hold Captain P. Prissy’s got her cat claws out again today. I’m not having that woman destroy my event no matter if she is the sponsor.” Cora shoved the ball of fur into my arms, and I held on tight. Captain Purrcard stretched his neck to watch as Cora moved off in the direction of the disturbance, Rowan’s verbal outburst slowing her step.

“How dare you,” he screamed shaking the white droplets of paper from his head. “You are the meanest, rudest woman I have ever met in my life. How you have any friends is beyond me. I curse the day I ever met you.” His face reddened as he picked up his painting. “I’ll make you pay for this artwork if it’s the last thing you do.” With that, he spun on his heel and charged from the shop, the wooden front door slamming against the wall as he exited.

 “Well, I never,” Prissy said, thrusting her hands on her hips. “It’s a good thing I have an entourage of lawyers to deal with the drama.” She turned and smiled at Cora standing frozen on the spot. “Cora, be a dear and show me where I’ll be setting up for this evening’s event. I’m sure my attendance has been confirmed by now. I’d like to get my books displayed and head out to get ready. It takes a while to make myself look this good.” 

She did a sweeping hand up and down her body, and bile rose to the back of my throat.

“That woman is a real piece of work,” Captain Purrcard whispered from his spot in my arms.

I couldn’t have said it better myself.

By the time Cora sorted Prissy’s signing table, it was almost three. The drama queen had excused herself early to leave and get ready. The rest of the guests relaxed and mingled until it was time to end the meet-and-greet and vacate to get ready for the gala event that evening.

The spring in Cora’s step had returned, and she bounded up the staircase and clapped a few times to get everyone’s attention. She cleared her throat. An excited hush fell over the attendees. “Firstly, let me say thank you all for coming this afternoon. Apart from our little interruption earlier, it really has been a fantastic afternoon, and I can’t wait to see what tonight has in store for us.”

Cora clasped her hands together at her breastbone. “That’s it from me. I’ll see you all back here at six-thirty ready for a fun-filled evening.”

My temperature was rising like I’d stuck my finger into a pot of boiling water. Tonight was definitely going to be interesting.




* * *




Sweat beaded across my brow as I pushed through the kitchen door. Placing another empty tray on the bench I wiped the back of my hand across my brow and glanced at Captain Purrcard snuggled in his basket in the corner of the kitchen. “Talk about a success. They may eat a lot, but they definitely are enjoying themselves. Cora only went out thirty minutes ago, and she is the hit of the party.”

I picked up another plate of smoked salmon canapes with crème cheese when Cora’s piercing scream bellowed from the shop, and my entire body tensed like an elastic band ready to snap.

“What the hell?” I gasped dropping the tray on the bench and sprinting through the door toward the commotion at the rear of the shop. 

My heart was in the back of my throat as my gaze landed on Cora’s pale face. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Cora licked her lips, her eyes wide. She pointed over her shoulder toward the storeroom. An eerie silence hushed the gathered crowd, but she ignored them all. Her focus was solely on me. “I only went back to the storeroom to get some more chairs . . . and she was there.”

My forehead tightened. “Who was there?”

“Prissy.” Cora paused, her voice shaky.

What is Prissy doing in our storeroom without permission?

“Prissy’s dead body.”
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The blood ran cold in my veins. “Prissy is dead? How is that possible?” I asked, a sharp pain stabbing my chest. “She can’t be dead.”

“She is I tell you,” Cora snapped.

She grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the open storeroom door. I froze in the doorway, shivers invading my entire body. I blinked at the sudden light-headedness playing havoc with my focus. Cora was right—Prissy lay motionless on the floor, a marble bookend covered in blood beside her head.

“See, I told you so.”

My ears were accosted with shocked gasps and mumblings from the guests behind me. This was not good for business. 

I whispered to Cora, “Call the police.” She nodded, and I turned and held my hands up for calm. “Can I have your attention please? Obviously, we have a situation here that needs immediate addressing.”

“Yeah.” A voice called from the back of the crowd. “Someone killed the town witch.”

A knot formed in the back of my throat. If only they knew how wrong they were. The town witches were standing right in front of them, in plain sight. “If I can ask you all to wait in the main area of the store . . . once the police arrive, I’m sure they will want to talk to each of us present here tonight.”

“I didn’t have anything to do with it,” one woman snapped from the back.

“Neither did I,” another added. “Why do I need to stay?”

Over the top of the room full of distressed guests, a deep male voice called, “You can’t keep us here.”

I lifted my chin and stood my ground determined not to be intimidated by the growing angst of the guests. “There’re enough authors and readers here to know that when a dead body is discovered, the police want to talk to those present.” I tried a different tac. “I suppose you can leave if you want to, but that might make you look guilty. How do you think the police would feel?”

The objections lowered, and several nods confirmed my words rang true.

Matilda’s voice boomed from the middle of the crowd. “Think about it, people. We have our very own murder mystery right under our noses. It will be fascinating to watch how the police work. I for one am going to wait around to see how it ends. Who’s with me?”

Before long people had moved into groups and begun chatting amongst themselves. The tension vacated my body leaving my muscles limp.

This is not how this evening was supposed to end. Poor Cora.

“Did someone report a dead body?” Cooper’s deep sexy voice called from the front of the store.

I folded my arms across my chest. “Of course, it would have to be Sergeant Smarty-Pants who turned up.”

“Could have been worse,” Cora whispered in my ear. “It could have been Detective Doyle. At least Cooper is nicer to deal with. I’ll get him, you stand guard and make sure no one disturbs the scene.”

Cora rolled her shoulders back and maneuvered her way through the crowd to Cooper’s location. The longer they chatted, the more the knots in my stomach multiplied. Finally, they headed this way.

“Evening, Paige,” he said, dipping his head. “Cora has caught me up on the details, and the coroner is on her way.”

“Her?” I asked, his words confusing me. The town coroner was a man.

“Yes, her.” He looked at me as though I’d lost my mind. “Thomas retired, I thought you knew.”

Thanks for the update, Cora.

I pressed my lips into a straight line and stared at my sister. “I guess someone forgot to tell me.”

Cora shrugged. “Oops, sorry. In my defense, you have only been back in town two weeks, and I can’t be expected to update you on everything in such a short time.”

A tall size-eight blonde appeared behind Cooper. She could have been a model; she sure had all the right features for one. She cleared her throat, and he turned almost running straight into the woman. 

“You rang?” the blonde asked, glaring straight at him.

“Far out, Tia. How many times do I have to tell you not to sneak up on me like that?” Cooper said, his shoulders heaving.

“I know.” She grinned, and a sparkle lit up her eyes. “But it’s so much more fun to watch you squirm.”

“I like the woman already,” I whispered so only Cora would hear.

Cooper turned and pointed my way. “Paige, this is Tia. She’s been playing tricks on me since our academy days. This is Paige’s sister, Cora.”

Tia bowed her head. “Pleased to meet you, although I wish it had been under better circumstances.”

“Yes, me too.”

“Welcome to Heathcoat Falls.” Cora shook Tia’s hand.

“Thanks. Cooper always raves about the place so when the job came up”, she shrugged, "I thought, why not? And here I am.”

Cooper rubbed the back of his neck. “What do you say we get back to the task at hand? Maybe have a look at the body and give me your best estimate of time of death. I’ll be in to join you in a moment.”

“No problem, just point me in the right direction, and I’ll be on my way,” she said.

My hand shot out and pointed directly at the storeroom, as did Cora’s and Cooper’s. Tia’s long stride carried her across the room as though she were on a runway.

“What’s with the staring, Paige? Haven’t you seen a woman coroner before?” Cooper brushed his hand through his tousled hair.

Yeah, but not one with legs up to her armpits.

“Of course, I have.” 

Cooper’s brow raised and a rush of heat burned from my neck up to my cheeks. Could this get any more embarrassing? “Don’t you want to follow her and see the crime scene for yourself?”

He nodded, pulling out his tablet to take notes. “Yes, in a moment. Cora mentioned she last saw Prissy when she left Read-B-Tween the Lines just before three o’clock this afternoon, and when the evening started at six-thirty, Prissy was nowhere to be seen. Is that right?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “We both went home to get ready for the evening event.”

His focus was on the tablet, scribbling notes. “That would mean she was murdered somewhere between three and six-thirty.”

 I continued. “Cora arrived back here first around five-forty-five and started getting ready. I was running late and came in at about seven-ish. Most of the guests had already arrived.”

“I see.” His tone sent shivers down my spine.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, struggling to hold back the edgy tone of my voice.

He looked from me to Cora and back again. “Just that neither of you has an alibi for the times you were alone.”

“Alibi?” The word escaped Cora’s lips in a high-pitched squeal. “Why would we need an alibi? We didn’t kill Prissy. If you think about it, after the way she treated people around here, half the town would need an alibi, Cooper—even you.”

His eyes opened wide, and his jaw dropped. “She may not have been on the top of my Christmas card list, but I would not have wished her dead.”

“And neither would we,” I said in an authoritative tone.

“I bet I know someone who would,” Matilda said from over my right shoulder. 

I’d been so involved in the conversation, I hadn’t noticed the author crowd gathering around us.

“And you are?” Cooper asked, his stylus ready to take down notes.

She stepped in closer and thrust her hand out into Cooper’s personal space. “Matilda Levi, international best-selling romance author.” 

Cooper flinched at the word romance.

What is that all about?

He recoiled a step but still shook the woman’s hand. “You said you knew someone who wished Prissy dead.”

Matilda stood still, her hands twisting at her waist. “I don’t know if he wanted her dead, but he was pretty angry at her this afternoon. It was that young artist guy who came in to try and give her a painting. They had strong words, and he was not a happy chappy when he left.” 

A frown marred Cooper’s forehead. “Does she mean Rowan?” he asked looking at Cora.

Cora nodded. “I came in halfway through the argument. It was a bit awkward, and he did leave rather angry, but I can’t see him resulting to murder.”

Cooper turned to face Matilda. “Were you here this afternoon?”

She nodded and pointed to Grace standing beside her. “Yes, we all were.”

“Have any of you been in the storeroom?” Cooper asked.

Each shook their head, and Matilda asked, “Why would we need to go back there? Cora has been the perfect hostess. We haven’t had to lift a finger once. This is one of my fellow authors. Romance author Grace Lucas.”

Cooper nodded at her while taking notes. “You all saw Prissy this afternoon before she left?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Grace said, looking past Cooper at me. “Who was the last to leave?”

Cora’s arm shot up. “That would be me.”

“Are you sure you locked up correctly?” Grace asked. “Maybe in the rush you thought you did but didn’t.”

Cora frowned. “I most certainly did lock up. I may be accident-prone, but I’m not stupid. I know how to lock a door.”

“What about the back entrance, did you check that door too?” Matilda asked.

“We don’t use that door, it stays locked. And before you ask, I checked all the windows as well,” Cora said.

A tense silence followed, and I rubbed my forehead as a dull ache pounded behind my eyes.

Cooper cleared his throat and turned, grabbing the attention of the crowd. “Okay, people, this is a crime scene, so I’d like everyone to stay clear of the back storeroom.”

Well, duh. Even I could have told them that.

 He continued. “I’m afraid we’ll need to question everyone before anyone can leave.”

“Oh, we’re not going anywhere, Sergeant,” Matilda said, with a sly smile. “Although I can’t believe the murderer would be someone standing in this room, Paige was quick to point out earlier that if we left, we could be seen as guilty.”

“Did she now?” Cooper’s eyebrows shot up, and he glanced my way. My pulse kicked into double time, and heat flowed up my neck and settled in my cheeks. Why does he always look so hot when he’s on the job?

“Good thinking, Paige.” He looked back at the gathering crowd and continued. “I’m going to take a look at the crime scene, and then I will be back to take each of your statements. Please stay put until I have spoken to you. I’m sure Paige and Cora will make you comfortable until I return.” With that final word, he pushed past and headed for the storeroom.

By the time Tia had left with Prissy in tow and Cooper had finished questioning everyone, the night was all but gone and exhaustion had seeped into every muscle of my body. 

Cora sat on the tapestry chair by the bay window at the front of the shop, her head in her hands. 

“If there is nothing more, Cooper, Cora, and I are going to lock up and head home now. This evening has been trying to say the least.”

He tucked his tablet back into his pocket and nodded. “Yes, I’m pretty sure I have it covered. I am truly sorry, Cora. I know you worked hard to make this weekend happen.”

Cora’s tear-stained eyes looked at him, and she was barely able to smile. “Thanks. But it won’t do my business any good.” Her voice was void of emotion.

I stood, watching her spirit break, and the heaviness grew in my chest. She’ll bounce back from this, especially with my help. That’s a promise.

“Head on home, ladies. I have all I need. But until this is solved, I’d like to keep the doors shut until further notice.”

Cora shot up from the chair and grabbed her coat from the rack beside the door. “I guessed as much. Right now, I just want to get out of here, go stand under a hot shower and wash the scent of death from my clothes.”

“I’m with you,” I said, easing my arm around her shoulder. “Want me to drive home?”

She smiled and nodded, and although my limbs tingled with fatigue, I pushed on. 

Cooper headed for the door. “I’ll wait outside until you’ve locked up.”

“Thank you,” I said, as Cora and I followed. 

Locking the door behind me, I turned and dropped the shop key into Cora’s hand.

“Good night, ladies,” Cooper dipped his head and moved off.

“Good night, Cooper. Be sure to keep us updated on the case,” I called. 

He nodded and waved before jumping in his car and pulling away.
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I tossed and turned, and my eyelids fluttered open, my breathing labored. The heat from my skin dampened my pillowcase. Every time I closed my eyes, the image of Prissy’s motionless body was right there in front of me just out of reach. I glanced at the clock and groaned, rolling back on the bed and squeezing my eyes shut. “Seven-thirty on a Sunday. No sleeping in for me. I guess it’s shower time.”

The steaming hot water did the trick, my body was rejuvenated enough to face the day. My stomach groaned, screaming out for food. Taking the stairs two at a time, I went to the kitchen where the rich exotic scent of coffee assaulted my nostrils. I breathed it in as though it were my lifeline. 

“Oh my, that smells divine.” I licked my lips as Cora handed me a coffee pod and cup.

“Fill your boots.” She sipped from her own steaming cup. “It definitely helps.”

“Gosh, I hope so. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” With each sip of the decadent liquid, the fuzziness in my mind cleared and the events of last night resurfaced. A tickle of fur brushed past my leg, and I jumped, my breath catching. Looking down, I glimpsed the tail of Captain Purrcard as he slinked past me into his bed by Cora’s chair. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to get used to living with a cat. It’s not like Rhett and I had any pets.”

“If you had, he’d probably have stolen them off you as well.” Cora bent and scooped up Captain Purrcard. “Captain P isn’t just any cat. A familiar has a special connection to its witch; we help and guide each other. I’m surprised you don’t have one. Then again, if you’re meant to have one, it will find you and probably when you least expect it.”

“I hardly think an animal is going to join me in my pathetic life, especially if I can’t see through a con man.” I sipped my coffee, ignoring the knots forming around the nausea swelling in my belly. The thought of Rhett stealing all my money and possessions sickened me to the core, but they say revenge is a dish best served cold, and I’d promised myself to get my revenge—as soon as I find him, that is.

My vibrating phone caught me mid-thought as it jumped  across the counter. “Hello,” I said.

“Paige, it’s Cooper. Sorry to bother you at home.” 

“What can I do for you?” A gazillion thoughts ran through my mind as to why he might be ringing. My spine stiffened. “Did you question Rowan? Have you charged him with murder?”

“Whoa, slow down. Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he said, his voice calming. “No, we haven’t charged anyone. Rowan has an alibi for the time of the murder, which we’ve narrowed down to around four-thirty yesterday afternoon. That narrows the suspect list too.”

“I didn’t think Rowan did it.” 

Cora sat at the table and mouthed speaker phone over and over. I shook my head, and she flopped back in her chair, sticking out her bottom lip in a pout.

Cooper continued. “I was ringing to let you know I want to take another look at the crime scene. Can you or Cora meet me there around nine-thirty to let me in?”

“Oh, sure. I can do that for you. No problem.”

I waited . . . but nothing. The silence stretched between us, and my insides quivered. 

Did I say something wrong? “Cooper, are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“Was there something else?”

“No, all good, see you at nine-thirty,” Then he hung up. I shrugged. “Beats me. He did say that they have narrowed the time of death to four-thirty, which cuts down the suspects as well. He wants to look at the crime scene again and asked me to meet him there to let him in.” I told her about meeting him at the bookstore.

“What do you suppose he missed at the crime scene that warrants another look?” Cora asked, biting her fingernails.

“I have no idea, but it couldn’t possibly have anything to do with us, could it?” The thought sent an uncontrollable wave of heat flashes up and down my face and neck. 

Cora stared at me. “I don’t see how.”

Pacing the kitchen, my teeth gnawed at my bottom lip as I churned Cooper’s words over and over. “Maybe it warrants another look before he gets there.”

“It’s a crime scene. Remember.” Cora tapped her fingertips on my forehead. “The café’s across the road, and someone will surely notice you enter without permission.” 

 “Not if I can’t be seen. I’ll use magic to transport in and out. No one will even know I’m there.” A simple solution as far as I was concerned. “We could both go if you like.”

Cora held up her hands defensively and shuffled back. “Oh, no, don’t drag me into it. I understand why you want to go, but with my luck, I’ll probably do something that will incriminate us in Prissy’s murder. Better if you go alone.”

“Oh, Sis, you create more drama than there needs to be, but I understand.” I tipped the last of my coffee down the sink and put my cup in the dishwasher. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, don’t expect me to be gone more than twenty minutes. I’ll nip in, take a look, and pop back before you even miss me.” I threw my hands in the air and rotated them, setting magic free from my fingertips. My pulse sped as tingles and goosebumps ran rampant through my body.

“Just be careful,” Cora said. 

I materialized inside the main area of Read-B-Tween the Lines. The odor of burnt ash caught instantly in the back of my throat, and I squinted, looking for the source. The darkened surroundings weren’t helping at all. Switching on the lamp on the main counter I spotted a pile of ash over by the bay window. “What is that?”

I stepped closer. My scalp prickled, and the hairs on the back of my neck rose. The sight of the half-burnt pile of books sent an icy chill up my spine. “Who would burn Prissy’s books? Someone’s obviously threatened by her autobiography and the secrets it may reveal. More to the point, how did they get in here?”

My back stiffened. I had an unshakable sense that something terrible was about to happen, and when it did, the last place I needed to be was here. Spinning around, I hightailed it to the storeroom, my gaze scanning for anything that might incriminate Cora or myself in the murder. 

What I didn’t expect to find was the one piece of evidence that confirmed exactly who murdered Prissy O’Brien. I patted my back pocket for my phone to take a photo, but came up empty. “Dang it, I left it on the bench in the kitchen.”

Racking my brain, I suddenly remembered the instant polaroid camera we kept under the counter. “That will do perfectly.”

Turning away from the evidence that I hadn’t touched, I moved to find the camera but froze face-to-face with a loaded gun. My heart leapt into my throat, and I swallowed hard. The racing beat of my pulse pounded against my temple.

“I wouldn’t move if I were you.” The female voice sent shivers down my spine. “You never know, my finger may just slip over the trigger.”

It gave me no satisfaction to know I was right. Staring death in the face had my knees turning to jelly. I could use my powers to subdue her, but then she’d probably blab my secret to the world. At the risk of blowing my cover, I quickly decided to save as a last resort.

“Grace Lucas. I never would have pegged you for a murderer.” I lifted my chin, licked my dry lips, and held the body tremors at bay. “How did you even get in here?”

Her sinister laugh grated on my nerves. It was like listening to someone drag their fingernails down a chalkboard. “I wasn’t always an author, and in my younger days, I broke a law or two. Learning how to pick a lock can come in handy.”

“And that’s how you’re here now to find your missing earring. The one you wore yesterday. It’s also how you got in when you killed Prissy.” I was pushing her for a confession.

She shrugged. “You got me. Guilty as charged. I was sitting at the coffee shop across the road waiting for someone to turn up so I could wrangle my way inside and search for it, when, lo and behold, I see the lights turn on and you in the window snooping around. How is it you got in without my seeing?”

Nausea turned my stomach upside down. It wasn’t like I could come out and tell her the truth.

It’s like this, Grace, I’m a witch, can do spells, and teleport myself wherever I want to go. Like that would work. My secret identity would be blown for sure.

I pointed over my shoulder. “I came through the back door.”

“Liar,” she yelled, the veins in her neck bulging. “Cora said you don’t use that door, that it stays locked.”

I wanted so badly to turn her into a newt, but I gripped my palms to my legs and focused on learning the truth. “I’m not lying. Cora’s right we don’t use it often. It does stay locked, but I still have a key. I parked out back this morning and came in that way.”

She squinted as though weighing whether I spoke the truth or not. As long as she doesn’t check for my car, I’m all good. I slowly raised my hands in surrender. “I’m not an idiot, Grace, I know this doesn’t end well for me, but you could at least tell me why. Why would you kill Prissy O’Brien? You’re in town for a writing event, what did Prissy have to do with it? Or  a better question, what juicy piece of information is in her autobiography that you were afraid would lead back to you?”

Grace paled as she glanced at the pile of ash that once was Prissy’s autobiographies. “I tried to get Prissy to listen, but she wouldn’t. What she’d written in that book would destroy me and the life I’d built for myself.”

The heart palpitations in my chest increased. “I don’t get it. You’re going to have to explain it to me. But I do know Prissy walked all over every person she met. I don’t blame you for retaliating. I’m sure she deserved it.”

Pain screamed from Grace’s eyes, and gun or no gun, the tears forming in them clawed at my heart.

“She did deserve it; trust me.” Grace rocked from foot to foot, and the gun wavered in front of her. “She wasn’t always the Prissy O’Brien you know. Back in her school days, she was known as Pricilla Bryan. We went to school together. As soon as I saw her tattoo, I knew who she was and that my life was about to unravel.”

“How come she didn’t recognize you?” I asked to buy more time.

Please, Cora, I hope you come looking for me.

“Because of the plastic surgery I had after the car accident. Prissy, I mean Pricilla, had it in for me. Every day was like living my own personal nightmare. In senior year, I started getting love letters from this boy and I fell for him. Turns out, it was all a setup by Pricilla to make me the laughingstock of the senior dance.”

My blood pressure climbed, and Grace stared at me with such fever that my heart skipped a beat. “That must have been terrible.”

“Don’t pretend like you know what it’s like. A gorgeous woman like you wouldn’t have any worries when it comes to men.”

My recent blunder with con man Rhett popped into my mind, but now was not the time to compare notes, not with a loaded gun pointed at me. “What happened?” I waited, pressing my lips together, letting her continue, uninterrupted.

“I got her a beauty and embarrassed the cow and her parents in front of the entire town. She got all that she deserved and more. That would have made us even, but I didn’t account for the fury she would unleash on me at the school dance. I left the dance and drove home, tears streaming down my face, and my life ruined. It was then that Pricilla’s car rammed mine and pushed me over the embankment by the river. My injuries were so extensive that my parents took me, and we left town in search of the best plastic surgeons in the world. Pricilla came here to Heathcoat Falls.”

“Now what?”

Grace raised the gun, her hands steady. “Now . . . I finish what I started.”
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My gaze locked on the gun, and my pulse thrashed against my temple. Movement behind Grace outside the bay window drew my attention, and a burst of adrenaline shot through me.

Cooper? Thank goodness. The cavalry is here, and I didn’t have to use my magic.

He pointed to his chest, then to the door, then made a shushing motion with his finger to his lips. I held my breath—message received loud and clear.

“I am truly sorry for what happened to you, but do you think adding murder to your belt is really the way to solve the problem?” I asked, pushing the hair from my face.

“What’s one more body to add to my growing list? First, I made the boy from school who made me a laughingstock suffer through an agonizing death, and then Pricilla. That gave me great satisfaction. And now you.” Her tone lightened. “This will be another one of those times my acting skills come in handy.” She stood tall, turning on the puppy-dog eyes and fluttering her eyelids. “You see, Officer, she came at me, and I was only defending myself. I was walking past and saw someone inside, and when I came in, she charged at me. She must have thought I was a burglar. The gun went off accidentally.” 

Grace let out one huge cackle, and my hands grew clammy. I stared at her, unsure what to do next, when the click of the front door bounced off the hollow walls, and Grace whipped around, pointing her gun straight at Cooper and Cora, who was half-hidden behind him.

His hands shot out. “Easy, there’s no need for more bloodshed.”

The sight of Cora and Cooper in danger sent a cascade of icy chills up my spine.

You’ll not hurt them on my watch.

I lunged for a copy of Matilda’s book and my shaky hand hurled it at Grace’s head, missing by millimeters. It sailed across the sales counter, heading for the door behind it. All eyes were on the book, except Grace’s. She focused her aim on Cooper and Cora. I waited for the impending thud as the book crashed against the door, but there was none. The book vanished through the door as if it wasn’t even there.

What the . . .? Where the hell did the book go?

Grace raised the gun higher, and a fresh bout of adrenaline ignited my insides. Lunging once more for a book, I held it behind my head, took aim, and let it go. 

This one floated through the air as though in slow motion, smacking into the back of Grace’s head, knocking her down. The gun skidded across the floor and became lodged under the tapestry chair by the window.

Cooper rushed to where Grace had fallen and yelled, “Freeze!”  He pulled out his gun and pointed it at her. Grace looked up at him, let out a sigh, and flopped back onto the floor closing her eyes in resignation.

My breathing sped, and I sagged against the nearby bench, thankful that this ordeal was over. Keeping his gun on Grace, Cooper looked up at me, then at the door where the book disappeared, and then at me.

Great, how am I going to explain this one?

Backup arrived and took Grace into custody. Cooper holstered his weapon and chatted with the last officer before he left. Then, he turned his attention to Cora and I standing at the base of the spiral staircase.

“What are you going to tell him about the book?” Cora whispered.

I shrugged. “I have no idea.” If only mind reading were a power I possessed, I could know exactly what he was thinking. He strode across and joined us, rubbing his chin.

“I am not going to pretend I didn’t see that book disappear through that door behind the counter. You both know I did. What I want to know is how did it happen?”

“What book?” Cora asked as innocently as her voice would allow.

“Don’t do that,” he said, his tone hurt. “Don’t play me for a fool. I know what I saw, and we’re not leaving here until I hear the truth.”

I looked at Cora, her fingers pinching at the skin on her neck. My throat constricted, but there was no way out, except to confess. “Are you sure you’re ready for the truth? More to the point, will you believe it?”

His brow creased, and he slowly nodded.

I glanced at Cora, and she nodded. “The only reason I’m going to tell you this is because we grew up together in this town and I trust you, but you have to promise that what I’m about to tell you stays between the three of us.”

“I can’t promise . . .”

I stood tall and twisted my fingers together. “Then I can’t tell you.”

His hand shot up defensively. “Wait a minute. You can trust me.”

“Then promise, not as a police officer, but as a friend.” My chest tightened as though it were being twisted in a vise.

His expression softened, and the Cooper sparkle returned to his eyes. “That I can do. As your friend, I promise to keep whatever you tell me between the three of us.”

I paused a moment, then nodded and grabbed Cora’s hand in mine. Swapping a glance, she smiled, and I let the words flow from my lips. “You see, the reason the book went through the door is because Cora and I are witches and there is magic here in this bookstore. It’s been in the Wakefield family for generations.”

Cooper stood frozen to the spot like a statue. Was he even breathing? The silence dragged out and a rush of heat bombarded my neck and ears. 

A slow smile turned up the corner of his lip, and he shook his finger at me. “I knew it. I knew there was some sort of unknown power here. I just didn’t know what it was. How else would you explain the strange things that happen around town?”

Cora’s eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me?”

His eyes brightened; his genuine smile knotted my chest. I rubbed my temple. “Wait a minute. Am I hearing this right? You believe me?”

“I do.” He lifted his hand to his chest.

“And you promise not to tell anyone? It has to stay a secret for our safety and the safety of Heathcoat Falls.” I waited for his acknowledgement.

“I promised, and my word is my bond. You can trust me, Paige. Right now, I need to get down to the station and sort out Grace’s arrest, but when I’m done, I want to hear the rest of the story. Deal?”

“Deal,” Cora said with a huge brimming smile on her face. 

This definitely gives new credence to the name Sergeant Smarty-Pants.




* * *
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Marcus Fischer eased into an empty space near the back of the room, careful not to bump the elderly man to his left. He’d much rather be drinking a beer with his softball team at the bar than sipping chardonnay with these swanky college library donors. Old Spice and strong perfume mixed with the musty scent of old books. He’d give the Morton College Friends of the Library Night one hour, max.

Morton College’s Board Chairman Alan Hershey stood in front of glass-fronted bookcases next to an easel holding a large, framed object shrouded in black cloth. “Tonight, I’m happy to present the amazing letter from Ernest Hemingway to our hometown celebrity, distinguished poet and author, Clifton Lockett!”

Hershey beamed at a smartly dressed older woman waiting on the other side of the easel. “Without further ado, Ms. Lockett will you please do the honors?”

 She removed the drapery from the frame and smiled nervously at the assembly, her cheeks flushed. 

Fischer assessed the forty or so formally dressed guests shoehorned into the Special Collections Reading Room. Leather armchairs and oak end tables were shoved against the walls leaving the space in the middle for mingling. Although judging by the hair color of most of the attendees and the portable oxygen tank tethered to the guy next to him, Fischer thought more seating would have been a better choice. 

“Shall we start the bidding at $500? Who’d like to bring home this page from literary history? Do I hear $500?” Hershey said.

Next to Hershey stood Meg O’Brien, the college’s sign language interpreter. When her eyes met Fischer’s over the crowd while she was signing, she winked hello. Meg worked at most of the public events, so he saw her often on campus. On weekends, he sometimes hung out with her family because he was friends with her husband.

From the back, someone grunted, “$500!”

“$500, yes!” Hershey adjusted his lapel microphone. “Let’s try $1,000? Might I remind you how much we truly appreciate your financial support for eager young scholars. Morton College is fortunate for the Lockett family’s patronage. Anyone?”

Another bid sounded from the left side of the room.

“$1,000! Thank you, sir.” Childish delight flashed on Hershey’s boxy face. “I’ve always wanted to do this. How about $2,000?” 

A hipster wearing a bow tie raised a hand shoulder height and caught Hershey’s attention. 

“$2,000! Do I hear $3,000? $3,000 for this genuine historical letter for your office wall to show everyone who enters that you are a collector of quality. $3,000?”   

Feeling a nudge on his upper arm, Fischer turned and saw his friend Professor Shannon Bryant hold out his phone screen waist-high so Fischer could discreetly read the text. “This Lockett guy is famous?”

Fischer had never heard of Lockett before, so he shook his head slightly and grimaced. Shannon Bryant was deaf, so there was no need to speak anything out loud. Fischer had attended enough cattle auctions with his grandfather to know better than to wave hello or scratch an eyebrow lest the auctioneer think he was bidding. Wasting three grand on a boring letter between two dead guys was not his idea of a wise purchase. 

“I’ve got $3,000,” Hershey hollered. “Will you go 4? $4,000, please.”

As Vice President for Facilities and Maintenance, Fischer never aspired to be an academic. He wore T-shirts half the year, flannel button-downs the other half. Stuffy suits were for weddings and funerals. He was pinch-hitting for Cassandra Sato, another administrator who enjoyed these fundraisers as part of her job. 

And boy, did he hope she’d be grateful upon her return from the National Higher Ed Consortium in Chicago. Cassandra and he had been friends that dated for months now. It was time they officially pursued a serious relationship or give up. 

While stationed in Iraq, he’d learned life was too short for cheap beer or casual hookups. Both left a bad feeling the morning after. He liked Cassandra. She just seemed too focused on work. Did she want more?

“Now, you just hold on!” A sharp voice broke into Hershey’s patter. The lady who had revealed the frame was now stooped over, reading glasses perched on the edge of her nose, closely examining the letter. 

Hershey’s eyes shifted between the frame and the audience. His mouth opened and closed like a trout. 

Murmurs in the crowd rose until Ms. Lockett rounded on Hershey. “My father didn’t write this letter.” She pointed at the document. “In 1939, my parents spent the summer at Yellowstone National Park.”

“Ma’am, I don’t understand-” Hershey’s wide eyes pleaded with someone else to jump in and fix whatever this was becoming.

“I know my parents spent the summer of ’39 with Hemingway himself. Because I was born nine months later. Part of the family story had to do with an all-night party my parents attended at Hemingway’s hunting lodge.”

Meg had interpreted the whole exchange in American Sign Language (ASL), while adeptly sidestepping the upset donor. 

Fischer turned to Bryant and shrugged. Bryant raised his eyebrows a couple of times. Fischer nodded. This was getting interesting. 

“Where is that wretched librarian? Miss Judith! This is not the letter I agreed to donate for the scholarship fund.” Lockett’s daughter objected. “What are you people trying to pull?” 

A woman wearing a fitted suit and high heels tunneled through the group until she appeared by Hershey’s side and whispered into his ear. Fischer recognized her as the Head Librarian, Millicent Condon. Ironically, she was the least “librarian-looking” person in the bunch, with her stylish hair and glamorous makeup.

Four thousand dollars in pledges for the scholarship fund had already been pledged. However ill-advised, he didn’t appear ready to stop without a clear reason. Hershey said, “Ma’am, we assure you this was taken from the special collection your father donated to Morton from his estate. We’ve housed it here since the 1970s--“

“It’s a forgery!” 

Millicent’s eyes scanned the room. She beckoned to a lady with white hair pulled back into a French roll. “Here’s Miss Judith, our special collections librarian,” Millicent said through clenched teeth. “She’ll confirm everything.”

Judith came forward and smoothed her tailored jacket. “I had nothing to do with planning this event.” She shrugged at the head librarian. “You’re the one who had the letter framed.”

Hershey looked helplessly between the sparring librarians and reached out to Ms. Lockett. “Maybe your dates are wrong . . .”

“I know when I was born! No letter in the summer of 1939 was necessary because the Hemingways and my parents spent three weeks hunting, playing cards, and getting drunk together.” Ms. Lockett jerked her arm away from Hershey, accidentally bumping the frame off the easel. 

It crashed to the floor and splintered the glass. The crowd parted. Lockett sailed through them, jostling the man next to Fischer. Instinctively, Fischer grasped the man’s upper arm to steady him, while his other palm caught the oxygen tank which threatened to topple over. 

The reading room erupted with excited chatter. 

Fischer lifted the corners of his mouth. Maybe this was more fun than a night at the bar with his teammates.

He tapped Bryant on the shoulder and motioned for him to follow. Pulling keys out of his pocket, Fischer used his master key to open a nearby janitor’s closet and find supplies to clean the glass. He handed Bryant a whisk broom and dustpan and grabbed a garbage bag and a pair of work gloves for himself.

When they returned to the reading room, Fischer saw Hershey huddled in a corner speaking with Millicent Condon and two guys in suits. Bryant knelt and began sweeping the glass fragments, while Fischer gently picked up larger chunks of glass and broken frame pieces. 

Meg O’Brien crouched to their level and signed while she spoke. “Hey Fischer. What a mess, huh? Cassandra’s going to be sad she missed this one.”

Fischer smiled at the redhead, Cassandra’s best friend. Meg was right, Cassandra had only been at Morton College for a year, but she’d shown a knack for being in the middle of mayhem on many occasions. She seemed to thrive on it.

“Lucky for us, we have nothing to do with this one. I’m going to help clean up and head out. It’s been a long day.” Fischer pointed at Bryant and Meg. “Why are you guys here?” 

“I’m checking out the reigning chili cook-off champion,” Bryant signed. “Miss Judith has won five years in a row, but the rumor is she might retire soon. When I asked her secret for great chili, she just laughed at me.”

“Apparently she wants to win one last time,” Meg said.

“It’s fine. I’ll win without Miss Judith.” Bryant signed, “At least I got free cheese and crackers before my night class begins.”

Meg smirked. “And here I thought you came because you’re a Renaissance man, Shannon!”

“You promised to help me this week, right?” Bryant pointed at Meg. “I’m going to win the grand prize.”

Bryant dumped the glass shards into Fischer’s garbage bag and stiffened. His gaze darted over Fischer’s shoulder and back several times, then his lips moved in what Fischer guessed was “look, look, look!”

“Have some care, there!” Hershey scolded from behind Fischer. “Don’t damage our priceless antique!”

Considering the accusations made by Lockett’s daughter, “priceless antique” seemed more like an aspirational description. 

Fischer gently placed what was left of the frame, document, and backing on the nearest tabletop and faced him. “We got most of it. I’ll send a cleaning crew in after everyone leaves.”

Meg interpreted the conversation so Shannon Bryant knew what was happening too.

“Fischer, isn’t it?” Hershey squinted so hard his infamous helmet head hair lowered several inches over his forehead. “If there’s any chance that letter isn’t authentic, the whole Lockett collection is in question. I’ll expect a complete inventory on my desk by the end of the week.”

Fischer had never talked to Hershey before. He seemed to think Fischer supervised the library and media center. Fischer removed the work gloves and crossed his arms over his chest. “Wouldn’t the head librarian be better qualified for that?” Fischer looked around for Millicent or Miss Judith, but they were both gone.

“The library accounts are under your department’s budget, are they not? I don’t care who you talk to.” Hershey’s index finger drifted from Fischer to Bryant and Meg. “Just get this straightened out. That student scholarship endowment isn’t going to fund itself.”

As the three of them stared after Hershey’s departing figure, Bryant signed, “I think all that hair spray has finally leaked into his brain.”
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First order of business the next day was connecting with the library staff. 

The person who answered the Special Collections main phone line informed him that Miss Judith hadn’t made it into the office yet. Fischer checked his fitness watch. 8:17 a.m. 

“I need to speak to Miss Judith. Today. Have her call me when she gets in.” He rattled off his cell number in case she caught him out of the office.

Navigating the online staff database, he located Judith’s home phone number. A landline. After four rings, an old-fashioned answering machine connected, and Fischer left a message with his cell number again.

He added the two voice messages to the handwritten notes in his lined journal. Then tapped his pen against the desk. He wanted to begin the inventory but didn’t have access to the back end of the library database. 

Ten minutes later, Fischer logged another voicemail to a Carson address on Main Street. An online search led him to a comic shop/pawn store that also promised to find custom artwork for your home. That one didn’t open until 11:00 a.m.

Making phone calls and thinking in his office for thirty minutes was enough sitting time. Fischer grabbed his brown leather jacket from the back of his chair and left. Luckily, his office was at the end of a long hallway of the Osborne Administration Building, and he could exit the side door, thus avoiding unnecessary chit-chat with anyone milling between offices.

Across the quadrangle green space in the center of campus, the Library and Media Center was recently  updated with a bunch of large windows. During his latest trips to the library, he hadn’t noticed many actual books. They’d all been moved to make way for more student study spaces and media rooms. 

Since Fischer’s promotion to VP of Facilities and Maintenance in November, he’d rarely done anything with the Library and Media Center except approve their catalog database subscriptions. Hershey had made this Hemingway letter thing his problem. Millicent Condon, the head librarian, usually dealt directly with the college president, though technically the library budget was under Fischer’s department. 

College administration often didn’t make sense, but Fischer didn’t waste time worrying about it. Millicent and the Friends of the Library group seemed to have everything in hand.

Until yesterday. 

If the poet’s daughter was correct and the letter was fake, that would open a new can of worms. Maybe she was mistaken. A tinge of guilt stung in his chest. Ultimately, anything that went sideways at the library was his responsibility.

Even if Fischer couldn’t speak to Judith Stanhope right away, he’d do some reconnaissance. Once he confirmed that the college librarians had done everything by the book to manage the Lockett collection, he’d get the Hemingway letter authenticated, and hand off the reports to Hershey. 

How hard could that be?

Fischer approached the only open door in the offices behind the reference desk and found Millicent Condon frowning over her desktop keyboard. 

He knocked softly on the doorframe. “Hi, Millicent.”

Millicent’s hand smoothed her hair and tossed the long blond waves over one shoulder. “Marcus Fischer! To what do I owe the honor of a visit from those unforgettable baby blues?” She measured him slowly with her eyes from his head to his toes. 

He was already dating one person from work and flirting with another seemed like a terrible idea. He cleared his throat. “Can you show me around the special collections facilities?”

Her smile faded. “But Miss Judith’s not here and the reading room is available by appointment only. Someone has to be in the room at all times while the documents are out of storage.”

“Don’t you have a key?”

“Yes, but—" Millicent’s voice wavered. “That’s Miss Judith’s territory.”

Fischer pulled his keyring out of his pocket and flipped through his master keys. 

Millicent’s demeanor changed and she grabbed a key fob from her desk “Fine!” Her eyes shifted left and right as though she expected Miss Judith to appear and scold her for letting an outsider into the archives. 

He tried making small talk while they took the stairs to the reading room. “When was the last big inventory?”

Millicent shrugged. “Most of my year has been spent updating the online catalog system. Miss Judith handles the antiques. Kind of fits, right?” She chuckled at her joke.

Fischer ignored the dig at Judith’s age. “I’m in a time crunch here with Chairman Hershey. What time does Miss Judith usually get to work?” 

“Well . . .  her Sciatica has been acting up. Some days she just can’t get out of bed. I have my own health issues, so I understand that everyone isn’t at 100% every day.”

He kept his lips together and waited for a direct answer.

“Mondays are rough,” Millicent sighed. “On Fridays, usually Miss Judith leaves after lunch.”

“But you’re her boss, right? Is she doing any of the actual work around here?”

“You don’t understand. She’s older than my Granny. She applied for my job, but I was hired instead. She’s been passed over several times before. It’s hard telling her what to do.” 

Millicent handed him a legal-sized, leather-bound ledger. “This is the main logbook for the reading room. Few of our holdings are scanned. I’ve included basic bibliographic information in our online catalog, but the only way anyone can view the documents is in person.”

Starting at the front of the book, the log sheets began in 1967. The latest entries were about two-thirds of the way through the ledger.

“Occasionally a grad student writes a thesis with a local connection and uses our books,” Millicent said. “I plan to scan and digitize everything into an online repository so scholars from around the world can use our resources.”

“What are the most famous things in Morton’s collection?”

“Well, the Hemingway letters are pretty good. But they aren’t rare. We also have some Johnny Carson and Ted Koosier.”

Fischer’s finger trailed down the page. “All the signatures are Miss Judith’s. She does every single check-in?”

“I told you this is her space. She makes the appointments. I’ve seen her in a snit before, and trust me, it’s not worth it.”

“Last night, Judith said you had chosen the Hemingway letter and had it framed.”

Millicent’s shoulders raised as she took a big breath. “I finally put my foot down and insisted that I plan the fundraiser. How can I be seen as department head if I’m not in charge of special events? Ms. Lockett told me what she wanted so I came down and chose one of the letters.”

Another notation in the log listed Ronnie Martinez, handwriting expert. His name appeared several times the previous year. “Who’s this person?” 

Millicent looked over his shoulder. She was only a couple of inches shorter than him, and her shampoo smelled like citrus fruit. “Ronnie owns Ronnie’s Pawns and the comic bookstore. 

 “The pawn shop owner is a handwriting expert?” Now he was starting to sound like one of these snooty academics. Fischer winced. 

“Uhh . . . I don’t know,” she stammered. “Miss Judith hired him. I just assumed he knows what he’s doing.”

“If hardly anyone uses the collections, why does Martinez come here?”

Millicent’s finger pointed to the most recent entry. “I remember reminding her that a form was due to the historical society around that time. Miss Judith was gone, so I called Ronnie.  He compared the signatures, said they were the real deal, and I was able to submit the form on time to the state historical society.”

“If you called Ronnie Martinez, why are Miss Judith’s initials in the logbook?”

Millicent looked down, her cheeks bright red. 

Understanding dawned in Fischer’s mind. “So no one would know that Miss Judith wasn’t in the office and hadn’t done her job?”

“Look, she can be a fussy old bat. I was responsible for turning in the form. But . . . I may have signed her initials on the log so she wouldn’t get riled up about me going behind her back.”

Fischer closed his eyes and summoned patience from deep inside. “I don’t blame you for doing your job. But now we all might be in hot water. Because I don’t know which collections are verified and which ones we need to re-check.”

Millicent turned away and sat hard on a leather armchair. Her chin drooped. 

“Okay, I need to know the exact details for the Hemingway letter and the complete Lockett collection.” Fischer didn’t have time to coddle her. “Can you pull a report?”

She wiped under her eyes and sat up straight. “I think they’re stored by collection on the shelves. I’ll get a student assistant to help.”

“I’d like to take a photo of the letter from yesterday’s party and see some of the other documents in the collection.”

Millicent fidgeted. “Can’t this wait until Miss Judith comes in?”

Fischer stared at her until she got uncomfortable enough to move into action without Miss Judith. She went into the back storage area and returned with a box. 

As she removed documents encased in archival plastic sleeves, Fischer asked, “Let me see the signatures again. When were they donated?”

She glared at him, went back inside, and came out with the 1939 Hemingway letter. “I already told you I can’t answer these questions. This isn’t my area of expertise. Miss Judith is going to have my hide if these items are out of order.”

Fischer used his phone camera to take photos of several letters between Lockett and Hemingway, including the one in question. He got a close-up of several samples of Hemingway’s signatures. “We need proof for Lockett’s daughter that everything has been properly managed.”

Although if the leather logbook was any indication, he had very little confidence in the current inventory system. 

Millicent nodded. “Lockett’s daughter must be mistaken on the years.”

“Good thinking. I’ll talk to Ronnie Martinez and-“

Fischer’s watch buzzed and an alert appeared on the screen. Fire in the Student Center. “I have to check on this alarm. It’s the fourth time in a week.”

He left Millicent and hurried across the quad to the Student Center. Following his nose to the smoky second floor, he was still on the staircase when the fire engine stopped out front. A small crowd had gathered near the stairs, everyone trying to decide if this was a false alarm or a true emergency and whether they really needed to stand outside or not.

They parted to allow three volunteer firemen in full gear to walk down the hall until they reached the staff break room. Fischer followed behind them, peeking into offices and mostly empty conference rooms along the corridor.  

Inside the staff kitchen, Shannon Bryant stood on a chair waving a towel near the smoke detector. Meg had opened the nearest window. A charred lump smoked in a large cast iron skillet on the stove. One deep breath of air laced with spicy chili peppers made Fischer’s eyes water. A large pot bubbled next to the skillet and chopped vegetables and cooking paraphernalia covered the countertops. 

Another staff member Fischer recognized from the IT department placidly stirred something inside a crock pot on the countertop, undeterred by the alarm and commotion. 

Fischer laughed quietly and wiped the tears from his cheeks.

A firefighter grasped the offending pan with his gloved hand and headed outside to dispose of the mess. The others reset the alarm and opened another window before leaving.

Fischer pulled out his phone and typed a text. Three-alarm chili is not really supposed to set off the fire alarms. It’s an English idiom. When Bryant came back to the floor, Fischer showed him the phone screen.

Bryant signed and Meg spoke what he said. “I know it’s an idiom. But in my case, it means my chili is the real deal. I gotta beat Miss Judith and that IT guy.”

“Maybe. But this is the second time you guys set off the smoke detectors. Burning down the Student Center would wreak havoc on my budget.”

Meg shrugged and put both hands in the air. “I thought he should caramelize the veggies before adding them to the chili. But Mr. Spicy over here was in a hurry and turned the burner way up high. Caramelizing is a slow process.” She emphasized the sign for slow by dragging her right fingers slowly up her left arm, then finger waving at Bryant.

“I told you I set it to medium,” Bryant signed, “I don’t know how it got so hot.” He pointed at the IT guy who studiously ignored them and stirred his soup. “My daughter’s birthday is next month, and I must win the $200 prize package for her. Where did Miss Judith go?” 

“I’ve been trying to talk to her! Miss Judith was here?”

“The contestants brought our chili entries to cook all day.” Bryant made the where sign and shrugged at Meg. “Miss Judith realized she can’t compete with my chili recipe and left with the firemen.”

“If you say so . . .” Fischer laughed because Bryant was wearing an apron with the words, I KISS BETTER THAN I COOK across the chest. 

“Liz Martin from the education department is one of the judges.” Bryant raised his dark eyebrows a few times. “I’m going to woo her with food.”

Meg rolled her eyes. “If we hurry, we can clean up and restart. But this time, let me sauté the veggies.” She grabbed the trash bin.

“Any answers about the letter last night from the library?” Bryant signed.

Fischer said, “I went back this morning, and the record-keeping is pretty old-fashioned. It looks like few people even use the collection.”

“I was thinking about it more last night,” Bryant signed. “My father loves buying art, but not sure if everything he gets is 100% authentic.” Bryant made the so-so gesture, and his facial expression was skeptical. “Sometimes he buys low, and the items don’t have all the proper paperwork.”

“Wow, your dad has enough money to be an art collector?”

“He was an early investor in Berkshire Hathaway. The A stock.”

Those shares trade for nearly half a million dollars each! Bryant’s father had enough money to buy whatever art he wanted. Fischer made a low whistle. 

“Are you saying your dad might know some less scrupulous dealers? Who might know where to buy an authentic letter from Ernest Hemingway?” Fischer made air quotes when he said authentic.

“Like that,” Bryant affirmed. “I don’t have class this afternoon. We could drive to Omaha and see him.”

Fisher knew how to sign yes. They planned to meet after lunch.
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Fischer picked up Bryant in front of the Student Center after lunch and he adjusted the radio to a sports talk station where a guy was breaking down the upcoming NFL matchups. It would take almost an hour to get to Omaha. Fischer had never driven anywhere with a passenger who was Deaf. 

Suddenly the vast amount of things Fischer didn’t know about being deaf hit him. Was it impolite to listen to the radio if Bryant couldn’t hear it too? How did deaf people chat on long drives? He had questions but didn’t want to be rude. 

Luckily, Bryant rescued him by typing into his phone and handing it to Fischer. “Don’t worry about not knowing ASL. Go to Dodge Street and I’ll give you directions from there. Oh, and I want to stop at the gourmet spice store not far from my dad’s place. I want a secret ingredient for my chili, too.”

Fischer did a thumbs up and pulled onto the road. While Bryant read emails on his phone, Fischer planned what he’d ask Bryant’s father. He looked at Bryant’s profile in the passenger seat.  He’d forgotten to ask whether his father was deaf, too.

Bryant rapped twice on the front door of a two-story home in an ordinary neighborhood and opened it up, knocking more as they stepped inside the foyer. Fischer made a small 360-degree turn as he took in the grand staircase, the doorway into a darkened formal sitting room, and one large, framed piece of expensive-looking artwork. The house was older, but not as fancy as he’d expected once he realized Bryant’s old man was a multi-millionaire. 

A silver-haired version of Shannon Bryant came forward to greet them. “Good to see you, son,” Mr. Bryant’s face lit up as he went in for a quick hug. “Is something wrong with your daughter, Jessica?” As he talked, the elder Mr. Bryant faced his son and exaggerated his lip movements. “I thought you were coming over on Friday?” He signed the word Friday, but everything else he just pronounced carefully. 

Bryant held up his palms and his voice came out in a throaty whisper. “Jessica is fine. We’re on for Friday. Meet my friend, Fischer.” 

He’d never heard Shannon’s voice before and didn’t even realize he could talk. Fischer’s eyebrows shot up and his mouth dropped open. 

Before Fischer could say anything, Bryant’s dad said, “Nothing’s wrong?” He leaned in closer and rubbed his thumb and index finger together. “You need money? The truck broke again? I’ll give you my guy’s number.” He pulled out his phone and started scrolling through contacts.

Bryant’s eyes closed briefly like he was counting to three internally, but it was the only indication he was frustrated. Covering his father’s phone with a palm, he said, “Dad. The truck is fine. We want to talk about art.” Bryant used an imaginary pencil to draw on his palm and the air in front of him. Then he pointed at the large frame in the entryway.

“What do you mean, art?” He noticed his son pointing at the landscape. “Ohhhh, I get it.” Mr. Bryant beckoned to Fischer. “Follow me!”

Bryant went to the kitchen to get a few glasses of water. His father gave Fischer a tour of the paintings in the sitting room. “Fischer, is it? What kind of name is that?”

“It’s my last name but most people just call me that instead. I work with your son at Morton College.”

“Are you sure he didn’t get into some trouble?”

“Sir?”

“Well, he’s deaf you know,” Mr. Bryant lowered his voice, “and his mother worries that people will take advantage of him.”

Fischer had seen his friend navigate complex situations at work, some involving dangerous criminals. He attended CrossFit classes and practiced martial arts. Shannon Bryant was a college professor. 

Bryant’s dad was the kind of guy who could have an entire conversation by himself. 

When Bryant came back, he handed Fischer a tall water glass. He had a lined notebook and showed his father a page. His father read from it aloud, “Do I know anyone who sells letters between famous people?”

His dad actually stopped talking and thought about it. He walked over to a large antique desk, pulled out a drawer, and rifled through folders. “Did you know that Babe Ruth was a letter writer?”

They both shook their heads.

“I got these from an online auction a few years back when his estate was looking to downsize their holdings. They were a steal!” He spread out a stack of pages on the empty surface of the desk. 

“How did you find out about the auction?” Fischer asked.

“I have a guy who keeps his eyes open for me. He knew I was a baseball fan.”

“How do you know these are authentic?”

“I have a certificate here somewhere.” 

Shannon made a money gesture to his dad. “How much?”

“Only $300! I told you they were a steal.”

While his father returned the letters to their place in his desk, Shannon made a skeptical expression at Fischer and his hand did a so-so gesture. Fischer didn’t believe Mr. Bryant either.

Shannon wrote on the paper and handed it to his father. “Would it be difficult to forge a letter from Ernest Hemingway? How would we know if a letter was real or fake?”

His dad walked to a bookshelf and removed an old hardcover book. He showed them several blank pages between the end of the book and the back cover. “If it were me, I’d find a book printed around the same time period and rip out a blank page. Then, I’d find vintage ink and a fountain pen or whatever they used in that time period. I suppose if you had enough samples of his handwriting and signatures, you could pull it off.”

Fischer wondered how many letters in the Morton collection were real--if Ms. Lockett recalled the correct dates for when her family had visited Yellowstone.

His father continued, “No reputable dealer will sell something without the certificate of authentication.” He looked around the room as though he was about to tell them a secret. “Sometimes the price is right, and one doesn’t ask too many questions.”

“Would you mind giving us your dealer’s name? We might need to hire him to authenticate some pieces at the college.”

His father copied the number and they left. They’d driven less than a mile when Bryant pointed to the side of the road and waved at Fischer to turn into the parking lot. Fischer parked and put up his hands to make a what gesture.

Bryant pointed at a fancy gourmet store. He pantomimed throwing a bunch of ingredients into a large soup pot and stirring it around. He acted like he held a spoon and scooped up a big bite of soup. Then he smiled broadly and patted his stomach in satisfaction. 

“Fine. But hurry.” Fischer tapped his watch. “I gotta get back to Carson.”

He waited in the car while Bryant went inside to buy whatever he thought was going to make his chili the winner of the cook-off. 

Spending a few hours with Bryant sparked more questions about his life. Obviously, his father knew very little sign language, and underestimated his son’s abilities. Also, Bryant could speak English! Why didn’t he speak all the time? 

There must be reasons for his choices, but Fischer didn’t understand them and felt reluctant to ask. Fischer didn’t like nosy questions about his past either. When the time was right, Bryant would confide in him.




* * *




When they arrived back in Carson, Bryant left to prepare for his night class. Fischer decided to catch Miss Judith in her office. The admin offices where Millicent had been that morning were dark. So was the ominous tension that settled into his shoulders. 

Fischer had begun his investigation under the assumption that Lockett’s daughter was incorrect about the letter’s dates or that there had been a simple clerical error. Now, forgery was a real possibility. What if Millicent was destroying evidence and covering her trail?

Fischer made his way to the basement, tapping on the glass-fronted double door of the reading room. When Miss Judith noticed him, she jumped in surprise, spilling a pile of documents onto the carpet. 

Her hand was still over her heart when she unlocked the door. “You gave me such a start, young man!”

“I’m Marcus Fischer, from last night’s fundraiser party.”

She wore the same kind of loafers his Nona preferred. “You’re the boss man who sends out those brilliantly succinct departmental emails. How can I help you?”

“I talked to Millicent this morning. I’m compiling numbers about the Lockett Collection for the board of directors.”

Miss Judith’s eyes fell to the table. “That girl is a dear, bless her heart. But she knows next to nothing about archives or special collections. I let the young folks take care of all the tech-y stuff.”

“If we’re going to convince Mr. Lockett’s daughter that Morton’s letter is authentic, we need more documentation.”

Fischer tamped down his impatience as Miss Judith slowly walked to the storage room wearing her orthopedic shoes. She returned minutes later with the leather ledger he’d already seen this morning. Her finger, with swollen knuckles, slowly moved down the page of entries until she found the correct one. “This says a complete inventory was completed in June of 2016. The appraised value was $730,000.”

Fischer said, “And our database contains the legal papers for each letter?”

“Son, our holdings stretch back long before computer databases. I remember entering each item into our records manually.” Miss Judith held up her left hand. “My arm was smudged with blue ink past my wrist from all that writing. Must have been the 1970s.”

If the Lockett letters were worth 750K, and it was only one of several special collections, the Morton College storage room housed a couple million dollars’ worth of stuff. No one had told him all of this when he’d taken the job. 

His gut twisted as he realized how vulnerable their setup was, security-wise. “Besides you and Millicent, who else has access to this storage room and the special collections?” 

Miss Judith sat back in her chair. “Two student workers are trained, but they aren’t allowed in here alone. I could just imagine them touching things with their grubby hands. The janitors come in for weekly cleanings.”

“Where do you keep the keys?”

“They hang behind the reference desk.” Her eyes darkened. “You don’t really think someone would tamper with our collections!”

Fischer found the entry he’d seen in the morning with the guy from the comic store. “Millicent said Martinez came because she had to submit something to the state historical society.”

Judith frowned. “The historical society? What rubbish is that?” She pursed her lips. “I didn’t know anything of the sort. Why would she tell you that?”

Fischer’s earlier doubts about Millicent grew stronger. He’d seen people steal and lie in every job he’d had, from his army days, to construction project manager. You’d think by now he’d be shockproof. He couldn’t understand how people who seemed to have it all, still wanted more. 

“I’ve been trying to reach Millicent for a while. Have you seen her?”

“Maybe instead of blaming library staff, ask yourself why the Locketts are determined to make us look bad?” Miss Judith’s voice was cross. “Are they having regrets about their donation and looking for an insurance payout instead? Shouldn’t you be talking to the daughter? She’s the one who had the wrong dates.”

Fischer put his hands up. “I’m simply trying to verify our collections for the board of directors. Can you pull the reports I asked Millicent to make this morning?”

“Millicent created that online database. I don’t know how to use it. I trust the paper logs.” She sniffed, “I don’t need this drama. Next semester, I’m retiring and moving to Costa Rica.”

“Thank you, Miss Judith.” He took a photo of the pages in the ledger pertaining to the collection. “Please don’t mention this to Millicent.”

Her soft, knobby hand patted his. “I know you’ll take care of this whole incident. If people can’t trust our library staff, no one will donate to us in the future. It’d be a shame.

Returning upstairs, Fischer thought about how to approach Millicent. He had no proof she’d done anything wrong with the Hemingway letter. But Millicent herself admitted to forging Judith’s initials on the logbook when the appraiser came to verify the documents for the historical society. 

Millicent’s office light was still off. Where was she? He checked the remaining two floors of the library, walking through the student computer labs, peeking into the study rooms, and checking the upper-level stacks. 

No Millicent. She could be at a meeting in another building. If you asked him, faculty had way too many meetings where business could be decided by email instead. Of course, no one asked Fischer because he was “just a maintenance guy” who knew zilch about academia.

He looked up Millicent in the staff directory and left a voicemail on her office phone. Her cell number was listed as private. 

Presumably, those letters sat in Millicent’s office while she was working on the report for Fischer. Supervisory staff didn’t just disappear from work at 10:00 a.am. and ghost everyone the rest of the day. Unless she had something from which to hide.

If he couldn’t find Millicent, he’d try Ronnie Martinez, the comic store owner. Fischer pulled his Audi to the curb on Main Street in front of the Home Team Bar. Through the windows, the afternoon senior citizen crowd played cards and Mahjong while they nursed cups of coffee. His phone buzzed with a voicemail from Chairman Hershey. 

“Fisher, Alan Hershey. Ms. Lockett has called my office twice today demanding we take action to punish the forger. It’s premature to admit there was any wrongdoing on the part of any Morton employees. I can put her off a few more days until we get answers.”

Fischer wanted answers too. First, he’d talk to Ronnie Martinez, then update Hershey.

Ron’s Pawn was nestled between the bar and the sheriff’s office. It was well-lit and organized with a seating area and coffee bar in the back. Nirvana played over the ceiling speakers. 

Ronnie Martinez sat on a low couch in front of a large TV screen playing Halo with another guy. He turned to greet Fischer and waved with one hand. On screen, a character got shot and fell to the ground. His friend yelled, “Dude! You’re dead.”

Martinez unfolded from the chair and stood a good six inches taller than Fischer. “Whatcha looking for?”

“Information,” He held out a hand. “Marcus Fischer. I work at the college and we’re updating our record-keeping systems. Have you consulted with Morton College’s special collections department in the library?”

Martinez shook his hand. “Yeah, I’ve done some work there. I kind of like the retro vibe in that reading room.”

“Do you remember the names of the collections you worked with? Was one of them the Lockett Collection?”

“That sounds familiar.” Martinez moved over to the counter and tapped on his computer keyboard. “About six months ago. Miss Judith asked me to authenticate signatures on some old letters.”

“Were any of the letters from Ernest Hemingway?”

Martinez’s eyes darted around his computer screen, but he didn’t say anything for a while. “I don’t remember. You should ask Miss Judith.”

Odd answer since the last time he’d worked for them, he’d helped Millicent, not Judith. Fischer had doubts about this guy. “Have any documents in Morton’s collections not been originals? Have there been any mixed-up records?”

Martinez shoved his hands into his jeans pockets and started walking toward the front door. “I just look at the papers Miss Judith shows me and double-check the signatures. Why?”

“I’m following up on a mix-up with one of the letters. Do you have a degree in handwriting analysis?”

Martinez held up two hands defensively. “Why so harsh?”

“Look, if you’re involved in anything illegal at the college, I’ll contact the sheriff’s office.”

“You got no chill,” Martinez slid a small paper out of his worn leather wallet and passed it to Fischer. “I earned this totally legit online graphology certificate. I sell authentic trading cards and sports memorabilia.” He pointed to an autographed Nebraska Cornhuskers white football encased in plexiglass hanging on the wall near the entrance. “Lotsa guys come in here trying to sell me bogus stuff. I know how to tell the real thing.”

Martinez was getting defensive and seemed anxious for him to leave.

“We’ll see.” 

Fischer sat in the car without starting the engine. He tried Millicent’s office number again, but she didn’t answer. 

It was time to call the campus security director, Andy Summers. For security reasons, the staff database didn’t show everyone’s cell numbers. But today was justification for why administrators should have access. “Summers, it’s Marcus Fischer. I need the head librarian’s cell number.”

“Uh, I’m in my car. Give me a minute to look it up. What’s wrong?”

“Millicent Condon is supposed to be working on an important report for me and she’s MIA.”

“Well, maybe she took paid time off?”

“It’s not like that. I saw her this morning and she knew my report was urgent.” He didn’t need to justify himself to Summers. “I talked to her co-worker. She isn’t on vacation.”

Summers rattled off the number. “Hey, Millicent has a flag on her record. Her cell number is private because she’s had problems with someone bothering her. So don’t stalk her, right?” 

“Right,” Fischer replied. “Look, I think there’s some missing documents in the library’s special collections. I don’t know everything yet, but I’ll call you if I can prove that one of our staff is involved.”

“I know nothing about special collections. But I’m at the library now and you’d better get over here.” Voices in the background of Summers’s phone got louder. “We’ve got a situation at the freshman study room. Some jokers set up a slip-and-slide in the hallway.”
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Millicent’s cell went straight to voicemail and Fischer left a message. As backup, he also texted. He wanted to believe the perky, pretty head librarian was legit. But for now, it looked like she and Ronnie were running a scam. 

He couldn’t understand why a smart woman would do something as stupid as auctioning off a forged letter.

By the time Fischer parked in the lot behind the Library and Media Center, there was already a college utility van backed up to the loading dock and the doorway was propped open. Two maintenance guys carried industrial shop vacs inside. Fischer followed them down the back hallway and around to the study area, braced for what he’d find. 

Near the wall, a large roll of black plastic, like you’d put over a garden bed to prevent weeds, stretched out for about twenty-five feet. It was wet and slimy. Fischer stepped closer and realized the oily-looking substance was Jello. He reached out a finger and scooped up a blob to smell. Cherry. 

Someone had opened the windows, letting in the chilly afternoon air. The workers rolled up the black plastic and heaved it into a large trash can, leaving water and red Jello stains on the industrial gray carpet beneath. They vacuumed and set up the fans. 

Andy Summers finished talking with two students and approached Fischer. “Those two were studying and came into the hallway where this was already set up. The kids who were using it took off. Neither saw who started it.”

“We just installed that carpet six months ago. What happened to ordering pizza for a study break?”

Summers gave him palms up. “I’ll write it up and ask more Freshmen for details, but I doubt anyone will tattle.”

Fischer checked his watch. Cassandra Sato would be arriving at the airport in a few hours. He was excited to pick her up, but first, he needed answers. 

Fischer left the library cleanup to his staff, drove to Millicent’s apartment, and knocked on her door. Curtains covered the front window, and a white cat stared at him from its perch. No answer. He tried the neighbor’s door, and an elderly man wearing a button-down shirt and sweatpants answered.

“I’m looking for your neighbor, Millicent Condon.”

“She left for work this morning when I got my newspaper off the front step.” The setting sun lit up the sky in colorful layers of orange and red. The man frowned. “Although usually, she’s home by now.”

Millicent had been away from the office for only six hours, but Fischer’s gut told him to follow up. What if she’d had a medical episode and needed help? What if the stalker that Andy Summers mentioned was still in the picture and had taken Millicent? He called the sheriff’s deputy, Scott Tate, and asked for a wellness check. 

Twenty minutes later, Fischer stood with his hands on his hips in the small living room of Millicent Condon’s apartment. “Sorry, Tate. I really thought she might be in danger.” 

Tate emerged from the small kitchen. “No harm in checking. We can file a missing person’s report tomorrow if you still haven’t heard from her.” 

Fischer texted Andy Summers to meet him at the library. He waited just inside the locked lobby until Summers arrived. “Thanks for coming back. I can’t shake this hunch.”

“Hey, whatever else we might think of each other, I trust your instincts. If you’re worried about Millicent, I am too. Where do you want to start?”

It appeared Summers wanted to avoid personal drama as much as he did. Tension in Fischer’s shoulders released. “I’ll search Millicent’s office to see how far she got on my reports before she left.”

Summers nodded. “I’ll start on the second floor.”

Fischer’s master key gave him access to the main office. When he flipped the light switch, a wave of disappointment hit him. He recognized two of the archival-style boxes on the floor near Millicent’s desk. On the desk, he expected to see stacks of papers or logbooks--some evidence that she’d started working on his reports. Instead, it was empty. A coat hung from the hook behind her door, but he had no way of knowing how many coats she stored there. 

He pulled out the bottom desk drawer. A small fanny pack covered extra socks and a pair of running shoes. He unzipped the main pocket of the bag to see if she used this as her purse. Inside was some lip balm, tissues, and headphones. No wallet.

As he flipped off the lights and pulled the door shut, he texted Summers. Office has nothing. I’ll start in the basement and meet you in the lobby when we’re done.

For the third time that day, Fischer took the stairs to the basement reading room. Using the keys he’d lifted from behind the reference desk, he let himself inside. Nothing was out of place. Judith and the students had gone home, and the only noise was the humming of the HVAC system. 

The storage room door was closed and locked. His predecessor had been known for the heavy keyring clipped to his belt loop containing master keys to every place on campus. Two-thirds of the buildings had been converted to an electronic keycard system, but not the library. While Fischer tested key after key, he made a mental note to upgrade the library’s locks next. Finally, the eighth key turned the knob and opened the door. 

Floor-to-ceiling industrial shelving, containing more cardboard boxes, surrounded a metal worktable. A visual tour of the names on the boxes helped him understand that there were at least twenty-five different collections. It had taken him seconds to count. Why had both librarians stonewalled him when he’d asked about the library’s holdings? 

Even just knowing there were twenty-five  big collections would have been a helpful starting point. That seemed manageable, and made Ms. Lockett’s claim that the college had made an error, less credible. Maybe Judith had been correct about an insurance scam. 

The rest of the basement contained open stacks and shelves. Fischer walked up and down the aisles between the stacks. At the end of several rows, seating groups and small wooden study desks were arranged against the walls. Buzzing from overhead, fluorescent lights gave the whole space a gloomy vibe. It would feel like studying in a bomb shelter.

In the far corner, on a side table lay a granola bar wrapper and an open book turned over like someone had set it down to save their place. He picked up the book and raised his eyebrows at the man on the cover wearing only his beefy pecs and a black bow tie. Probably this one didn’t come from the academic library. A shadow on the chair cushion next to the table caught his eye and he realized it was a cell phone. 

Raising the phone, he saw the first few messages on the lock screen: texts from Natasha, Denise, and Mom. And a missed call and voicemail from Marcus Fischer. His heart thumped. Millicent’s phone. His ego felt proud that he’d guessed correctly and something bad had happened to Millicent. The ego boost was quickly followed by dread as he looked around the empty stacks wondering who had taken her and where.

He texted Summers again. Millicent’s phone was in the basement. She’s nowhere near it. 

Calling the sheriff Summers replied. 

Fischer sent a quick message to Meg and Bryant who were at the student center for the chili cook-off. Problem at the library. Could you guys pick up Cassandra at the airport if needed? 

Fischer studied the area more closely. A navy cardigan sweater was tucked underneath the chair, but nothing else was out of place. 

His watch vibrated with a message from Meg. Sure. Keep us posted.

Summers joined him within minutes, his face flushed from hurrying. 

“Can you look up Judith Stanhope’s home phone number? Maybe she knows something about the reason Millicent requested her personal information be kept private. Like a former boyfriend’s name? I don’t know where else to start.”

“Deputy Tate is on the way.” Summers tapped his phone screen and showed the number on the display.

Fischer tried it. After four rings, Miss Judith answered her landline.

“Miss Judith, this is Marcus Fischer. We talked earlier this afternoon. Did your co-worker Millicent confide in you about her personal life? Specifically, if she was involved with anyone who might hurt her?”

“Hurt Millicent?” Judith made a small laugh. “The only thing that terrified Millicent was hard work.”

Fischer was over their personality clash. “If you remember anyone acting suspicious or arguing with Millicent, please let me know.”

After a pause, Miss Judith said, “I know about her and that so-called autograph expert.” She emphasized expert in a way that he knew was sarcastic.

“What do you mean? Were they involved romantically?” He couldn’t see them as a couple, but obviously, he was no relationship expert. What if Millicent and Ronnie Martinez were in an insurance scam together? 

“I don’t know about that, but I know she went behind my back to hire him.” Judith said, “She thinks she pulled one over on me by signing the logbook. I know everything that happens with the archives.”

Before she could launch into another diatribe about entitled Millennials, Fischer disconnected. Summers had made a loop around the basement stacks while Fischer had been on the phone. He came back just as Fischer put away his phone. “Judith Stanhope was no help. What if Millicent got scared that she was going to get caught for trying to pass off a forged document?” 

Summers pointed at the phone resting on the side table. “But she wouldn’t leave her phone.”

Fischer heard footsteps coming down the stairwell and Deputy Tate ducked below the doorway as he came into the stacks. Dressed in street clothes, he wore his county sheriff jacket with his badge on a lanyard around his neck. “I was at the gym.”

They filled him in and showed him Millicent’s phone. He tried tapping several places on the screen, but it wouldn’t unlock. “Technically she’s not missing yet, but I agree this is suspicious--“

A clanging sound came from the opposite corner of the stacks. All three men stared at each other momentarily while they decided if it was a mechanical system noise. 

Tate said, “I can go to Ron’s Pawn and talk to Martinez.”

The metallic scraping sound stopped them again. They hadn’t imagined it.

They moved closer to a section of automated compact shelving. Floor rails underneath the heavy metal shelves allowed someone to open and close the shelves and walk between them. The shelves stretched back twenty-five feet to the wall. When the units weren’t in use, they slid together to save space.

Fischer used his phone to find the 4-digit security code for the keypad on one of the end shelves. When he typed it in, the shelves didn’t move. 

More metal clanging. Then a shaky voice. “Hello?”

Fischer walked down the end of the rows, peeking through the cracks between the shelves.

“Hello!” yelled Summers. He slammed his palm on a shelf.

 “Get . . . me . . . out of here!” came a much stronger voice.

“Millicent!” Fischer yelled. 

For several minutes, they played a game of Marco Polo until they zeroed in on Millicent’s location. Fischer punched in the code on the nearest shelf and held his breath. 

The shelves parted about four inches but stopped. 

Fischer called into the darkness, “Millicent! Are you okay?” Silence. “Millicent?”

“No, I’m not okay! I’ve been stuck in this hole for hours. I can’t feel my legs. I have to pee so bad I’m floating.” Fischer could hear shuffling and books hitting the floor.

Tate squeezed into the crack between shelves, and Fischer and Summers pushed until Fischer felt his neck straining under the effort. 

“My poor kitty, Tinsel, must be starving.” Millicent whimpered, “She needs her insulin shot. I should have been home hours ago!” 

Fischer tried the code one more time. An awful screeching noise made him think the whole system was broken and they’d have to call the EMTs. Then, the shelf lurched to the right and Millicent screamed.

After a thump, Millicent crawled out and blinked under the fluorescent light. Fischer and Summers each took an arm to help her stand and carried her to the nearest chair.

 Mascara stains covered Millicent’s cheeks. “I. Quit.” Millicent buried her face in her hands. Her fingers were caked with dried, bloody scratches and her red nails were chipped. “I give up. That hag wins.”

Millicent had been pushed to the breaking point. Fischer backed up several paces to give her breathing room. 

“Everyone thinks she’s such a sweet old lady, but Miss Judith locked me away and, and . . . just left,” she muttered to herself. “Always blabbing about moving to Costa Rica. Said it’s the only place she could afford because of her lost college pension funds.”

Oblivious to her appearance, Millicent smiled at the three men staring at her. “I felt like Rapunzel waiting for a kiss from prince charming.” 

She tried tossing her hair behind her shoulder in a flirty gesture but her long, blonde waves were tangled into a scruffy mass. She felt around in the knots for several seconds. “Oh, I dozed off for a bit. Wondered what happened to my gum.”

“Are you hurt?” Deputy Tate examined her face and skin tone. “I can call the ambulance if you want to go to the hospital.”

“I just gotta pee. Right now!” She slid out of the chair and shuffled in her socks to the nearest restroom.

Fischer knelt close to the rails between the shelves and yanked out a wooden broomstick handle wedged underneath. When he tapped in the code, the shelves shifted properly. 

Summers and Tate were examining the broom handle when Millicent returned. She’d attempted to wipe off the mascara stains, but her hair needed professional help.

“I can’t believe I fell for Miss Judith’s trick! She told me she couldn’t reach down to the lower shelves to get a box of Hemingway letters. She insisted we needed them for your inventory.” Millicent’s shoulders shuddered. “One minute, I was on my hands and knees reaching for the boxes. Next thing, I heard a squeaking, and everything felt smaller. By the time I realized the shelves were moving, I was already stuck. I had to burrow through books to make enough space to lie down.”

 Her head slumped in defeat. “I hate to imagine what would’ve happened if you guys hadn’t found me.”

“Me too,” Fischer said. “I guess that means you weren’t running an insurance scam with Ronnie Martinez?” 

“Ronnie Martinez? That loser!” Millicent scoffed, “We went to high school together. He’s addicted to video games. He doesn’t even read books!” She looked scandalized.

Fischer’s watch alarm buzzed reminding him to leave for the Omaha airport. He felt pulled in two directions. When Summers got off his phone, Fischer said, “Hey, I gotta head out. Do you guys need me here?”

Summers shook his head. “We’ll get Millicent home safely and follow up with the leads. We’ll catch up with you tomorrow to file our reports.”

As Fischer left the library, he met Meg and Bryant just outside the doors. “You’re done? I thought you needed us?” Meg said, “We were looking forward to the road trip.”

Bryant signed, “I’ve been tasting chili the past hour.” He fanned the air behind him, held his nose, and laughed.

Fischer smiled at Meg. “You’re welcome to ride shotgun, but your gassy friend rides in back with the window cracked.”
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They didn’t hit any traffic between Carson and Omaha and pulled into the parking garage with fifteen minutes to spare before Cassandra’s plane landed. While they walked toward the terminal, Bryant frowned at his phone.

Fischer said, “You’ve checked that thing every fifteen minutes. Won’t someone text you when the judges announce the chili winners?”

“Hey!” Meg pointed at a large plate glass window where they saw an escalator inside the airport terminal. “Isn’t that Miss Judith!” A white-haired woman with a French bun pulling a suitcase rode diagonally up the escalator.

“If it’s her, we need to stop her from boarding a plane!”

Fischer, Meg, and Bryant hurried through the large revolving doors. A group of slow-moving travelers blocked their path, and it took a few minutes for them to weave upstairs to the second floor. Fischer mentally flipped a coin. “I’ll go left and you two get the right-side checkpoint.”

Fischer stood hands on hips at the back of the security line until his breathing slowed, watching everyone advance through the X-rays scanners. Judith’s white hair was easy to spot, but she was already talking to the TSA officer and presenting her ticket. Fischer’s heart quickened. 

There were about thirty people between Fischer and Judith. He looked over his shoulder for help, but Meg and Bryant hadn’t returned from the other gates. Dang, these lines were always so slow. 

Next, Judith moved to the conveyor belt and removed her shoes.  

Fischer called Andy Summers. “Hey Summers. I’m at the Omaha airport and Miss Judith is in the security checkpoint.”

“We’re on the way,” Summers said loudly. In the background, Fischer heard voices and a siren. “Deputy Tate found out Judith Stanhope has a ticket to Costa Rica. Be there in fifteen.” The call cut off.

Glancing back, Miss Judith made eye contact with him, and her eyes widened. 

Fischer wanted to slow her down until Summers and Tate arrived. Finally, it was Fischer’s turn to approach the middle-aged woman working the TSA podium. He pulled out his Morton ID and his military ID. “Look, my aunt over there has had some medical issues lately, and I’d really feel better if I could sit with her in the gate.” Fischer lifted his eyes and turned on the midwestern charm to high wattage. “Could you please just do me a favor and let me through? As soon as she gets on the right plane, I’ll come back out. I’d feel terrible if something happened, and she got confused about which gate was hers.”

The agent wasn’t having any of his warm smile. She handed back his ID cards. “If you don’t have a boarding pass, sir, you’ll need to step off to the side and let these folks through.”

“But ma’am, my aunt . . .” 

“No ticket, no gates. Next!” Her hand lifted high as she beckoned the next person in line to step closer. 

He moved to the wall but kept an eye on Judith. She’d seemed surprised when she recognized Fischer, but once she passed through the X-ray scanner, the corners of her mouth turned up. Fisher ran a hand through his hair.

Over the loudspeaker, a gate agent announced boarding for a flight number to Phoenix and invited anyone, who was elderly or flying with children and needed more time, to board the plane at this time.  

If Summers didn’t get here soon, this septuagenarian would outsmart them all. Meg and Bryant appeared at Fischer’s side. “We lost her.”

Fischer pointed at Judith seated on a bench putting her shoes on. “I don’t know if Summers and Tate will make it in time.” 

Bryant signed, “She’s a kidnapper. And a forger. She probably bribed the chili cook-off judges too!”

While they fumed, the last TSA agent called, “Ma’am, come back. We need to hand-search your bags.”

Judith kept the smile on her face, but her eyes shifted to the three of them. 

Wearing white gloves, the TSA agent removed everything from Judith’s bags and placed the items on a metal table. He spoke into his shoulder radio, and a couple more TSA people came over. The agent pulled a baggie filled with a dried brown substance out of her bag and held it up high. 

Judith nodded, acknowledging that the zipper bag was in her luggage. She yelled, “Get your paws off my Turkish oregano!”

Bryant tapped Fischer and signed, “Turkish oregano! That’s her secret ingredient!”

While the agents continued going through her belongings, Fischer smiled. He told Meg, “They think she’s got weed.” 

Another announcement came over the airport loudspeakers. “We are now finishing up final boarding on the nonstop flight to Phoenix.” 

Judith pointed at the gate for Phoenix and said something inaudible to the agents. Her cheeks turned red.

Fischer smiled. “Gotcha!”

Summers and Tate weaved through the travelers in line and spoke to the TSA agents as Judith was led to a separate section of the security area.

Summers shook Fischer’s hand. “Thanks for the call. Ronnie Martinez told us that Judith sold him a few letters from the Lockett collection a year ago for $40. When she realized no one had noticed, she started writing fake letters and they split the profits. If it wasn’t for Millicent taking the wrong letter for the auction, she would have gotten away with the whole thing. We suspect she also set up the slip-and-slide as a distraction.”

A few minutes later, they found Cassandra Sato heaving a hard-shell suitcase half her size from the baggage carousel. Fischer rushed the last steps to help her set it upright and slide her carry-on over the handle. 

When they hugged, he breathed in the light citrus scent of her perfume. 

Cassandra’s smile turned to puzzlement. “Hey, Meg! Dr. Bryant. That’s nice of y’all to come pick me up.”

“How was the conference?” Fischer asked.

“You wouldn’t think a higher ed conference would be full of drama,” she said. “But it was crazy.”

Meg said, “You missed a little drama here, too. Forgery. Kidnapping. It’s been a strange week.”

“Let’s stop for ice cream, my treat.” Bryant signed, “I lost the chili contest, but I’ll make a new batch that we can taste test tomorrow. Turkish oregano. Who knew?”




* * *
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High school smelled different at night—cleaner. Like on the rare occasion when my parents fought, sending my mom into crazy cleaning mode. Between the smell and the emptiness, the halls were practically unrecognizable as the place I spent most of my waking hours. 

“This is so stupid,” I said, twisting my sneakers with every step to make the soles squeak against the linoleum. “It’s bad enough we have to deal with Mr. Halsey during the day, but to have our final exam at night should be illegal.” 

Luke clapped his big hand on my shoulder. “Come on, Ry. It’ll be fun. When else will we get to investigate a fake crime scene?” 

If he weren’t so freaking hot, I never would have agreed to an elective crime scene investigation class. But if I never had to see another bloody body or gunshot wound in my life, I’d be perfectly okay. “You finalized next semester’s schedule, right?” 

“Yes,” he said with a laugh. “I wouldn’t punk out on our deal. But, honestly, I think Outdoor Ed will be fun.”

Hmmm, he had seemed to get the better end of our deal.  

“The hallways are spooky at night.” I moved closer, and he draped an arm over my shoulder. 

“I’ll protect you from the ghosts and—” 

“Shhh.” I stopped him. “Do you hear that?” 

“I was kidding about the ghosts.” 

“Not ghosts. It sounds like an argument.” I hurried toward the source of the muffled yelling from the library doors. 

I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it sounded like a man and a woman. And they were not happy. 

With my ear pressed against the crack between the two doors, the male voice became clear—Mr. Halsey. 

“Stay out of it,” he whisper-yelled. “It’s none of your business.” 

“It is my business,” the woman hissed. “And you know it.” 

“The past is the past. I can’t change it. I can only do better going forward.” 

Luke flashed me a questioning expression. 

“One more misstep, and you’ll regret it,” the woman said more loudly this time. 

As footsteps neared the doors, Luke pushed through as if we hadn’t just heard the exchange. 

“Ah, good,” Mr. Halsey said, his expression changing from fear to delight. “You’re the first to arrive. Please take a seat. I’ll explain the exam at the top of the hour.” 

I glanced at the clock above the librarian’s desk—six fifty-five. The exam began at seven. Hopefully, the other students made it in time. 

As the door Luke and I had come through swung shut with a clang, the librarian—Ms. Clairmont—walked out from one row of shelves near the door. 

“He was arguing with Ms. Clairmont?” I whispered to Luke. 

Luke shrugged. “Maybe he insulted one of her precious sweaters.” 

I swatted him on the leg. “Be nice. They suit her. Especially the cat one.” 

“Which cat one? I think she has fifty of them.” 

“Better to have fifty cat sweaters than fifty cats,” I said. “And I meant the one she’s wearing. I like the giant felt Christmas presents with cats peeking out. I think I’ll ask her where she got it and get one for myself.” 

“I’ll totally break up with you if you do.” 

“You wouldn’t dare,” I said. 

He glanced around. When he seemed certain no one was watching, he leaned over and kissed me softly. “You’re right. I wouldn’t dare.”

At six fifty-eight, a girl I didn’t speak to much—Kayla—scurried in, pushing her glasses up on her nose. 

She sat at the table closest to the door and farthest from us. 

At six fifty-nine and three quarters, according to the second hand ticking away, Troy and Christy hurried in the doors opposite the ones we’d come in with an uncomfortable-looking Jonas plodding in behind them. 

“Made it with time to spare,” Troy said, his air of overconfidence irritating. 

I groaned and leaned into Luke. Troy was a grade-A jerkwad. 

“Barely,” Mr. Halsey said. “Please take a seat. The exam is about to begin.” 

Troy and Christy sat practically on each other's laps at the table closest to the door. They were notorious for their PDA—public displays of affection—and they didn’t care if the teachers were looking. 

Jonas hesitated but eventually stomped over and sat at the table with Kayla. 

“Now that you’re all here,” Mr. Halsey said. 

“This isn’t the entire class,” Christy said, her voice high-pitched and annoying. 

“We broke the class into sections,” Mr. Halsey said. “The other sections are taking their finals in different rooms tonight.” 

That explained the weird invitation we’d gotten. I’d never been invited to the library for a final after dark. 

“In about ten minutes, we will begin the exam,” Mr. Halsey said. “You’ll be divided into two teams. We’ll give each of you a tape measure, a Polaroid camera, and a blank notebook where you can take notes.” 

He glanced over his shoulder and his student-teacher—Miss Jenny—walked out of the librarian’s office behind the desk as if on cue. 

She handed Mr. Halsey a sheet of paper without meeting his eye. He watched her walk behind the librarian’s desk to retrieve a large box. “Thank you, Jenny.” 

Miss Jenny didn’t reply. 

Mr. Halsey stared at Miss Jenny for a couple of seconds as she distributed the cameras and other items before he turned his attention to the piece of paper in his hand. 

With a nod, he looked up at us. “You will have one hour to gather information as a team, then fifteen minutes to complete the written exam individually. Once the hour is over, you will no longer be able to discuss the case with your teammates.” 

I glanced at Luke, who had the same look on his face as when he was about to throw the game-winning touchdown pass. At least we were getting to spend time together now. When we go to college, everything will change. Maybe even end. 

I shook the thought from my mind. Luke and I would be together forever. And with him on my team, I’d ace this final. 

“Since there are three tables with two people each, we’ll have one person from each table on one team and the other on the second team.” Mr. Halsey looked down at the sheet of paper again, then glanced back at us. “Well? Go! Get in your teams!” 

So much for spending time with Luke.

He patted me on the back. “Good luck.” 

Christy waved me over. “Guys against girls!” 

Kayla looked the same way I felt about being in a group with Christy. 

“Sounds good to me,” Troy said. “We’re gonna blow you girls out of the water.” 

Before we could come up with a witty comeback, the lights went out.
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Libraries are spooky enough without being as dark as a moonless night. 

“Turn the light back on,” Christy shouted, her voice edging on fear. 

“If I knew where the switch was, I would,” Troy yelled back. 

A guttural yell and a crashing sound came from the back of the library. The panicked shuffling of feet covered any additional noise from beyond the rows of books. 

“Someone get the lights,” Luke’s voice came through the dark. 

If only he were closer, I’d be holding his hand and feeling slightly safer.

Frustration welled up inside me. What was I thinking? I didn’t need a guy to feel safe. Or to turn on a stupid light. 

I maneuvered through the desks to the door opposite the one Luke and I had come in, then started feeling around on the wall. Finally, my fingers found the switch. 

When the lights flipped on, everyone shielded their eyes to avoid the sudden change. I squinted at the others. 

No one was where they’d been when the lights went out. 

Luke looked like he’d been trying to find the switch on the wrong side of the doors where we’d come in. Christy sat against a bookshelf, hugging her legs to her chest. Troy stood behind the librarian’s desk. Kayla was nowhere to be found. And Jonas was standing between the two rows of long shelving units. 

“Who turned the lights off?” I asked. 

Everyone shook their heads. 

“Where’s Mr. Halsey?” Christy asked, standing up and trying to act like she wasn’t afraid.

“Where’s Miss Jenny or Ms. Clairmont?” Luke asked. 

We glanced around. All three were missing. 

“Maybe they turned off the lights so they could leave us alone to solve the crime,” Jonas said, quiet but clear. 

“What crime?” Christy snapped. “Do you see any crime here?” 

“Did somebody say crime?” A woman popped her head in through the double doors behind me, causing me to jump about a foot in the air. “Oh, I’m sorry, darlin’. I didn’t mean to scare ya.”  

“Who are you?” Christy asked. 

“She’s the one we saw walking around the hallway before we came in,” Jonas said. 

“Dude, shh,” Troy said. “Don’t give them any clues. We’re on a team, remember?” 

Troy was right—this could all be part of the made-up crime. 

“Clues?” the woman with the southern accent asked. “What do you mean, clues? I thought this was just a final study session.” 

“This is our final exam,” I said. “And by the looks of things, we only have fifty-five minutes left. So, if you’re here as part of the game or test or whatever, let us know. Otherwise, we need to get on with it.” 

“I’m Mrs. Halsey—your teacher’s wife. I came to bring him some sandwiches, that’s all.” She held up a red and white plastic lunch box. 

“Great,” I said. “If you can find him, you can give it to him.” 

Mrs. Halsey looked around, then her eyes narrowed. “Oh, I’ll find him all right.” She stormed off toward the back of the library, looking down each row of books as she went. 

The guys had already formed a small huddle, leaving Christy and me staring at each other like deer in headlights. 

“Where’s that other girl?” Christy said. “The one with glasses?” 

“Maybe Kayla went to the bathroom when the lights went out.” 

“That would explain the door opening and closing.” 

“What door?” I asked. 

“I don’t know,” Christy waved her arms around. “With the echoes, I couldn’t tell if it came from up here or back there.” 

When she motioned to the back of the room, it reminded me of the guttural yell. “Let’s go back and see if we can find her.” 

But before we could make it to the back of the library, an ear-piercing scream sounded through the library. 

Christy and I ran to the scream with the guys’ group hot on our heels. 

When we rounded the corner at the end of the rows of bookshelves, we saw what Mrs. Halsey was screaming about. 

Mr. Halsey was lying face down in a pool of blood.
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“He’s dead!” Mrs. Halsey said, throwing her body on top of his. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Luke said, holding his camera up a photo. “You’re going to mess up the crime scene.” 

“It’s my husband, you idiot. This isn’t some stupid test. This is an actual murder.” She squeezed Mr. Halsey’s body tighter. 

I took a photo, wishing for a faster camera as the instant photo slid out like a tongue from a mouth.

Luke glanced at me and then at Troy, who shrugged. 

“Can I take his pulse?” I asked, laying a gentle hand on her back. “You can stay here with him.” She’d already messed with whatever evidence might have been on him. 

“You most certainly may not,” Mrs. Halsey said. “I’m a trained nurse. I will take his pulse.” 

She reached her fingers onto his throat—nowhere near where you’re supposed to take a pulse—then said, “Yep, he’s dead. Now, you need to find out who killed him.” 

“Maybe we should call 9-1-1 first,” Christy said. “They’re the professionals. We can’t deal with a real dead body.” 

I looked at Mrs. Halsey, who gave me a slight wink. 

“He’s not really dead,” I whispered to her. “This is our test.” 

“He looks pretty dead to me,” Christy said. “That’s an awful lot of blood.” 

I stuck a finger in the red stuff and smelled it. “Nope, not blood.” I put the finger in my mouth as Christy gasped in horror. “Tastes like corn syrup and hot cocoa mix.” 

“So, this is our test?” Jonas asked, his eyes widening. “Wicked.” 

Mrs. Halsey was still clutching her fake-dead husband’s lifeless body. She had to be suspect number one, but pulling her from him wouldn’t be the best course of action. First, we needed to take a better look at the crime scene and take some more photos.

I hurried to Christy. “Take notes and pictures of everything you see. We’ll question the suspects later.” 

“Who are the suspects?” Christy asked. 

“Have you been paying any attention in class?” 

Christy eyed Mr. Halsey, who—if not actually dead—could hear our conversation. “Of course I have.”

“Mrs. Halsey will be one suspect, Mrs. Clairmont another, and Miss Jenny the last.” 

“What about glasses girl?” Christy asked. “She disappeared at a convenient time.”

“My name is Kayla,” Kayla said, seemingly appearing out of nowhere. “And I didn’t kill Mr. Halsey.” 

I wanted to believe her, but the way she snuck up on us like that made her look suspicious. I hated to admit it, but that was a good observation by Christy.

I glanced down at the floor where bloody footprints led away from the body. 

“Let me see the bottom of your shoes,” I said to Kayla.

She wore pristine white sneakers. If they had blood on the bottom, it made her a suspect in my book. 

“Do it,” Christy said. 

Kayla nodded wildly, then lifted her foot to show the pure white bottoms. 

“Do you even wear them outside?” Christy asked. 

“No,” Kayla said. “They’re my inside shoes. My outside shoes are in my locker.” 

“Is there any blood on your outside shoes?” Christy asked. 

“Her locker is on the other side of the school,” I said. “There’s no way she could have killed him, run to her locker, changed shoes, and come back.” 

“Maybe her shoes aren’t actually in her locker,” Christy said. 

“Wouldn’t bloody footprints be leaving the scene if I’d have changed my shoes?” Kayla put her hands on her hips.

“Well, uh.” I pointed at the ground. “There actually are.” 

Christy’s eyes widened at the footprints leading around the stacks of books toward the emergency exit at the back of the library. 

“Nope,” Kayla said. “My feet are way bigger than that.” 

She gently placed her foot next to one of the footprints. 

“She’s right. Those footprints are tiny,” I said. 

Luke and the other guys were trying to get information from a very unwilling Mrs. Halsey. 

“But those footprints are definite clues.” I took a photo, then pulled out my notebook and started writing down everything I saw. 

The footprints were approximately one size larger than mine and made by what looked like either boots or heavy tennis shoes.

Mrs. Halsey wore heels. 

I followed the footprints to the emergency exit door. The sign on the long metal handle warned of an alarm ringing if I pushed it, but I didn’t have any other choice. I had to see if the killer had gone outside. 

I held my breath as I pushed the door open. 

After waiting a few seconds without the alarm sounding, I relaxed. 

I glanced behind me. The guys were still trying to get Mrs. Halsey to talk, while Kayla and Christy seemed mesmerized by the body and the fake blood.

Three feet of snow surrounded the entire door beside where it had already been pushed open once. The bloody footprints abruptly stopped, as if whoever had done this had simply lifted off into the air and flown away. 

But this was Big Mountain, not La La Land. And people didn’t fly in Big Mountain. At least not without an airplane. 

My guess was someone walked out here to make it look like they escaped, took off their shoes, and went back inside.

The snow was hard-packed, and when my eyes adjusted to the darkness, a pair of bloody-soled boots came into focus. 

Using the tape measure, I measured the shoes, then took photos with the Polaroid camera. 

“Hey, what are you taking pictures of over there?” Troy shouted at me. 

I hurried back in and closed the door as quietly as possible. “I thought I saw something on the wall,” I said, peeking around the bookcase between them and me. “It’s probably nothing.” 

Troy’s eyes narrowed as he hurried over to inspect the wall. 

“Don’t walk through the evidence,” Luke said. “See the footprints?” 

I smiled at Luke and motioned toward the door. Troy could fail for all I cared. But I couldn’t let Luke fail. 

“I don’t see anything on the wall,” Troy said with a laugh. “What a waste of time. If you fail this class, will you have to repeat the twelfth grade?” 

Troy always tried to get under my skin about my grades. Okay, so I wasn’t exactly the best student. “Pretty sure failing Crime Scene Investigation wouldn’t keep me from graduating.” 

“Don’t underestimate her,” Luke said, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and squeezing. “She’s just as smart as she is gorgeous.” 

Troy’s face flashed with anger, but he didn’t have a chance to say anything before Christy and Kayla walked over. 

“Everything okay?” Christy asked, coming to Troy’s side. 

Troy turned to her and plopped a kiss on her that made everyone uncomfortable. 

Luke and I turned away. 

“The murder weapon is behind the door,” I told Luke. “And the shoes that I assume made these footprints.” 

“Smart of the killer to ditch them,” Luke said. “Especially since we have no way of testing for DNA.” 

I smiled at him. It had been a point of contention in the class when Mr. Halsey told us about the final and that we wouldn’t have the use of DNA testing, autopsy, or lab work of any kind. 

“Rylie, get over here,” Christy said. “We need to talk.”
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Christy, Kayla, and I returned to the front of the library to get away from the guys. 

“Show me your pictures of the crime scene,” Christy said.

I laid all the instant photos I’d taken on the table and briefly explained them. 

“A woman stabbed him,” Kayla said.

“Explain,” Christy said.

“The shoes, to start,” Kayla said, not looking up from her notes. “They’re a woman’s size eight based on Rylie’s measurements. That’s a universal size, but it’s also the foot size of our three suspects.” 

“Three women?” Christy looked like she was trying to count to three in her head. 

“Ms. Clairmont, Miss Jenny, and Mrs. Halsey,” I said. Hadn’t she been listening earlier?

Kayla looked up at me and smiled. “Exactly.” 

“Mrs. Halsey wasn’t even in the room when it happened,” Christy said. “She was wandering the halls, trying to find the library.” 

“Or maybe that’s what she wants us to think,” Kayla said. “We need to talk to her to make sure.”

“And Mr. Halsey and Ms. Clairmont were arguing right before Luke and I walked in,” I said. 

“About what?” Kayla asked. 

“Couldn’t tell, but it sounded like she threatened him before we walked inside.” 

“Do you think that could be part of the final?” Christy asked. “It happened beforehand.” 

I shrugged. “Maybe or maybe not. I haven’t seen her since, but if anyone knows the library’s layout—even in the dark—it’s her.” 

“I still think it’s Miss Jenny,” Christy said. “It’s obvious she and Mr. Halsey were sleeping together but recently broke up.” 

Kayla and I both gaped at her. 

“What?” 

“How is that obvious?” I asked. 

“Do you know nothing about sex?” Christy hissed. “Right, you’re with goody-two-shoes Luke. Of course, you don’t.” 

I had half a mind to tell her exactly what I knew about sex, then stopped myself. It was neither here nor there. “Enlighten me.” 

“They’ve been flirting all semester. She’d giggle any time he asked her to do something. Then, as time went on, she became more comfortable around him until today, when she won’t even acknowledge his existence.” 

I had noticed that part. 

Kayla went back to her scribbling. “I think you’re right about them having an affair.” 

Christy and I both gaped at her. 

“You do?” Christy asked. 

“I help in the office at lunch. A few days ago, Miss Jenny came in with puffy eyes and asked to speak to the principal. When she walked out, she held a bunch of papers in her hands, and one of them said Official Complaint on the front.” 

“Maybe they weren’t sleeping together,” I said. “Maybe he made a pass at her, and she filed a complaint.” 

“If his wife found out about him either being with someone else or getting a harassment complaint, she could be the one who killed him,” Christy said. 

“I agree with you, though,” I said. “I don’t know that she would have had the time to get from the front of the library to the back, stab him, throw the shoes outside, and then get back to the front before we turned the lights on.” 

“Maybe Miss Jenny killed him,” Kayla whispered. “If he forced himself on her or something.” 

It was a plausible motive. 

“Let’s go talk to the suspects,” I said. “Maybe we’ll get more out of them.”
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The guys were still questioning Mrs. Halsey. At least now she was responding.

“Just tell us if you killed him,” Jonas said. 

Mrs. Halsey held her position over Mr. Halsey’s body, sobbing. “I didn’t kill him. I loved him.” 

For a split second, I thought I saw Mr. Halsey’s lips quiver into a small smile. I did my best not to laugh. 

“Do you have any idea who might have?” I asked. 

“This is our interview,” Troy said, stepping between Mrs. Halsey and me. “Go do something else.” 

In a flash, Luke was at my side. “She has just as much right to speak to Mrs. Halsey as we do. This isn’t a competition. This is all of our grades on the line.” 

Troy and Luke engaged in a stare-down as the rest of us waited to see whether one of them would give in or if they’d take their football tackling skills to the floor. 

“Whatever,” Troy finally said. “But stay out of the way. We were just getting through to her.” 

“Getting through to me?” Mrs. Halsey screeched. “You’ve just been here accusing me of killing my beloved husband. You’ve asked me zero questions other than if I killed him or why I killed him.” 

I pushed past Troy. “Do you know who might have wanted your husband dead?” I asked in a calm voice. 

“I absolutely do,” Mrs. Halsey said. “That conniving little job killer, home-wrecker, Jenny.” 

The guys looked at each other questioningly. We were one step ahead of them. 

“Why would Jenny want him dead?” Luke asked. 

“She tried to tell everyone he made a pass at her, but my dear departed husband would never have done such a thing. He was a man of morals. He loved me and only me.” Mrs. Halsey stroked Mr. Halsey’s hair, the sticky red substance transferring from her fingertips to his hair. 

He winced a bit. 

This time, I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. 

“What are you laughing about?” Troy snapped. 

“Nothing,” I said, dropping my smile to a frown. “Nothing at all. Mrs. Halsey, can you tell us more about how you and Mr. Halsey met?” 

“We went to school together,” Mrs. Halsey said, tears running down her cheeks. “We met in this very library.” 

For a teacher’s wife, she was an excellent actress. Though, what did I know? Maybe she was an actual actress. 

“You went to school here?” Kayla asked. 

“We did,” Mrs. Halsey said. “And it was love at first sight. We were completely inseparable. He proposed on graduation day, and I couldn’t say yes fast enough. We went to college together and then moved back here so he could teach.” 

“And what is it you do?” I asked. 

“I stay home, mostly,” she said. 

“What did you go to school for?” I asked. 

“I don’t think I want to answer that,” she said. “In fact, I’d like my lawyer now.” 

“You’re not under arrest,” Troy said. “We’re not even cops.” 

“Then why are you asking me so many questions? Are you even going to try to find out who killed my sugar booger, or is this some morbid curiosity you have torturing old women whose husbands had just been stabbed?” 

“Who said he’d been stabbed?” Kayla asked. 

“What did you say?” Luke asked. “Can you speak up a bit?” 

Kayla pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. “Why do you think he’s been stabbed?” Kayla asked more confidently. 

Mrs. Halsey glanced around. “Someone must have said it. And the blood. And I didn’t hear any gunshots, so I just assumed.” 

Kayla and I exchanged a look. 

“Either way, I’m done talking to you,” she said. “I’ll take a lawyer when the real police get here.” 

“We need to talk to Miss Jenny,” Jonas said. 

“Not if we do first,” Christy yelled and tore off toward the front of the library. 

Once we realized what was happening, we all ran after her, leaving Mrs. Halsey with Mr. Halsey’s not-so-dead body. 

Thankfully, Christy was speedy fast. She reached the office and locked herself inside with Miss Jenny before the guys could catch her. 

The guys tried to peek inside the glass. Since they were distracted, I pulled Kayla aside. “Let’s try to find Ms. Clairmont. Maybe she saw something or heard something.” 

“You do that,” Kayla said. “I have something I need to check quickly. I’ll find you.” 

I glanced up at the clock. “We only have twenty minutes left. Hurry.”
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The only place I could think of finding Ms. Clairmont other than in her office or at the desk was in the storage room, where they kept the fancy books that weren’t available except with librarian supervision. 

Sure enough, she was inside trying to stack books on a tall shelf. 

“Can I help you with that?” I wasn’t much taller, but my extra couple of inches gave me a slight height advantage. 

“That would be great,” she said, wiping the sweat from her forehead. 

I glanced at her to see if there was any evidence that she’d been involved with the murder, but her hands were clean, her T-shirt and skirt were clean, and she had on the same shoes she’d been wearing when we arrived. 

Once I had the books firmly on the shelf, she asked, “Why are you back here? Aren’t you supposed to be solving some sort of fake murder for your final?” 

“We’re a bit stalled,” I said. “Mr. Halsey is dead, Mrs. Halsey is refusing to speak to us, and Christy is talking to Miss Jenny. If I fail, it’s not the biggest deal in the world. It’s not like I’ll be using these skills in the real world.” 

“Then why did you take the class?” 

“My boyfriend and I made a deal that if I took an elective of his choice, he’d take one of mine. He wants to be a police officer, so this was a natural choice for him.” 

“And what did you choose?” 

“Outdoor Ed,” I said with a shrug. “He could use some toughening up.” 

She laughed. “You should have taken auto shop. I recently got a flat tire in the snow and had to call my brother-in-law to help. I should have known he’d be about as useless as a full battery with a broken alternator.” 

It was my turn to laugh. “What did you do?”

“Had to phone a friend,” she said with a shrug.

“Do you know anything about this case Mr. Halsey has come up with?” I asked, trying to get back on track. “Not that I’m trying to cheat or anything, but have you noticed anything different about the library—anything out of place? When I opened the door in the back—the one with the alarm—nothing happened.” 

“That’s probably because the power went out,” she said. “The alarm system takes time to reset when that happens.” 

“But I don’t think the power went out,” I said. “I think someone just turned off the lights. When we found the switch, they easily turned back on.” 

“That’s strange. I would have sworn it was a complete outage.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Because when they went out, I tried turning them back on too, but nothing happened.” 

“Where did you try to turn them on from?” I asked. 

“Back here,” she said. “I’ve been back here since your test started. I’m doing some research for my master’s degree.” 

I glanced around. A table sat on one wall in the back with a book opened on top. “Is this what you’re researching?” 

I reached for the book, but she stopped me. “Don’t touch it without gloves.” 

“Where are the gloves?” I asked, glancing around. 

She looked at her watch. “You should probably get back to your group. You only have eight minutes left.” 

Panic coursed through me. “Thanks,” I said, hurrying toward the door. I reached over and flipped the lights off when I was almost through. The room went dark. “Oh, sorry! I guess it’s a habit to turn off lights when I leave the room. My mom gets really mad when I leave the lights on at home. Wastes energy.” 

“Can you turn them back on?” she asked tensely. 

I did, and the room lit up again. 

“I guess the switch is fixed,” she said nervously. 

My heart raced in my chest. What if she really was one of the suspects?
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I nearly ran into Kayla as I hurried out of the storage room. 

“Thank goodness you’re okay,” Kayla said. “Were you just in the storage room with Ms. Clairmont?” 

“I think she did it,” I said. 

“Me too,” Kayla said. “I’m glad she didn’t kill you, too.” 

“This isn’t real,” I said. “She wouldn’t have killed me.” 

“She could have fake killed you,” Kayla said.  

“Is Christy finished with Miss Jenny?” I asked. “We only have about five minutes to get our story together.” 

“I think so,” Kayla said. “But first, I need to tell you something.” 

I stopped and turned back to face her. 

“Why don’t you tell me when Christy is with us so we don’t have to repeat anything? Unless you think Christy is the killer?” 

She shook her head. “No, I definitely don’t.” 

We ran to the front to find Christy walking out of the librarian’s office with a big smile. 

The guys hurried into the office to get their last-minute shot at talking to Miss Jenny. 

Before they closed the door, I grabbed Luke by the arm. “You need to talk to Ms. Clairmont. Carefully, in case she tries to fake kill you.” 

“Ms. Clairmont?” Luke looked confused. “What do you mean? She’s not part of this.” 

“She and Mr. Halsey were fighting before we came in,” I said. 

“Before the test started,” Luke said. 

I shrugged. “It’s just a hunch.” 

He looked torn between joining his friends in the office and going with my hunch. Finally, he nodded. “Where is she?” 

“In the storage room.”  

He ran to the back of the library, and I joined Kayla and Christy at the table. 

“You just gave him information, didn’t you?” Christy asked. 

“We’re not competing with the boys,” I said. “I don’t want him to fail the test. What did Miss Jenny say?” 

“Nothing useful,” Christy said. “She said she’s in love with Mr. Halsey. That they were in love with one another. She cried and said it was Mrs. Halsey.” 

“When I—” Kayla started, but Christy interrupted.

“Mrs. Halsey found out they were together, and she was on the warpath. That’s why she came here tonight—to check and see if they were hooking up.” 

“But they—” Kayla tried again.

“It was Mrs. Halsey,” Christy said. “That’s the answer. We’re going to ace the test because of it.” 

“Christy,” I said. “Let Kayla talk. She has something important to say.” 

Kayla took a deep breath, but before she could tell us what she had to say, Mr. Halsey’s voice boomed through the air. “Time is up. Everyone return to your desks, and we’ll take the test.” 

Kayla looked over at me, panicked. She had something she needed me to know, but it was too late. 

I shook my head. She couldn’t risk us getting in trouble for cheating by talking anymore. Even the guys silently went back to their desks as a very bloody-looking Mr. Halsey stood at the front of the room with Mrs. Halsey—also very bloody—holding tightly to his hand. 

Miss Jenny came out of the librarian’s office holding a stack of papers. As she distributed the tests to each of us, she and Mrs. Halsey briefly made eye contact, both of the women giving the other their dirtiest glare. 

Mr. Halsey seemed completely unaware of the situation. If any of this was true, I felt sorry for them. 

Love triangles are the worst. 

“You have fifteen minutes to write down your findings,” Mr. Halsey instructed. “Once you’re finished, I will photocopy them, and you will present them to the class individually.” 

There were six of us, which meant this night wasn’t even close to being over. 

I yawned.

The blank piece of paper in front of me had minimal guidelines other than: ”tell me what happened.”

I considered how I’d begin while I flipped through the photos I’d taken. 

One, in particular, stood out. Mostly because I hadn’t taken it.
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The photo was of a row of old senior pictures taken of each class. I’d definitely not taken it. I’d been nowhere near the old class pictures. 

I glanced up at Kayla and Christy, but neither met my gaze. 

As I looked more closely at the photo, a realization struck me. 

Ms. Clairmont and Mrs. Halsey are sisters. Twin sisters. Not identical, of course, but twins, nonetheless. 

A gasp rose in my chest. I inhaled, trying not to make it evident that I’d just figured out a crucial piece of the puzzle, but a bit of spit slid down my windpipe, throwing me into a violent coughing fit. 

“Rylie? Are you all right?” Mr. Halsey asked, looking relatively worried about me. 

“I’m fine,” I said between coughs. 

After what felt like an eternity of embarrassment—everyone looking at me with those pitying eyes that said “oh my gosh, she’s going to die”—I started writing. 

I had just put the period on my last sentence when Mr. Halsey said, “Everyone stop. Pencils down.” 

I shook my hand from the cramp forming and cleared my throat of the remaining tickle. 

Luke looked over at me with worry. 

I smiled, and he smiled back. 

It was over. This ridiculous class was over. And I’d be ending my time on a high note—I was sure I’d figured out every piece of the puzzle.




* * *




After Mr. Halsey photocopied all of our tests, he handed them back to us so we could present. As he did, Mrs. Halsey, Miss Jenny, and Ms. Clairmont stood side-by-side and expressionless at the front of the room. 

Troy began by accusing Miss Jenny of being the murderer. He said when they interviewed her, she broke down and admitted that it was all her fault he was dead. He also noted that she had blood on her pants—something Christy hadn’t caught. 

Jonas followed and said the same things as Troy, only with a bit more detail regarding the knife. He said she probably had it in the purse she always carries with her. 

“Miss Jenny, please open your purse and show us the contents?” Mr. Halsey said. 

This was the first time Miss Jenny hadn’t blushed or avoided his eye when he spoke to her. She opened the purse and tipped it upside down. 

“Ah, it’s empty,” Mr. Halsey said. “Good try, though.” 

Jonas sat back in his chair and dropped his head into his hands. 

Luke was next. “When we arrived at the crime scene, we saw Mr. Halsey laying face-down on the ground surrounded by a pool of a blood-like substance. Footprints tracked the same red substance to the emergency exit door. Mrs. Halsey disturbed the crime scene by throwing herself on top of her husband’s body. She told us she was a nurse, checked his pulse, and declared that he was dead.”

Luke glanced up from his paper at Mr. Halsey. “We presumed this was the test, and that you weren’t really dead when she gave us a slight wink. I took photographs of the scene, which are to be included for all of my team members.” 

Mr. Halsey nodded, and Luke continued, “Since Mrs. Halsey was outside the library and there’s no way she could have made it to the back of the library, killed someone, hid the weapon, thrown the shoes out the door, changed into new shoes, and then make it back out to the hallway before we found the light switch. I’ve concluded that Mrs. Halsey was innocent. I noticed that Miss Jenny never left the librarian’s office, meaning she likely didn’t do it. Which leaves Ms. Clairmont.” 

Ms. Clairmont didn’t smile or indicate whether he was correct. 

“Ms. Clairmont was wearing one of her signature sweaters when we arrived. Now, she is wearing a T-shirt—something she never wears at school. If we were to find that sweater—which I’m sure we would if we had additional time to search—we would find the blood-like substance on it from her stabbing Mr. Halsey.” 

He finished with a few small clues that, in my opinion, were irrelevant. I grimaced. He may have figured out about Ms. Clairmont, but he had nothing solid. 

“I’ll go next,” Christy said, standing before Kayla or I could. “It wasn’t Ms. Clairmont. It was Mrs. Halsey. She was jealous that Miss Jenny and Mr. Halsey were in love and were going to flee the country together. Why else would Mrs. Halsey even be here in the first place? She said she was checking up on them, but did she really think they’d be hooking up during a final exam? No. She came for one reason and only one: to kill her husband. She knew he’d been stabbed even though no one knew that definitively. How else would she have gotten that information?” 

I had to admit that I thought Christy had missed Mrs. Halsey’s knowledge of the stabbing. If she had given Kayla or me a chance to speak, I would have told her what I thought. 

“Do you want to go next, or do you want me to go next?” I asked. 

Kayla shifted in her seat. “You go ahead.” 

I stood and read directly from my paper.

“This exam began before we even walked into the library,” I said, causing the rest of my classmates to sit up straighter in their seats.
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I smiled and continued with my presentation. “When Luke and I came down the hallway, we heard a very loud argument between Ms. Clairmont and Mr. Halsey, which abruptly stopped when we walked in. But before it stopped, Ms. Clairmont—the wonderful actress she is—yelled even louder and with perfect clarity that he’d regret even one more misstep.” 

My throat threatened to bring back the coughing fit, but I cleared it and kept going. “So, we have a threat. Jonas, Christy, and Troy saw Mrs. Halsey looking lost in the other hallway. Mr. Halsey has been teaching here for years, but besides that, she went to this school growing up. She even said she met Mr. Halsey here in this very library. Which would mean she should have known exactly where it was. But she made a big show about being lost and waved off any help that Christy or the guys tried to give.” 

“Wrong!” Troy said. “We didn’t try to give her any help.” 

“Troy, please let Rylie have her say,” Mr. Halsey said. 

“Once we were all in the library, Miss Jenny came out of the librarian's office and showed Mr. Halsey a piece of paper. Those were our assigned groups. They’d been using Ms. Clairmont’s computer to tap into the school security system to make sure at least one person on each team had heard the argument and another person on each team had seen Mrs. Halsey wandering in the hallway.

“When the lights went out, Mr. Halsey rushed to the back of the library to get murdered. Don’t ask me why.” 

My classmates laughed. 

“I believe when we were all trying to get ourselves together, Mrs. Halsey slipped into the library and flipped the switch next to the door to turn the lights off. When she did, Ms. Clairmont stabbed Mr. Halsey, left the footprints to the door, deposited the shoes outside, and then returned to the storage room. She could expertly maneuver around the shelves in the dark because she knows the library better than anyone.

“We finally got the lights on and found Mr. Halsey. I took photos of the crime scene and followed the footprints outside while Mrs. Halsey made a huge fuss about her husband’s death. Too huge. Which made me wonder if she was somehow trying to mess up the evidence. She flopped down on top of him even though she was dressed all fancy, and he had gooey red stuff all over him.” 

Mrs. Halsey glanced down at her clothes, now completely stained from this escapade. 

“Then she pointed her murderous finger at Miss Jenny, trying to convince us that Miss Jenny wanted her husband dead.”

Miss Jenny stood stalk still at the front. 

“While Christy interviewed Miss Jenny, Kayla went to find more evidence, and I headed to the storage room to speak with Ms. Clairmont.” 

Ms. Clairmont looked almost naked without her usual sweater. 

“Instantly, I noticed she wasn’t wearing her sweater, but she was also sweating from lifting books. She told me about her brother-in-law coming to help her with a tire, but that he was being as useless as a full battery with a broken alternator. Which is car speak. Which means she likely wasn’t as clueless about changing the tire as she claimed to be.” 

“What does a tire have to do with anything?” Troy blurted out. “Just get to the point.” 

“One more interruption from you, and I’ll deduct points from your test score,” Mr. Halsey said. “Continue, Rylie.” 

“The tire has nothing to do with anything,” I said. “But the brother-in-law does.  Her brother-in-law is none other than our own, Mr. Halsey.”
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I let this sink in for a minute with a dramatic pause. “That’s right, Mrs. Halsey and Ms. Clairmont are sisters, non-identical twins. Kayla realized this in her research. That’s when everything clicked into place. There wasn’t just one person responsible. There were two: Ms. Clairmont and Mrs. Halsey. It was pre-meditated murder. Mrs. Halsey turned off the lights, giving Ms. Clairmont enough time to stab and stash before we could get the lights back on.” 

“Stab and stash?” Mr. Halsey said with a chuckle. “That’s one I haven’t heard before.” 

“Ms. Clairmont stabbed you a handful of times, which Mrs. Halsey wouldn’t have known unless she was in on it. Then Ms. Clairmont stashed the shoes outside, trying to trick us into thinking that the killer had escaped out the emergency door. She also stashed her sweater, the knife, and what I assume were the white gloves she always wears when handling the older books. The same white gloves she couldn’t produce when I asked her about a specific book she said she’d been studying.

“Now, it took me a bit to figure out where she would have stashed them because if she hid them anywhere in the library, a child might happen upon them, and that just wouldn’t do. Plus, they might get the books dirty, which would be unacceptable. The trash was out because it had already been emptied for the night, and someone would instantly notice. Then I realized there was one perfect place to hide everything: the empty lunchbox Mrs. Halsey brought. The same lunchbox that seemed to disappear when we weren’t looking reappeared in Mrs. Halsey’s hand as the exam concluded.” 

I pointed to the lunchbox. “Would you mind opening it for us?” 

She glanced at Mr. Halsey, who nodded. 

When she opened it, Mr. Halsey pulled out the sweater Ms. Clairmont had been wearing stained with red dye, two gloves, and a knife I assumed was fake with the fake blood on the blade.

“That’s very good, Rylie,” Mr. Halsey said. “Are you finished?” 

“I almost didn’t add this last part in because I didn’t want to be wrong, but I went forward with it, anyway. The motive for the crime was either revenge or money or both. When Mrs. Halsey realized Mr. Halsey and Miss Jenny weren’t simply having an affair but were in love, and he was planning to leave her. She couldn’t let that happen. So, she and her sister—the sister who despises Mr. Halsey—devised a plan to kill him and make it look like someone came into the library, stabbed him, and ran out the back door.” 

I sat down, and Mr. Halsey gave me a quick nod. “Kayla, would you like to present yours?” 

Kayla practically jumped to her feet, flashing me a massive smile. She spoke more loudly and quickly than I’d ever heard, telling nearly the same story as I had. The only things she didn’t know were the tire story, the white gloves, and she didn’t include the stuff that happened before Mr. Halsey declared the test had begun. 

“I applaud all of you,” Mr. Halsey said when Kayla was finished. “This was not a simple case. Unfortunately, it’s mirrored off one that happened years ago that’s still not solved.” 

“Not in this library, though,” Ms. Clairmont added. “Not everything was exactly factual.” 

“Which brings me to the lies I’ve told. Mrs. Halsey is not my wife in real life; she’s a professional actress whose flair for over-the-top acting was exactly what we needed for the exam. Thank you, Gina, for your lovely performance.” 

Mrs. Halsey—er—Gina smiled and took a bow. 

“Gina and Ms. Clairmont are also not sisters, and I am not related to either of them. However, Miss Jenny is Jenny Halsey, my actual wife, whom I love dearly.” 

He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the cheek, careful not to get any bloody goo stuff on her. 

“So? Who won?” Troy asked. 

“This was not a win-or-lose situation,” Mr. Halsey said. “This was a test that each of you could score the same if all aspects of the crime were uncovered.” 

“But naturally, some people did better than others, right?” Christy asked. “I mean, come on, Mr. H., the girls totally knocked it out of the park.” 

“If you take cumulative effort,” Mr. Halsey said. “I would venture to guess the girls have a slight lead over the boys. But this test is not cumulative.” 

Luke let out an audible sigh and swiped a hand across his forehead, making the girls laugh, and Jonas and Troy roll their eyes. 

“You will get your final scores on Monday. However, I will tell you Rylie will be the highest scoring.” 

Luke stood up and let out a loud whoop while clapping as if I’d just scored the winning touchdown. 

I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks. “Okay, stop. Kayla had almost everything I did, and if she hadn’t taken a picture of the old senior pictures, I would have completely missed the sister connection.” 

“Wait, I didn’t see that picture,” Christy whined. 

“If you’d have paid more attention to Kayla’s contribution, you might have,” I said. 

“Thank you all for your participation,” Mr. Halsey said, interrupting our argument. “It’s been a pleasure teaching you.” 

As Luke and I walked back outside hand-in-hand, he said, “Thanks for taking the class with me. It was fun, even if you did kick my butt on the final.” 

“It was kind of fun solving the puzzle. Especially since it wasn’t a real murder.” 

“After the break, we start Outdoor Ed, right?” 

I smiled. “That’s right. We’re going to rough it in the woods.” 

He stopped and pulled me toward him. “I love you.” 

“I love you too,” I said before he wrapped me in his arms and kissed me smack on the lips. 




FINAL EXAM RESULTS





To: Rylie Cooper

From: m.halsey.the.teacher.not.the.doctor@gmail.com




Congratulations, Rylie. You have received a score of 100% on the final exam. If you ever need a recommendation from a teacher, I would be happy to provide one. 




Mr. Halsey

Crime Scene Investigation Teacher & Cross-Country Skiing Coach

Big Mountain High School

The only murder I commit is on the dance floor.






FAKE BLOOD RECIPE





Ingredients: 


  	Corn Syrup

  	Red Food Coloring

  	Powdered Cocoa Mix






Directions: 

Combine corn syrup, red food coloring, and powdered cocoa mix until it looks like blood.






* * *




Stella Bixby writes books with Humor, Heart, and Homicide. She is a native Coloradan who loves to snowboard, pluck at the guitar, and play board games with her family. She was once a volunteer firefighter and a park ranger, but now spends most of her time making up stories and trying to figure out what to cook for dinner. https://stellabixby.wordpress.com/books/
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The taxi sped around a corner, almost knocking the steaming hot coffee cup out of my hands. I glared daggers at the driver.

“Why are you in such a hurry?” I moved my hair away from my face. “Have you got somewhere to be?”

My black-and-white border collie whined, his eyes wide open. Poor thing.

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “It’ll be over soon.”

The taxi driver, my occasional crime-solving sidekick Zenobia, said, "I have judo classes in the afternoon.” She took one hand off the wheel to readjust her zebra-stripe hijab. “You can't be too careful on the mean streets of Whitborough these days. My mother got accosted by a flasher the other day."

“That’s rough,” I said, my American accent almost strangling the words. “What did she do?”

The woman was so heavily pregnant that it surprised me she didn't give birth right that instant. Surely Judo was dangerous for someone in her condition? She should be at home having a pampering session. When I was pregnant with my first child, my husband bought me this lovely reclining chair and a foot bath. He'd been so caring then. Of course, that was before they fired me from my soap opera, my beloved hubby stole all my money, and I ended up back in my hometown:  Whitborough, England. Those were the days, right? Yorkshire was hardly Hollywood, but I’d grown to love where I grew up. It had a distinct charm all on its own.

Zenobia grinned. “She kicked him in the nether regions. She got arrested for assault.”

I sipped my coffee as the taxi clumsily halted outside the public library. Gulliver scrabbled at the door, desperate to escape. He didn't really like long journeys. I didn't like long journeys when Zenobia was driving like a demon.
Zenobia wrinkled her nose and nodded toward the library. “It smells like zombie cabbage in there.”

“I like to do my bit,” I said. I finished my coffee and left the cup in the cup holder. Zenobia wouldn’t mind. “I haven’t been reading much since I got back. I need to get back into it.”

“I like to read monster romances. I’m reading this one where a Kraken falls in love with this android stripper. It's filthy and I love it.”

The taxi careened off, making me wish I believed in God. It wouldn’t hurt to make a brief prayer that she made it to her class in one piece, right?

“Remember,” I said to Gulliver, “you’re my emotional support animal.”

He agreed with me and I realized it might be true. I talked to this dog like he was my therapist. The smart little canine was with me constantly. Gulliver couldn’t answer back, but that wasn’t the point. He listened to me.

“You really are my emotional support animal.” I smiled and stroked his head. “Then I guess we’re not breaking the law, right? We’ll just say your high-visibility vest is in the wash.”

We headed inside the library. A lot had changed since I last visited in the 1970s. There was a considerable computer section with the latest hardware (more or less). The childrens’ reading corner hosted a bunch of raucous toddlers making more noise than a gaggle of gremlins. How was anybody supposed to read with that racket?

“What do I want to read?” I said, pondering. “I’ve been thinking about reading Miriam Margolyes’s autobiography. She’s such a riot.”

I vaguely remember the producers of my soap: Forever and a Day trying to cast Miriam. She politely told them to get lost. I would’ve loved working with her. I just knew we’d get along famously.

“Sorry,” I told my canine sidekick. I stroked his thick fur as his tail wagged and he stared up at me with loving eyes. “I promised I wouldn’t get maudlin thinking about my soap. I’ll be good from now on.”

I couldn't help it. I'd given that program decades of my life and they'd fired me because I was too old. It still hurt.

"What are you doing, you stupid girl?" a voice screeched. It was like a drill in my brain. "Do you even know the alphabet? Stephen King goes after Dan Brown."

“I’m sorry,” said another voice. “I’ll do better.”

“Children really are dumb these days.”

The library counter was where it usually was, though they had modernized it with ultra-chic, Ikea-type furniture. An old grizzled, hunchbacked woman was standing at the counter, staring at a young, mixed-race teenage girl with freckles and braces on her teeth. It was like a Mexican stand-off.

“Sort this mess out,” the older woman ordered.

The girl pouted before blurting out, “Don’t get me angry. I know some things about you that you probably wouldn’t want to get out.”

The older librarian scrunched up her eyes and regarded the girl like she was her prey. I felt sorry for the younger one.

“What do you know?” the older woman asked.

The girl hesitated. “I saw you kissing Barry.”

“Are you making a thing of this? Sort this out right now!”

“Yes, Mrs. Haddock.”

I knew the name Mrs. Irena Haddock like I knew the nose on my face before the plastic surgery. She’d made my life a living hell when I worked at the library for work experience when I was sixteen. It didn't end up well for her. I called her Hitler with boobs, threw a copy of The Lord of the Rings at her, and stormed out. I should really get my anger in check. It was getting me into a lot of trouble.

Mrs. Haddock’s eyes lasered in on me.

“As I live and breathe.” She walked past the counter toward me. She smelled of peppermint toffee and a white scrunchie tied her white hair in a tight bun. Her teeth were more yellow than a sunflower. “Barbara Gristle? I heard you were a famous actress in Hollywood now. What are you doing back in Whitborough?”

She didn't seem nearly as intimidating as I remembered her. The woman had withered with age and resembled a kind grandmother now. What if I'd misremembered how genuinely awful she was?

“It’s Barbara Lucci now,” I said, knowing she hated being corrected. “I just thought I’d stop by to get myself a library card.”

If she didn't know how I'd ended up back in England, I wouldn't tell her.

"Oh yes," she said, grinning. "You got sacked from your show and your husband stole all your money and left you. It's a story worthy of a cheap romance novel."

“A cheap romance novel you’ve clearly read, since you seem to know all about it,” I said.

 She looked down at my dog. "You can't have that in here."

The woman was as vicious as ever. Her sourness had evolved as she’d aged.

I held my head high. “He's my emotional support animal.” I hesitated before adding, “I left my ID card at home and his vest is in the wash. Sorry about that.”

She nodded. “Yes. Your type needs a lot of emotional support.” She glared at the dog again and then checked her watch. “Right. It’s 1:00 p.m. It’s time for my lunch coffee. Get out of my way.”

The woman walked away before I could ask about my library card. What did I want to read anyway? A gory thriller or a dirty romance? The Kraken and robot stripper book Zenobia mentioned sounded atrocious, though it made me curious.

My cell phone beeped. It was my mother, June.

"Can you pick me up another candy-floss-pink wig from Wanda's Wig Emporium on your way back from the library?" she asked. "I dropped mine in the garden and the cow sat on it. I'm not using it again."

My mother had suffered from Alopecia all her life. She wore a collection of colorful wigs to cover up her baldness. The woman was a badass.

“Sure,” I said. “Rita didn’t eat your wig, did she?”

My mother laughed. “She tried.”

I disconnected, laughing. Rita was the cow who lived at my mother’s bed-and-breakfast. She was a cheeky animal who’d eat anything you put in front of her. Cows were excellent listeners too.

“How are you getting on with Rita?” I asked Gulliver.

He ignored me. He was too busy staring at the long-haired black library cat perched on a shelf near the reception desk. Gulliver got on very well with cats, though they rarely liked him. I hoped the library cat wouldn't cause a scene.

I waited at the reception desk for someone to turn up. A female librarian exited the break room.

“Hello?” I called. “I need some help!”

She ignored me, threw something in the trash, and moved back inside the break room.

I tutted. “Talk about rude.”

I looked around, hoping to catch another staff member's eye. There was nobody.

I sighed. “I should help my mom make the beds at the bed-and-breakfast. That would be something helpful, right?”

Gulliver whined.

“What is it?” I asked. “Are you hungry?”

He wandered off, heading somewhere specific. I shrugged and followed him. I wouldn't get myself a library card any time soon, so I thought I might as well check what he was interested in. Who knows? This might be something exciting.

I found the girl Irena had been berating, crying next to the new releases stack. Gulliver was licking her hand, trying to get her attention. She giggled and stroked his head.

"Ignore that old battle ax," I advised her. "Her bark is worse than her bite."

“I know she’s horrible, but she’s right,” the girl said. She hugged Gulliver close against her chest. She had such beautiful, tawny skin; just like my granddaughter Michelle. “If I keep putting the books in the wrong places, what kind of librarian would I be?” 

She had a point there. It was futile staying in a job at which you were useless: it would only lead to more frustration.

I tried to be diplomatic. “Maybe you’re just not cut out for this job. Perhaps there’s something else you could do?”

She wiped at her eyes. “No. No. Being a librarian is something I cherish. I love it here. Things have just been hard lately. I can do this.”

My stomach growled and I looked at my watch. I had to do this. This woman needed my incomparable advice. Besides, I was hungry. I wanted to get this over with so I could go down to the pier and have lunch with Goldie.

 Curse my newly developed empathetic nature!

“Talk about your bad time, whatever it is, with someone,” I said, hoping I sounded like a sympathetic old aunty. “It might make you feel better.”

I glanced at her name tag. It said Katie Yale, She/Her/Hers. "You can get candy floss or hotdogs at the pier. That always cheers me up."

My friend Goldie owned a hotdog stall on the pier. I took Gulliver down there for a meal most days. I probably shouldn't still be eating junk food at sixty-five, but I’d felt like garbage since returning to England. Didn’t I deserve the occasional treat?

“I’m pregnant,” Katie admitted. “That’s why I’ve been so emotional lately. I didn’t dare tell anybody, especially Mrs. Haddock.”

“Why is it any of her business?” I asked.

"She likes everything to run smoothly and on time, and when I go on maternity leave, it'll derail all her plans. I should just quit. I can’t deal with all this anxiety."

I grasped her hands and looked her in the eye. It was time for her to gain courage and stand up to her boss.

"Listen to me, girl," I said, "you must show people like Mrs. Haddock that their behavior can't intimidate you. You have to—"

A loud, blood-curdling scream interrupted me. The lights flickered and Gulliver whined and pushed himself against my leg, terrified.

“What was that?” the girl asked.

The lights continued to flicker for a few seconds before completely conking out.
“It’s okay,” I assured Gulliver. He was whining, scared. “I’m sure someone will sort it out.”
There was another scream.
“That sounds like Ido,” said Katie.
 A man bolted from the break room. He looked around in horror.

“What happened?” Katie asked. “Ido?”

Ido took a deep breath. "Irena switched the kettle on and she got an electric shock. I think she's dead!"
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Irena Haddock was, indeed, dead. Her gray hair was sticking up and her left hand was black from burn marks. Something had electrocuted her. The surprised expression on her face made me want to laugh. She’d hate that, dying looking like she’d just walked onto a nudist beach.

“Don’t touch her,” I said. “She might still have electricity running through her.”

Ido nodded as he called the police.

“Poor woman,” said Katie, sobbing. “She was a miserable old wretch, but she didn’t deserve that.”

Ido turned to her, furious. “How dare you call her such a thing!”

Katie reacted like someone had slapped her. “I’m sorry.”

“Irena kept this library ticking away while the council kept cutting our budget!” Ido roared, rounding on the emotional girl. “You're only mad at her because you're useless at your job and she told you off about it!”

Gulliver barked. He didn’t like tension.

Ido was an attractive man. He had a slight East European accent, maybe Polish, an enormous nose, and a handsome face. I'd have put his age at somewhere between thirty and forty. My gaydar pinged when I heard him talk with his slightly effeminate tone. The only other person in the staff room was Jenna Costa, a volunteer librarian, the woman I’d seen dropping something into the waste bin earlier. She could have been in her late fifties, early sixties. There was a pair of expensive silver-rimmed glasses on her nose. I didn’t like the way she looked at me. She was judging me.

“Stop picking on her,” said Jenna, putting her arm protectively around Katie. “She’s learning. We all made mistakes when we first started. Besides, you know how nervous Irena could make you. It was a precarious balance, trying to do your job and pleasing her at the same time.” She glanced at Irena’s body, which was still smoking from its position on the floor. “I have told the council multiple times to fix the wiring. Now poor Irena has paid the price.”

How was this allowed to happen? The council should’ve fixed the wiring in this building. If they had, maybe Irena would still be alive.

The lights flickered again and came on. Let there be light!

“All this stress is killing me!” Katie shouted. “I quit!”

She charged to the door, but DCI Brendan Fury and DC Simpson stopped her flight. Katie let out a squeak of fright before darting back into Jenna’s arms.

“That was quick,” I said.

“We were having lunch just down the road,” said Brendan, his eyes twinkling as he looked at me. “We had to abandon our fish and chips.”

DC Simpson eyed me warily. “You're at the scene of a dead body again. You have such bad luck.”

She wasn’t wrong there.

“Stop that,” said Brendan, charging over to give me a hug. “It must be a terrible fright to stumble over all those dead bodies.”

I think he meant to be comforting, but his words just reinforced what Simpson said. I wasn’t a magnet for trouble, was I? Besides, this was an accident. Mrs. Haddock had died because of faulty wiring. Why did an accident require two detectives? Did they hear my name associated with the death and just assume it must be murder?

Paramedics came in five minutes later and checked over Irena’s body before taking her away. Brendan poked around the blackened, charred plug socket with a pencil, mumbling to himself. I joined him.

“What’s up?” I asked. “If you’re bored, I can buy you a fidget spinner.”

I enjoyed watching him work. He loved his job very much. What if I’d never left Whitborough at eighteen but joined the police as I’d intended? Would we be working together right now?

“Something iffy is going on,” he said. A bit of melted plastic got stuck to the end of the pencil and he dropped it and grabbed another one. "Yes, something iffy."

I nodded. “Why do you say that?”

Near the kettle and attached to its plug was a melted lump of brown plastic. At first glance, it also appeared to be a plug, but it was the wrong shape. It was some kind of electronic socket, the type of thing you brought with you to another country when you wanted to use your electronics with different pins.

“It’s some kind of trip wire or something,” I said, examining the strange lump more carefully. I didn’t like where my mind veered. “The device slotted into the kettle’s plug. It would’ve melted during the initial shock, but the crappy wiring in this building stopped that.”

“I think they meant for this to electrocute someone,” said Brendan. “’They’ being the—”

“Murderer,” I finished for him.

“It can’t be,” said Simpson. “That kettle could’ve killed anybody.”

“No,” I said. I studied the librarians standing before me, noting their expressions. "I worked here in the 70s and I knew Mrs. Haddock’s routine. She had to drink her tea at 1:00 p.m. She still did it. Someone placed this trip wire on the kettle at the exact time. Also, she used her own kettle. She told me she didn’t enjoy drinking water other people had boiled." I shivered. “I prefer Evian myself.”

I pointed to the other kettle, sitting to the side, unplugged.

“The killer is somebody who works in this library,” I stated.

Ido, Jenna, and Katie glanced at one another. The only emotion any of them showed was shock, though Katie still looked like she'd been crying her whole life. She had a tendency to weep over anything and everything. It must have been exhausting to be her.

“You think someone snuck in here and killed her?” Jenna asked.

“No,” I said. “One of you did it.”

DC Simpson closed the break room door.

“You can’t lock us in here!” Ido protested. “We’d never hurt Irena!”

“Confess now,” said Brendan. I loved his authoritative voice. “Or we can go to the station. The central heating isn't working, and it's freezing as hell, but I'm sure you won't mind it a single bit.”
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DC Simpson pulled a face. “Are we really going to do this? We can’t be locking ourselves in here all day. We’ve got work to do.”

I looked at Katie, Ido, and Jenna. I had to figure out which one was the killer. I didn't have to do it, as it wasn’t my job. It seemed fitting that I was here at the exact moment a murder happened. I didn’t like to brag, but I was fabulous at solving murders.

Oh, who am I kidding? I love to brag!

I pulled Gulliver aside as the stand-off continued.

“We’re going to investigate another murder,” I told him. “You’re with me, right?”

The dog nodded as he looked at a packet of biscuits on the counter.

“Right, first things first.” I looked at Ido. “What would his motive be? He seemed to respect Irena, but he had to work with her. That could take its toll. He probably thought about throttling her every single day.”

“We can hear you,” said Ido, rolling his eyes. “This room isn’t that large.”

I blushed and calmly walked up to him. It was time to use my irresistible charm to instigate an interrogation.

“How did you get on with Irena?” I asked.

“She could be harsh, but this library was her life,” said Ido. “When the council threatened to close us down, she organized a marathon to raise awareness, and we did it. We saved the library. Whenever we needed funding, she was the first one to do something. She got testy when books got shelved incorrectly or you moved a pencil on her desk an inch to the left, but she was a perfectionist. We could all hope to be as passionate about books as Irena Haddock.”

I had to agree with him. I may not have enjoyed my time here in the past, but I'd seen how much Irena adored the library. It was her haven, her safe space. The library was her child.

“Irena loved books and she would fight tooth and claw to keep this place open,” said Ido. “We had our arguments, and sometimes I wished she’d stop being so grumpy, but I respected her so much. This place will fall apart without her.”

Irena was the type of person you hated at an office or workspace because they rubbed everyone up the wrong way. Without them, the whole place would crumble. Sometimes people like Irena were a necessary evil.

“She didn’t respect you,” spat Jenna. There was real venom in her voice. “She tried to fire you this morning.”

Ido looked away. “We had a disagreement.”

“What about?” I asked.

“Don’t pick on him,” Katie shouted.

A glance passed between Ido and Katie. What was that about?

I couldn't believe Brendan and DC Simpson were allowing me this freedom, especially the younger officer. They wanted me to do my thing so they could pick up after I’d finished. I loved them for that.

“You can tell me,” I told him, giving him my most ingratiating smile. “It won’t mean I think you killed her.”

“I was going to become Head Librarian when Irena retired next month,” Ido explained. "But then she changed her mind and I called her an intolerable, evil old ghoul and she gave me until the end of the week to leave. I couldn’t help it. She'd been grooming me to take over for years. How could she take this from me?"

“The job is yours now,” Jenna said. “This worked out well for you.”

Now, this was a motive for murder. But did Ido have the expertise to create such an electronic device? He seemed nice. A little high-strung, but not what I would've called a murderer. Would someone go to such trouble to become Head Librarian?

“Who here has electronics experience?” DC Simpson asked.

I grimaced. That should’ve been my first question.

“I could always look at your employee files,” said DC Simpson.

“I do,” said Katie. “Sort of. I studied electrical engineering at college for a year before dropping out.”

“Why did you drop out?”

Katie shrugged and looked away. “I got bored.”

“You killed her!” Ido raged. "Irena was always berating you for your incompetence and you killed her for it!"

“No!” Katie protested. “Stop shouting at me! You’re always shouting at me! You're just angry because of what we did and you can't get out of it!”

She ran for the back window. When she couldn’t get it open, she screamed in frustration.

“Did you kill Irena Haddock?” Brendan demanded.

“I did nothing,” said Katie. She pointed at Ido. “It was him!”
“Then why do you keep trying to run away?” Jenna asked.

There was something else going on between Katie and Ido. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have sworn they were having an affair. Was my gaydar off?

“Are you the father of Katie’s baby?” I asked Ido.

Jenna’s mouth opened so wide she almost swallowed herself.

Ido was uncomfortable. “We were drunk. It happened.”

“But you’re gay!” Jenna shouted.

“I’m bi,” he said. He laughed bitterly. “And I’m going to be a father!”

Katie burst into tears again. I felt sorry for their child.

I sighed. This was getting us nowhere. Katie was too timid and pathetic to murder anyone and Ido respected Irena too much. That left Jenna.

“How did you get on with Irena, Jenna?” I asked.

“We got on pleasantly most of the time,” said Jenna. “We had arguments, obviously. You know what kind of person she was.”

“I saw you drop something into the waste bin outside. What was it?”

"I had my lunch. It was a sandwich wrapper." Jenna glared daggers at me and asked, "Why is this plastic-faced American woman talking to us? Is she the police?"

I wanted to tell her I'd had minor plastic surgery, but I was too annoyed. Botox and fillers didn't count as plastic surgery, right?

“Arrest the girl,” said Brendan.

Katie shook her head. “No! I didn’t kill her!”

“You had the motive and the knowledge to commit this murder.” Brendan didn’t back down, even as Katie bawled like a toddler. “You’re coming down to the station with us.”

Katie continued to weep as they dragged her away. I didn’t think for one moment that she was guilty. Ido or Jenna was the actual suspects. The police had done me a favor by taking Katie away; it meant I had less work to do. So, who was the killer?

Ido clapped his hands. “Let's get back to work.”

He was taking his new role seriously. The man was indeed a very cold fish if he could shrug off a murder happening right under his nose like that.

“I'm going to be a father. I really need this job,” he groaned as he put his hand to his forehead. “Oh, dear God, I’m going to be a father.”

Gulliver positioned himself in the doorway. When Ido tried to get past him, he growled. My sweet border collie may have been a cuddly ball of fur, but he could be vicious when he wanted to be.

“Does he bite?” Ido asked.

“He likes nothing better than to rip at human flesh,” I said.

Both librarians cowered. 
I crossed my arms and smirked. “Let's go over this again.”
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I searched the corners of the break room. No cameras.

“Does anybody else work here?” I asked them.

“Carrie comes in on Fridays, but it’s just the four of us.” Jenna sighed. “Three of us now, I guess.”

The break room had two desks on the right side. One of them was tidy, which I assumed meant it belonged to Irena. The other was a complete mess, with papers and books piled haphazardly.

“Whose desk is that?” I asked.

“It’s mine,” said Jenna. “I only work afternoons, but I come in during the morning to work on my English degree. Irena got me the desk and everything.”

“You were in here all morning?”

She nodded. “Yes. I'd just got my grades this morning and I was happy.” She wiped at her eye. “It won’t be the same around here without Irena.”

I walked over to Jenna’s desk and had a quick look around. There was a ripped open envelope on top of all her work. I picked it up and was about to peruse the letter when Ido gasped.

“Why did you throw this away?” he demanded.

He was holding what appeared to be a gold ring.

“That’s none of your beeswax,” snapped Jenna. “I can throw away rings if I want to.”

I put down the letter and inspected the ring. It was cheap, but it meant a lot to Jenna by the way she stared at it, her lip trembling.

“That’s her wedding ring,” said Ido. “Jenna, what happened with you and Barry?”

“Nothing!” shouted Jenna. “We just broke up, that’s all. Leave it.”

She tried to leave, but Gulliver bared his teeth.

“The name ‘Barry’ feels familiar,” I said. That’s when it hit me. “Katie said she saw Irena and Barry kissing.”

“Irena is old enough to be Barry’s mother,” said Ido, pulling a face like he’d just witnessed a car crash. “That’s disgusting!”

I grabbed the letter from Jenna's university and skimmed through it. The librarian was studying English—and a side module in engineering. She’d gotten top marks for both of her subjects.

“You were in here all morning,” I said to Jenna. “The fact that you didn’t see anybody else install that device on the kettle only means one thing—you’re the killer.”

“You’re deluded,” Jenna said. “Why would I kill her?”

“She had an affair with your husband, right?”

Her face flashed red and I knew I had her.

“Jenna?” said Ido.

“That woman stole my husband!” Spittle flew from Jenna’s mouth. “And she had the gall to claim it was all a mistake? How dare she!”

She leaned into Ido’s shoulder and wept. Jenna obviously regretted her actions, but it had hardly been a spur-of-the-moment thing. The woman had planned this murder meticulously.

“What now?” Jenna asked.

I gave her my sharpest stare. “We're going to the police station. You’re a murderer.”

“I didn’t think it would kill her,” Jenna admitted. “I knew what I was doing. It was just meant to give her a nasty shock. I just didn’t count on this building’s dodgy electrics.”

I took out my cell phone to call the police when Jenna knocked it out of my hands.

"You can't call them!" she said. She looked around, panicking, and grabbed a stapler from her desk. "Stay back or I'll get you!"
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I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I’d never been threatened by a stapler before. Could it actually hurt me?

I laughed. “You’re about as threatening as a blind snail.”

Jenna waved the stapler at me. “This . . . this is a dangerous weapon. I’ve accidentally stapled my fingers plenty of times with this thing!”

Ido rolled his eyes.

“Put it down,” I said. “This is silly. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

She fired a staple at me. Ido grabbed her and twisted her arm around her back. She struggled, but she couldn’t move.

“Drop the stapler!” I commanded.

Jenna shook her head. “No! I can’t go to prison!”

“You won’t go down for murder. This is manslaughter or, at the very least, second-degree murder.”

“But I’ll still go to prison! I’ve seen Wentworth. I know what goes on in those places.”

She pointed the lethal-looking stapler at me again like it was a gun.

“Irena was an accident,” I pleaded with her. “But this is not. Don’t add extra time to your sentence, Jenna. It’s not worth it.”

She sighed and dropped the stapler. 

"That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I asked.

“I’m an idiot,” said Jenna. “I never should’ve let that woman get to me.”

I picked up my phone and called the police, my eyes on Jenna the entire time. I still didn’t trust that she wouldn’t attack me with something more dangerous, like a pencil eraser.

“I really didn’t mean to kill her,” said Jenna.

I patted her on the arm. “I believe you.”

We called DCI Brendan and DC Simpson back. It turned out they hadn’t left. They’d apparently spent the last ten minutes trying to coax a weeping Katie into the back of their police car. That girl probably got PTSD from stubbing her toe.

As DC Simpson led Jenna away, Brendan stayed behind to talk with me.

“How did you find the actual killer so quickly?” he asked.

I tapped his nose. “That would be telling.”

Gulliver barked, his tail wagging energetically.

“Oh,” said Brendan, grinning. “That explains everything.”

“You know I’m good at this.”

“Detective Barbie strikes again.”

I laughed. I enjoyed being called that.

“That was quick,” said Zenobia as I got back in her taxi. She wore her Judo uniform, a sort of cream-colored dressing gown. "What happened?"

“Things sort of went beyond my control,” I admitted.

She grinned and stared at me, noting the flashing lights of the departing police car. "Someone got murdered and you solved it?"

I laughed. She knew me so well.

“Did you get your library card?” she asked.

I put my hand against my forehead. “I completely forgot!”

I spotted Ido locking the library doors and sighed. It looks like I’m not getting a library card today.

Gulliver barked and smacked his chops. That meant he was hungry.

“I think he wants a hotdog,” I said. “Drive me to the pier!”




* * *
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Anna slid a glass bowl with two scoops of chocolate chip ice cream in front of Joe Wiggins, her favorite customer and a retired P.I.

Joe yanked off his Red Sox cap and dropped it onto his lap as he sat on his favorite stool at the ice cream counter of Bella’s Dream. “Thank you kindly, ma’am,” he said with a mock salute, then dug into his ice cream.

The summer season was officially over in the coastal Massachusetts town of Seagull Cove. Anna was relieved that her ice cream shop, which she had opened in May, was still bustling with customers on this late-September Saturday afternoon. She grabbed a wet rag and went to the adjoining dining room to wipe down some recently vacated tables. 

On her way there, her cell phone rang. She pulled it from the back pocket of her black capri pants and glanced at the screen. 

It was Ruthie, the owner of The Book Cove, a quaint little bookstore a few doors down. 

“Hey, Ruthie. Can I call you back in a few minutes? I’m just cleaning up after our latest rush.”

“Sure. But don’t waste your time calling. Just come over as soon as you can. You’ll have to see this to believe it,” Ruthie said, speaking more quickly and in a higher pitch than usual.

“Um, okay. I’ll be over in five minutes.” 

Anna made quick work of wiping down the tables, throwing a couple of bags of trash into the dumpster out back, and doing a quick spot sweep.

Then she informed her employees, Velma, Mary, and Jack, that she was leaving.

As Anna stepped out of her ice cream shop, she was greeted by a loud meow from an orange feral cat that residents had named Casper because he seemed to appear and disappear at the strangest moments. Casper brushed against Anna’s leg, then ran to sit in front of the door to Ruthie’s bookstore. 

When Anna arrived at the door, she bent down to scratch Casper’s head. “What’s gotten into you, little fellow?”

Anna stood up and was startled to see Ruthie on the other side of the glass door of The Book Cove shifting her weight back and forth. 

Ruthie pushed open the door before Anna had a chance to open it herself. “Thank goodness you’re here. I didn’t know who else to call. You won’t believe what I just found!”

Ruthie grabbed Anna by the hand, pulled her past the small coffee bar on the right-hand side of the store, and led her to the back corner.

She stopped at a temporary construction wall, glanced behind her, and slowly opened the door, ignoring the sign that read, “Keep Out.”

“What’s going on back here?” Anna asked. “It looks like a construction site.”

“It is. I’m replacing some bookshelves. They have water damage from a leak.”

Anna followed Ruthie through the door of the temporary wall that sectioned off the construction area from the rest of the store and closed it behind them. They stood in a ten-by-ten area with power tools in one corner and sawdust scattered about. 

“Watch your step,” Ruthie said.

Anna scanned the small room. “What’s this all about?”

Ruthie pointed to a wall that was freshly drywalled. It contained a large, jagged hole that opened to an uneven cement staircase.

“I came in here earlier to check on the construction crew’s progress. I knocked on the drywall to check the sturdiness of the repaired wall since it has to hold the new bookshelves.” Ruthie walked over to the hole in the wall. “I noticed that this part sounded hollow. Since this building is more than a hundred years old, I was curious to see if there was anything interesting behind the wall. You know, a hidden room or something like that.”

“You cut the hole yourself?”

Ruthie nodded. “My uncle was a carpenter and he taught me a few things. I know my way around power tools. But that’s beside the point. Wait until you see what I found.”

Ruthie started down the uneven cement stairs. “Come on.”

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Anna asked.

“Just tread lightly. I was already down here once. It should be okay.”

Anna took one step at a time, gently putting her weight on the next step to be sure it wouldn’t crumble beneath her feet.

At the bottom was a small room with a drop front secretary desk containing three front-facing drawers. It sat against a dusty stone wall. An old book, which looked like it hadn’t been moved in decades, sat in one of the compartments. 

“I already checked out the book. It’s moldy, so it’s not worth anything.”

“This is so cool. The desk looks like an antique. Why would the construction crew drywall over this room?” Anna asked.

“They probably didn’t realize there was a room behind the wall. They just drywalled over the old wall to reinforce it for the bookshelves.” Ruthie opened one of the drawers and pulled out a stack of yellowing envelopes. “You won’t believe who these letters belong to.”

Ruthie handed a few of them to Anna, and she carefully took them out of the envelopes. 

“They are all from 1947 and 1948. Look who they are addressed to.”

Anna looked at the front of one of the envelopes. “’Someone’ Turner. The handwriting is hard to read.”

“They belonged to Captain Ephraim Turner. Can you believe it?”

“It sounds like I should know who that is,” Anna said.

Ruthie laughed. “I forgot that you just moved to Seagull Cove this year.” 

Anna had moved to Seagull Cove in March, shortly before opening her ice cream shop. She named it Bella’s Dream in memory of her deceased Irish twin sister, Bella, who died in a boating accident. Or at least Anna had thought she died that fateful October day almost five years ago. Anna had recently discovered, with the help of Joe Wiggins and her friend Jeremy, that her sister was likely still alive.

“Ephraim Turner is a legend around here,” Ruthie said. “He was a Navy captain who served in the South Pacific during World War II. During the war, his father passed away. Captain Turner had no siblings, so when the war ended, he returned to Seagull Cove to take over his father’s eyeglass factory. But in 1948, there was a scandal and he fled.”

“What happened?” Anna asked.

“One of the factory workers, Nick D’Angelo, was murdered, and Captain Turner was the prime suspect. He swore that the manager of his factory, Tom Walker, was framing him, but he could never prove it. One morning, his mother, Margaret, awoke to find a note from her son saying that he refused to spend his life in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. He fled in the night and was never heard from again. To this day, people still speculate over whether he was innocent or guilty.”

“You certainly know your Seagull Cove history,” Anna said. 

Ruthie chuckled. “It’s one of the perks of owning a bookstore. I have a “Local History” section, and I like to read those books during the slow winter months. I’m especially interested in the Turner family because this building used to be their home until Margaret Turner passed away in 1982.”

“When did Captain Turner disappear?”

“In September of 1948, right around this time of year. So, these letters were written shortly before he disappeared.”

“What are you going to do with all of this?” Anna asked, gesturing toward the desk and letters.

“I’ll have to turn it over to the town, I guess. Once the construction crew sees it, it will be impossible to keep it a secret. But the workers won’t be back until Monday. I was hoping we could find something in these letters that might exonerate Captain Turner before then.”

“Count me in,” Anna said.





2







“I have to admit, I do feel a twinge of guilt for not immediately turning this stuff over to the authorities,” Ruthie said. “These letters belong to the whole town, not just to me.”

“Don’t lose your courage now. It can’t hurt anything for us to read them, as long as we’re careful not to damage them,” Anna said.

“You’re right,” Ruthie said, smiling. “I knew I called you for a reason.”

Anna covered her mouth with her arm and coughed. “It’s too dusty to stay down here. Let’s read them upstairs.”

Ruthie shook her head. “The walls are too thin. Someone might overhear us talking.”

“We can’t stay down here. I can’t think straight in this stale, dusty air. How about if we take them to my cottage?” Anna asked. 

“I could take the afternoon off,” Ruthie said.

“Me, too. Let’s go.”

They climbed the dusty staircase, and Anna waited behind the temporary wall with the letters while Ruthie got her backpack from her office. When she returned, she carefully wrapped them in a towel and tucked them inside the backpack. Then they walked to Anna’s blue and white cottage, which was only a short distance from the ocean. Some of the flowers in Anna’s English Garden were still in bloom.

When they got into the living room, Anna opened the windows to allow the fresh September breeze to circulate the air in her cottage. Ruthie spread the letters on Anna’s coffee table, and they began reading. 

They devoured the letters in silence. When they had both finished reading them all, they stared at one another in stunned silence.

“These are unreal,” Anna said. “It’s like stepping back in time to a classic love story.”

“Captain Turner was obviously in love with this woman from Polynesia named Pania,” Anna said.

“Do you suppose that’s where he went after he disappeared?” Ruthie asked.

“I sure hope so. In one of the earlier letters, he apologized to Pania for having to leave after the war. He sounded broken-hearted. He said that since he was an only child, he was destined to take over the factory since his father had passed on. He had no choice but to return to Seagull Cove to his grieving mother.”

Ruthie held up another letter. “In this one, he begged Pania to come to Massachusetts and to marry him, but she was unwilling to leave behind her parents and younger brothers and sisters.” 

“Then there isn’t any more correspondence for nearly a year until this final letter,” Anna said. “It’s addressed to “My Dearest Ephraim” and it reads, 




‘It sounds like this Tom Walker has you cornered. What a horrible man! Nobody who knows you could doubt your innocence. Listen to me, my love. Get out of Seagull Cove as quickly as possible and come back to me. We can build a life here in Polynesia like we dreamt about. The most important thing is that you don’t go to prison for a crime you didn’t commit.’”




“Are you sure that’s the last letter?” Ruthie asked.

“Yes. It’s dated September 16, 1948. Do you have any books in your shop with information on Tom Walker? I wouldn’t mind learning something about him,” Anna said.

“I’m sure I do. The story of Ephraim Turner is mentioned in all the books on the history of Seagull Cove.”

“Let’s go back to the bookstore and see what we can find. But first, it’s past lunchtime. I’ll make us a quick bite to eat to keep up our strength.”

Anna heated up some leftover chicken soup that she had made for dinner the night before, as well as some turkey and cheddar sandwiches. When they finished eating, they walked back to The Book Cove. 

As they passed Bella’s Dream on the way to Ruthie’s bookstore, a familiar voice called Anna’s name from behind. 

“Hi, Jeremy,” she said when she turned and saw the source of the voice. Jeremy was a friend and reporter for the Seagull Cove Chronicle.

“Hi, ladies,” he said. “What are you two up to today?”

Anna and Ruthie answered at the same time. Unfortunately, their answers were not the same.

“We’re just going for a walk,” Ruthie said.

“We’re just going back to The Book Cove,” Anna said.

“I mean,” Ruthie faltered, “we’re going to the bookstore first, then for a walk.”

Jeremy smirked and studied the two women. “You two are up to something.”

Anna was trying to come up with an answer when Ruthie blurted out, “You have to promise not to tell anyone. I’ll only tell you if you swear that it’s off the record. At least for now. If you keep this a secret, we’ll give you first dibs on the story that could potentially come out of it.”

Anna was glad that Ruthie was willing to confide in Jeremy. He had been helping Anna search for Bella, and he had proven himself trustworthy. 

“Ooh, this sounds good,” Jeremy said. “Okay, I promise. It’s off the record.”

“Come with us,” Anna said. “It will be easier to show you than to explain.”

They brought Jeremy to the construction site behind the temporary wall, then down the cement stairs.

Jeremy’s eyes darted around the room. “It looks like some sort of secret room.” 

“It is,” Ruthie said. “This is Ephraim Turner’s desk.”

Jeremy’s eyes shot wide open. “That’s quite a theory. What makes you think that?” 

Ruthie and Anna updated Jeremy on their activities over the past couple of hours. Then Ruthie removed the letters from her backpack and handed them to Jeremy. 

He perused the letters. “These are amazing.”

“They are all correspondence from a Polynesian woman named Pania whom Captain Turner had apparently fallen in love with during the war. From what we can gather, he went back to be with her when he disappeared,” Ruthie said. 

“We’re hoping to find something in all this that will clear his name and provide answers about what happened to Nick D’Angelo,” Anna said.

“I’ve heard the story told around the newsroom. Some people think Turner was guilty, and others believe he was framed. There is also a lot of speculation on what happened to Captain Turner after he fled. Some speculate that he lived the rest of his life abroad. One of my colleagues even thinks that Tom Walker killed him and hid his body. Despite the evidence against him, Turner maintained his innocence until the end.” 

“We were about to look through some of Ruthie’s local history books to see what we can find out about Tom Walker and the evidence against Captain Turner. But we have to be discreet. We don’t want anyone overhearing us.”

They went back upstairs, and Ruthie selected a few books from her shelves. Then, they went into her office.

“Make sure you talk quietly. If anyone overhears us, we’ll have a lot of explaining to do,” Ruthie said.

“What do you know about the case?” Anna asked Jeremy while Ruthie perused one of the books.

“According to some of my colleagues, Nick D’Angelo worked in Captain Turner’s factory. He was murdered after dark behind the factory one evening in late August of 1948. According to Turner, while he was working late one night, he was taking a break and sat by the window. Tom Walker and Nick were arguing. Then, Walker pulled out a knife and stabbed Nick. After he did it, he looked up and saw Captain Turner in the window. Captain Turner ran downstairs, but Walker had already fled. Nick was dead, so Turner left the body to call the police. Walker was already at the station and had accused Turner of murder. It was Walker’s word against Turner’s. When the police arrived at the scene of the crime, they found a gold cufflink with the initial “T.” It matched cufflinks that Captain Turner owned and wore frequently. Later, a witness – another factory worker - came forward, saying that he saw the whole thing, and that the killer was Captain Turner. The witness said that Captain Turner killed Nick because he was organizing a strike.”

“Was there any evidence that he was?” Anna asked.

“That’s just the thing. Some of the other workers said that wasn’t even true. Nobody was planning a strike,” Jeremy said. “It’s one more hole in the case against Captain Turner.”

Anna flipped through one of Ruthie’s books and found a picture of a painting of Ephraim Turner. He was sitting on a leather chair with an orange cat on his lap. Anna had to laugh. The cat looked like he could be one of Casper’s ancestors. She handed Jeremy the book. “Ephraim Turner doesn’t look like a killer to me. Look at those gentle eyes.”  

“I always had the same impression,” Jeremy said. “I’ve looked into this case a couple of times over the years, but there’s simply not enough information available to figure out what really happened. I hope Captain Turner fled and had a good life somewhere.”

“Judging from the letters, it looks like he might have,” Ruthie said. “Let’s see what else we can find.”
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Ruthie handed another book to Anna and Jeremy. “Here’s a picture of Tom Walker.” 

“There’s something sinister about this guy,” Anna said, looking at his greasy brown hair and beady eyes. “He looks shady if you ask me.”

“I’d have to agree with that assessment,” Ruthie said.

Anna grabbed the last of the three books that Ruthie had taken from the shelves.

“That’s not a history book,” Ruthie said. “It’s a book about true unsolved crimes. There’s a chapter on Nick D’Angelo’s murder.”

Anna opened to the appropriate chapter and found a picture of the crime scene. “This is pretty gruesome,” Anna said. It showed the body of Nick D’Angelo on the ground behind the factory with a knife protruding from his chest. According to the caption, the photo was taken by an unknown passerby just after Captain Turner called the police, and it wasn’t discovered until ten years after the murder. 

Anna scanned the scene, but aside from the body, there was nothing that seemed out of the ordinary.

“I think we’ve learned all we can from these books. Could we go back downstairs? I’d like to take another look around,” Jeremy said.

They walked from Ruthie’s office across the bookstore to the construction site. Ruthie greeted a couple of the customers, then descended the old staircase once again.

Ruthie and Anna pointed out to Jeremy the book they had found earlier in one of the desk’s front-facing shelves. There was a bookmark near the end of the book.

“It’s a mystery book,” Jeremy said. “It looks like poor Ephraim Turner never finished it before he fled.”

Jeremy pushed against the stone foundation in a few different places. 

“What are you looking for?” Anna asked.

Jeremy shrugged. “I don’t know, really. I guess I’m hoping we’ll find another clue. We need more to go on.”

Anna opened all three desk drawers again and pressed against the sides, then the bottom. When she pressed on the bottom of the last drawer, it moved slightly. She wriggled it with her fingertips. “That’s strange. The rest of the desk is so sturdy.” Then she looked at Jeremy and Ruthie, and it seemed that they all had the same thought at once.

Jeremy played around with the drawer and managed to pop the bottom off. 

“I can’t believe we missed this before. It’s a false bottom!” Ruthie said.

“There’s a note in here.” Anna pulled out a piece of paper from the drawer and read it aloud. 




“If you are reading this note, dear friend, then you have found my secret room. I have no choice but to beg for your help. I have left this note and these letters behind as a testimony to my innocence. My mother is broken-hearted, and my reputation, as well as my family’s name, has been sullied. It breaks my heart to flee and leave behind my grief-stricken mother. You undoubtedly know my story. It has been written about in all the newspapers. I assure you that I did not murder Nick D’Angelo. Please help prove my innocence. The cufflink is a farse and so is the witness, who Tom Walker paid off. However, I have no time left to prove it. Please help however you are able. Sincerely, Ephraim Turner.




“The poor man. It must have been torture having to live with this knowledge his whole life,” Ruthie said.

“I hope he made it to the South Pacific,” Anna said.

“There was something about the cufflink in one of the letters,” Anna said.

“You’re right.” Ruthie pulled one of the letters from her backpack. “I think it was in this one. This is the only letter that is addressed to Pania. He must not have had a chance to send it.” Ruthie skimmed the letter. “Yes, here it is. It says, ‘Dearest Pania, it is so obvious that this is a setup. I don’t understand why I am still a suspect. The cufflink did indeed belong to me, but I was wearing two identical cufflinks when the police charged me. I have several of the same sets, so somebody obviously stole one of them. But the police will not listen to reason.’”

“It’s obvious that Captain Turner is innocent,” Ruthie said.

“But we still need solid proof if we want to clear his name once and for all,” Anna said. 

“The secret room in the basement of The Book Cove and the long-lost letters will make an interesting human interest article. But if we could clear Captain Turner’s name, that would truly be one for the books,” Jeremy said.

“You’d be a legend at the Chronicle,” Anna said.

“Anna, you’ve solved three murder cases in Seagull Cove since you moved here. This should be a piece of cake,” Ruthie said.

“But none of those cases took place nearly seventy-five years ago. There’s nobody alive for us to talk to.”

“It’s too bad Ron Flaherty, the reporter who covered the story back in 1948, is deceased,” Jeremy said, then paused. “Wait a minute . . .”

“What is it?” Anna asked.

“Ron Flaherty spent a lot of time on this story. Maybe there’s something in the archives.”

“Can we access the archives now?” Ruthie asked. 

“Sure. They’re in the basement of the newsroom. Let’s check it out.”

Ruthie put the letters and the note in one of the desk drawers, and the three of them walked north on Main Street to the Chronicle headquarters. Jeremy unlocked the door, and they took the stairs to a large basement filled with rows of bookshelves.

“Everything is organized by date, so it shouldn’t take long for me to see if Ron had a file on the case.”

“I think I found something,” Jeremy announced after a brief search. He pulled a small box from one of the shelves and brought it to a round table nearby.

They opened it and found a gold cufflink with the letter “T”, a picture of the crime scene, and a writing pad.

“It must be the cufflink that was found at the murder scene,” Ruthie said. 

“What does it say in the notepad?” Anna asked.

Jeremy opened it and began skimming its contents. 

“These are Ron’s notes on the case. It says that this cufflink isn’t the one that was found at the murder scene, but it’s identical to it. Apparently, Ron was in communication with Margaret Turner, who believed in her son’s innocence until the end. She gave Ron one of her son’s cufflinks in case it could help prove his innocence. Ron noted that he had wanted to solve the case before Mrs. Turner’s death, but he wasn’t able to. After she died, he eventually gave up.” 

“What’s this?” Anna asked, pointing to a scribble in the margins.

“It looks like the word, ‘cat,’” Jeremy said. 

“That’s weird. Maybe he was doodling,” Ruthie said.

Anna shrugged.

Ruthie read Ron Flaherty’s notes while Jeremy and Anna examined the cufflink and the crime scene photo. 

“It says here that he doesn’t like the detective who is investigating the case.”

“Not Casey,” Jeremy said.

“Yes. Detective Peter Casey,” Ruthie said. “How did you know?”

“He was one controversial dude. People either loved him or hated him. He was accused of several insider crimes, but nobody could ever prove it,” Jeremy said. 

“Ron noted that Detective Casey was the first cop to arrive at the scene when Captain Turner called the police. Do you think he could have had something to do with Nick D’Angelo’s murder?” Anna asked.

“I suppose that’s one possible theory. If Casey was crooked, maybe he allowed Tom Walker to pay him off like he apparently paid off the witness,” Jeremy said.

“But how can we prove that?” Ruthie asked.

“I have no idea,” Jeremy said. “It looks like we’ve hit a dead end.”

Anna took the crime scene photo from the box. In this photo, she noticed something that wasn’t in the picture of the crime scene that was in the book at Ruthie’s bookstore. There was an orange cat next to the body. “There’s another orange cat. I wonder if it’s the same cat that was sitting on Captain Turner’s lap in the photo in your book.”

“Could be,” Ruthie said. “They look identical. Maybe he knew his master was in trouble.”

Anna let out a deep breath. “I, for one, am getting bleary-eyed. Why don’t we all get a good night’s sleep and start again tomorrow?”

“That works for me,” Jeremy said. 

“Me, too. Maybe with fresh eyes, we’ll see something we’re missing.”

“Perfect,” Anna said. “Let’s regroup tomorrow afternoon.”

Jeremy snapped a picture of Ron Flaherty’s photo of the crime scene, and they left the building.





4







After Mass on Sunday morning, Anna met Jeremy and Ruthie at Mile Long Beach, one of two beaches in town. They hoped some fresh air might help them to think more clearly. They found a spot where they were sure they couldn’t be overheard and sat on a blanket that Ruthie had brought.

“I’ve been thinking about everything we discovered yesterday,” Anna said. “Maybe we’re looking at this all wrong. Perhaps we should focus on proving that Detective Casey accepted a bribe from Tom Walker. If we can prove that they were in cahoots, then we can prove Captain Turner’s innocence.”

“That makes sense,” Jeremy said. “But how?” 

“Jeremy’s right. I don’t know how we can prove that all these years later. But I was thinking. Even if we haven’t been able to solve the murder, we’ve still learned some things that have been a mystery up until now,” Ruthie said.

Anna shook her head. “We’ve come too far to give up now. Ephraim Turner has become like a friend, and he needs our help to clear his name.” 

“Okay,” Ruthie said. “Let’s keep trying.”

“I have a feeling we’re missing something,” Anna said as she turned her face toward the warm September sun. 

Ruthie swung her backpack onto her lap. “I brought the desk’s contents with me.” She pulled out the mystery book that they found in the desk, the letters, and Ephraim Turner’s note.

“Let me take another look at that book,” Anna said.

Ruthie handed it to Anna, and she skimmed the back cover. “I’ve read this book before. It’s about a corrupt cop.” Anna opened to the spot where Ephraim Turner had left off. It was the final scene of the book; when the private detective revealed evidence proving that the cop was corrupt. “Why would Captain Turner stop reading in the middle of the final scene?”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Jeremy said.

“Maybe he got interrupted and never got back to it,” Ruthie suggested.

“That’s possible. Or maybe he did finish the book, and he marked this page because of what takes place.”

“Do you think he was trying to leave behind a clue for whoever found this stuff?” Jeremy asked. 

“It’s possible. Think about it. If Captain Turner knew that Detective Casey was corrupt, he would also have known that he wouldn’t be able to prove it before he was falsely convicted of murder.”

Ruthie took the book and read the scene, then handed it to Jeremy, who did the same.

“That’s an interesting theory,” Jeremy said. “But the main character in this book proves the detective is corrupt by setting a trap. We can’t do that. Casey is dead.”

“So, we’re back at square one,” Ruthie said.

“Jeremy, do you have that picture you took of Ron Flaherty’s photo of the crime scene?” Anna asked. “Something about it is bothering me, and I can’t figure out what.”

Jeremy pulled out his phone and tapped on the screen. Then he handed it to Anna. “Here it is.”

Anna studied the photo. She looked at the orange cat, who had his nose next to the gold cufflink by the body. 

“I don’t remember seeing this cat in the photo of the crime scene in Ruthie’s true crimes book. Jeremy, do you happen to know if Ron Flaherty took this photo himself, or if he got it from the police?”

“He got this photo from the police. Ron was on the scene before the police arrived, but his camera was stolen later that night. He was never able to develop his photos of the crime scene.”

“That can’t be a coincidence,” Anna said. “Someone didn’t want Ron Flaherty to develop his pictures.”

“What do you mean?” Jeremey asked.

“Think about it. We believe there was foul play involved by Tom Walker and that Casey was a corrupt cop. And then a journalist takes photos of the crime scene before the police arrive, but his camera is stolen.”

“So, you’re saying that Casey didn’t want the photos of the crime scene that were taken before the police arrived getting to the public?” Jeremy asked.

“Exactly. Because Casey tampered with the scene.”

“Again, that’s a fascinating theory, but we have no way to prove it.”  

Ruthie jumped to her feet. “That may not be true. We might be able to.”

“The true crimes book!” Anna exclaimed. “The photo caption said it was taken by a passerby while Ephraim Turner had left the body to call the police, and it was only discovered years later. Casey probably never knew about the photo that ended up in the book.” 

Anna and Ruthie raced toward the bookstore, and Jeremy followed behind.

Ruthie took the book off the shelf, flipped to the page with the photo, and handed it to Anna.

Jeremy opened the picture of Ron Flaherty’s photo on his phone again, and they compared the two pictures.

Ron’s photo showed the orange cat sniffing the gold cufflink next to the body. The photo in the book was identical, except for one key element. The cufflink wasn’t there!

Anna looked around to make sure there weren’t any customers within earshot. “Do you know what this means?”

“It looks like we just found proof that Captain Turner’s cufflink was not present at the crime scene until after the police arrived. The cufflink was planted to frame Ephraim Turner.”

“And the only person who could have helped Tom Walker get away with murder was Detective Casey, the first cop to arrive at the crime scene.”




* * *




The following Monday, eight days after Anna, Ruthie, and Jeremy solved the case, Anna was once again putting two scoops of chocolate chip ice cream into a bowl for her favorite customer, Joe Wiggins.

Jeremy had texted Ruthie and Anna, saying he had something to show them, so Ruthie was also in the ice cream shop.

Jeremy walked proudly into Bella’s Dream waving two copies of a newspaper. “I have early copies of tomorrow morning’s special edition. Tomorrow, everyone will know the whole story behind Captain Ephraim Turner’s vindication.”

“We haven’t seen you all week. Ruthie and I were wondering what happened to you.”

“I was hard at work. We decided to run a special edition of the Chronicle detailing Captain Ephraim Turner’s entire story but featuring my interview with the two of you.”

 The headline read, “Locals Solve D’Angelo’s Murder: Ephraim Turner is Vindicated.”

The newspaper included the two pictures of the crime scene that led to the solving of the mystery.

Anna smiled broadly and pointed to the orange cat in the photo that Ron Flaherty had kept in the archives. “There’s nothing you can say to convince me that this cat isn’t an ancestor of our own Casper.”

“I tend to agree,” Ruthie said.

“In a small town like Seagull Cove, it’s impossible to keep anything a secret,” Jeremy said. “We tried to keep the story under wraps while we wrote the special edition, but some people are already talking about it. Casper has become a hero by association, and I hear he has been enjoying extra treats from residents.”

“Good for him,” Anna said. “He deserves it.”

“I have another surprise for you two,” Jeremy said. “After Ephraim fled and his mother later passed away, there were no more Turners left in Seagull Cove.”

“Right,” Ruthie said. “Margaret was the last Turner.” 

“Correction. Margaret was the last Turner in Seagull Cove. But there are many more in Polynesia.”

“Are you saying that Ephraim Turner had a family in Polynesia with Pania?”

Jeremy nodded and smiled. “They had two sons and a daughter, as well as ten grandchildren, all of whom are alive. I was able to speak with them via teleconference yesterday, and they asked me to pass along their gratitude to the two of you. They are hoping to make it to Seagull Cove sometime to see where their father grew up.”

“How much did the family know about what happened in 1948?” Anna asked.

“Their father passed away fourteen years ago, after a long and happy life in the South Pacific, and Pania passed away shortly after her husband. Captain Turner told his children everything once they were adults. He knew that Casey was corrupt, and he believed that the reason Tom Walker killed Nick D’Angelo was that Nick saw him stealing cash from the safe the night before. Captain Turner had also caught Walker stealing the month before but decided to give him a second chance since he had been a loyal manager of the factory for many years. At least that’s what Captain Turner had thought. On the night of Nick’s murder, there was money missing from the safe again. Walker’s motive is only a theory, but it makes sense,” Jeremy said. 

Anna held up her copy of the newspaper. “I can’t wait to read all about it.” 

“It’s all in there, including a fantastic quote from Turner’s children.” Jeremy read from one of the articles on the front page. “On behalf of my brother and sister, we are thrilled that our father has finally been exonerated. We always knew that he was innocent, but thanks to our friends in Seagull Cove, now the whole world will know.”

“This calls for a celebration.” Anna made a chocolate milkshake and poured it into three glasses. She handed one to Ruthie, the other to Jeremy, and she raised her glass.

“Here’s to Ephraim Turner,” Anna said.

“To Ephraim Turner,” Ruthie replied.

Jeremy tapped his glass to theirs. “May he finally rest in peace.” 




* * *
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It was bright and early on Thursday morning. I had just settled into the comfy chair in my small, dark office, when things went crazy.

As the publisher of a popular weekly newspaper, the Williamsport Whistle, I had a well-established routine. On Thursdays, I liked nothing better than to slouch at my desk, a latte at my elbow, and my laptop open to a folder where I could review the status of all our content before the weekend.

I took a small sip of my drink and almost choked as the front door swung open with a bang, jangling the bells on the door handle until they practically fell off. I heard the footsteps of someone bounding in off Main Street.

Hopping up from my desk, I dashed into the reception area.

It was a little before 9:00 a.m., and my two reporters, Olivia Park and Brady Kozak, were lounging around on the couch, chatting with production manager, Barbara Stevens.

They were as shocked as I was. A young man was on the verge of hysteria, shouting, “Livvy, Livvy, you have to help me!”

I was perplexed. Olivia was an elegant and businesslike 20-something woman, and a darn good reporter. The only person I had ever heard use her nickname was her mother. Once.

Besides everything else, my excitable small poodle, Rocco, was getting in on the action, and the air was filled with sharp barks and yips.

Meanwhile, Olivia jumped to her feet and ran over to the visitor. I knew it was Baz Trotter.

I spoke up. “Baz, I’m Zora Bell, Olivia’s boss. What seems to be the problem? Do you need to sit down?”

Baz was a regular sight on Main Street. He was tall, stoop-shouldered, and morose. A real string-bean of a guy. Yes, he was about the same age as Brady and Olivia, but the resemblance ended there.

The young man was employed at Comic Zone, the comics and collectibles bookstore located a block south of the Whistle office.

How did I know this? I had never set foot in the place, but it was an institution. And so was Baz.

Winter, summer, spring, or fall, Baz always wore the same thing. A worn royal-blue bodysuit, dingy gold-colored boxer shorts, and a long red cape, also looking worse for wear. Sometimes, he even wore a mask, a small black one that covered his eyes. But, just as often, it was pushed up, holding his lank, dishwater-brown hair off his forehead.

Baz ignored me and repeated, his voice still trembling, “Livvy, you have to help me. I’m in big trouble.” Now, the caped figure was hopping back and forth from one foot to the other, like a preschooler in need of the washroom.

Olivia patted Baz on the arm. “Of course, I’ll help you. Calm down, Baz. What happened?”

“Follow me,” he gasped, turning on his heel and heading out the door.
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I looked over at Barbara. She shrugged. “You guys go ahead. I’ll stay here.”

So, we did.

It only took a minute or two. We paraded south on Main Street through a beautiful crisp autumn morning.

I gazed around in satisfaction. Antique lampposts and rustic park benches lined the sidewalks. Many of the shops had set up fall displays beside their doors, and there were plenty of dried cornstalks, hay bales, and pumpkins, guarded by the occasional scarecrow.

The street looked picturesque and ready to welcome the hordes of tourists who would arrive any day now to view the brilliant display of leaves on the hills surrounding Williamsport and visit various festivals that marked the change of season.

In fact, there was a big conference starting tomorrow at Williamsport’s prestigious Highlands Resort. Hopefully, Baz would be recovered enough to attend, as the Cottage Country ComicCon was shaping up to be three days of fun. There would be author events, workshops, and lots of people dressed in costumes and ready to party.

It was obvious that quite a few participants had arrived early in Williamsport. It wasn’t every day of the week that you saw aliens, orcs, and a wide range of superheroes wandering up and down Main Street. For three days, Baz would fit right in.

Olivia and Baz hustled ahead, arm in arm, and Brady and I followed.

Rocco pranced along at my side at the end of his royal-blue leash. His beige coat was clipped short, and it was easy to see the darker, cinnamon-colored stripe that ran down his back. Roc was always alert, and this morning was no exception. His big black eyes sparkled, and his head, with its pointy muzzle, swiveled left and right.

We stopped in front of Comic Zone, and Baz looked up, shaking with trepidation.

“It’s OK, Baz,” Olivia reassured him. “Let’s go.”

Baz fished in the pocket of his gold shorts and pulled out a set of keys. “I just don’t think I can,” he whispered.

From beside me, I heard Brady huff in exasperation. He stepped forward and took the keys, went to the door, unlocked it, and walked inside.

Baz clutched his cape and groaned.

The door to the store stood open, and I could hear Brady walking around. A minute later, he was back. “Everything looks fine to me.”

“What about Morley?” Baz burst out. “Did you look behind the counter?”

“Of course.”

“How could you miss him? Morley’s dead! Someone smacked him over the head, and now they’re going to blame me.”

Brady shook his head. “There’s no one behind the counter.”

“Let’s go back to the office,” I suggested. “Baz, you can tell us in more detail what happened this morning, and then we’ll decide whether to call the police.”

This was met with more moaning and groaning and, once again, Olivia took the young man’s arm and pointed him towards the Whistle office.

We all sat down in the reception area, and Barbara looked over avidly. “What happened? What’s going on?”

That was a good question.

I decided to take a more indirect approach with Baz, as he still seemed upset. Besides, I was curious. Olivia was treating Baz like he was her best friend, and Brady, who was her fiancé, was not acting the least bit resentful.

“So,” I asked, “How do you two know each other?”

Olivia looked over with a smile. “We shared a playpen for the first two years of our lives. Baz is my next-door neighbor and Mrs. Trotter babysat me. My parents were super-busy trying to get the business established, and I went to the Trotter’s house during the day while they were at the pharmacy.”

It seemed funny to think back all those years ago. I could hardly believe that over two decades had passed since Richard and Liz Park had opened their Main Street pharmacy. I smiled to myself at the thought of Olivia and Baz as toddlers.

Olivia patted Baz on the arm. “I always say he’s my brother from another mother.”

This actually made sense, as Olivia and her parents were of Korean ancestry, and Baz was not.

Finally, a small smile creased his face. He looked over at Olivia. “My sister from another mister.”

I couldn’t help laughing, and Brady shook his head and joined in.

“Seriously, Baz,” Olivia said. “You have to tell us what’s going on.”

He heaved a sigh. “OK. I got to the store just before 9:00, as usual. I knew right away that we had a problem. Brady, I don’t know if you noticed, but the wall safe was open. Then, once I got further into the building, I could see behind the front counter. I swear Morley was laid out on the floor with a cut on his forehead. I, um, probably screamed or something. I ran over to him and shook his shoulder, and he didn’t move. That’s when I came down here.”

“Wow,” I said. “And he’s not there now?”

Brady replied, “No way. The place is empty. And yes, I did notice the safe.”

“And that’s not all,” Baz said morosely.

We looked over, nonplussed. So far this morning, his boss had been both dead and vanished. There was something more?

“Flare is missing.”
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“You lost me, Baz. Someone else has disappeared?” I asked.

“Who’s Flare?” asked Brady.

“This is bad,” said Olivia.

Baz nodded. “One of the rarest collectible action figures that we have at Comic Zone is Polar Flare. The comic book series is called Fire and Ice, and the main character is a rookie cop, Peter White. But really, he’s a vigilante. His superpower is that he can transform into a gigantic, fire-breathing polar bear with knife-like claws. And he can run 60 miles an hour. And jump. Basically, if you’re a bad guy, and Polar Flare is after you? You’re toast. No pun intended.”

I thought it was quite amusing that Baz spoke of Peter White and Polar Flare in the present tense, as if they were real. I also couldn’t help chuckling to myself that Rocco and Polar Flare had a lot in common. Running speed. Bad breath.

“So, you’re saying that this Polar Flare collectible is really valuable?” asked Brady.

“Yes, for sure. It’s a special issue. Two-feet tall. Thick white fur. Lots of mechanical features. Flare is amazing. He’s worth several thousand dollars.”

Baz brightened up a bit while describing Polar Flare, but then his face fell. “I’m really worried about that safe. Morley has a perfect copy of the very first issue of Fire and Ice. Depending on the buyer, we could be talking six figures.”

“For a comic book?” I exclaimed.

“Oh, definitely,” said Baz. He then launched into a detailed description of the comic book and collectible market. I was impressed. The kid was smart, if a little over-emotional at times.

“Well, that does it,” I said. “Brady, can you take the key, go back to Comic Zone, and see if the safe is empty? If Baz is correct, we definitely need to call Arni Korhonen.”

Brady was off like a shot. I was pretty sure what he’d find. Or not find. I’d bet my next latte the valuable comic would be missing.

Baz wrung his hands, kneading a corner of his cape. “The police chief?” he squeaked. “I’m done for. He’ll throw me in jail.”

The loop of bear bells that we had hanging from the handle of the front door jangled again a moment later, and Brady was back. “Sorry, Baz. Bad news. The safe is empty.”

Baz groaned, Olivia made sympathetic noises, Brady sat down and finished his coffee, and I got my cell phone out of my pocket and dialed the police chief.

The Williamsport Police Department must have been having a slow day because, for once, Arni did not grumble when he answered my call. I briefly explained the events of the morning, and he said he would meet us at Comic Zone in five minutes. “Thanks,” I said, eyeing Baz, who looked like he was about to be led to the gallows.

Olivia stood up and held out her hand. Baz grasped it and rose to his feet, unfolding himself from the chair and clutching his cape to his chest.

For the second time in an hour, we all traipsed up the street to Comic Zone. Well, actually, it made three trips for Brady.
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As we neared the shop, I was slightly ashamed that my first thought was to take some photos of Comic Zone. Brady murmured. “I already took some pictures inside. Just in case.”

Perfect timing. Just as we reached the storefront, Arni pulled up to the curb in a police department sedan and got out.

I had to admit that even though I was now happily married, my heart might have given a little flutter at the sight of the handsome police chief.

As he approached, I quickly snapped back to reality. I saw him give us the once over, and his lips twitched when he glimpsed Baz in his superhero outfit. “So, Zora, what seems to be the problem? I need a few more details.”

I looked over at Baz, but he was fanning himself and looking faint. I went ahead with a description of the events so far. “Arni, this is Baz Trotter, an employee at Comic Zone. When he opened up this morning, he found his boss, Morley Brant, unconscious on the floor. The wall safe was open, and a valuable collectible was missing. Baz and Olivia are old friends, so he came down to the Whistle office for help. That’s all we know. Brady?”

The reporter explained, “After Baz alerted us to the situation, we all walked over here. I went inside to check things out, and Morley wasn’t there. Other than that, it was just like Baz described. The safe was open and empty, and the collectible seems to be missing.”

Arni frowned. His blue eyes narrowed and focused on Baz. “And you’re sure Morley Brant was lying on the floor?”

“I didn’t do it, I swear!” Baz pleaded.

Good grief. Baz was not making the best impression. However, I didn’t think the chief was going to take him away in cuffs. Yet.

“I better have a look,” Arni said. “Baz, do you have the key?”

“I have it,” Brady replied, stepping forward and turning the lock. He pushed the door to the comic store open and, quick as a flash, Rocco sprang over the threshold and zoomed around the interior, his claws beating out a staccato click on the scuffed hardwood floor.

I was as startled as anyone, but figured it was my fault. Rocco had recently visited the groomer, and his collar was likely too loose. With his conniving ways, that poodle slipped out of it and proceeded with his own investigation.

“Zora!” Arni chided me as he stepped into the store. “You should know better. Get that animal out of my crime scene.”

I walked inside and summoned Rocco. To others, it would have looked like a small, hyperactive dog tearing around the premises. But I had always been able to understand Rocco’s vocalizations. It was our little secret. And this morning, he was shouting gleefully, “Wow, Zora, you’re the best! Great Merciful Poodles, this is a fantastic way to start the day.”

“Rocco, come,” I said forcefully.

The poodle ignored me, and Arni frowned.

“Roc,” I shouted in embarrassment. “Come. Treat.” Yes, I was prepared to stoop that low. The dog had me well-trained.

There was still no response.

Then Brady stepped forward. “Rocco,” he called sternly. “Come.”

To my shock, Roc stopped in his tracks, trotted to Brady’s side, and sat down.

“How did you do that?” I demanded.

Brady gave me a satisfied smile. “When Olivia and I began looking after him for you, I started training him. He was driving me nuts.” He paused and then said generously, “It’s probably just my voice. Some dogs respond faster to a lower pitch.”

I shook my head and leaned over to clip the collar and leash back on, saying “Leave it!” in a deep tone of voice. I’d noticed that when Rocco scampered over to Brady, that nasty, small poodle had something in his mouth. I just hoped whatever it was didn’t have the same kind of price tag as Polar Flare.

My new dog-command voice did the trick. Rocco opened his jaws and two objects fell to the floor. A bit of drooling and a lot of chewing had taken place in a very short space of time. I had the feeling Arni would be furious.

The chief had finished his look around. “With the value of the stolen property, I better call the forensic officer over here. I also want him to examine the area behind the counter. It looks to me like there are droplets of blood. You can all go back to work. Is it all right if I keep the key?”

“Sure,” Baz replied.

Arni looked over at me. “What is it? I can tell you’re hiding something.”

“I’m not hiding it. Here.”

I handed over a soggy, chewed mask and a glove covered in fake fur.

“Zora! This is a mess!”

He was right. I apologized, “I’m sorry. It looks to me like the killer dropped these.”

“Well, I guess that will hold up in court,” the chief replied sarcastically. He reached into his pocket for an evidence bag and deposited the two items. “All four of you, wait outside.”

We trooped out the door and stood there chatting with Baz. “Why don’t you come back to the Whistle and spend the day with us?” I suggested.

“Thanks, Mrs. Bell. I think I will.”

“Zora. Baz, please call me . . .”

Before I could finish my sentence, Arni’s cell phone rang. He had just stepped out of Comic Zone but paused for a brief conversation. Facing us with a serious look, he shared the news. “I’m afraid it’s bad. We found Morley in the lane behind the store. An ambulance is on the way.”

We walked slowly north on Main Street and into the office.

Baz was in a daze. He sat down on the couch, and Brady ran upstairs and returned with a blanket. I had lived in the quaint Victorian-era apartment above the newspaper office for many years, but had recently bought a condo nearby. I was very happy to now have Brady as a tenant, and today this had proved convenient.

Barbara got up without speaking and went next door to Coyote Coffee. Caffeine and pastries might not restore Morley to life or bring Polar Flare back to Comic Zone, but it might help us all feel better.

As it turned out, I was wrong on one point.
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No sooner had Barbara returned with hot drinks, Danishes, and cinnamon rolls, when Arni joined us.

We all sat down in the reception area, and the chief said, “Baz, I’m sorry. Morley didn’t make it.”

Baz nodded and pulled the blanket tighter.

Arni continued, “I know this is a terrible time, but the faster we start the investigation, the better. Baz, who might have wanted to see Morley dead? Do you have any ideas about who is responsible for his death?”

“No, not at all. There were always people taking a second look at Flare, and we kept a pretty close eye on him when there were customers in the store. And obviously, the contents of the safe, including the first edition of Fire and Ice, would be a motive. That might be something people would want to steal. But to kill someone? It makes no sense.”

“Did Morley have any enemies?”

“No, absolutely not.”

“What about his personal life? You can save us some time here. Was Morley married? Did he have kids? Any family in town?”

“He has a brother, Clarence Brant. He and his wife live in Williamsport.”

“Thanks. Now Baz, don’t take this the wrong way.”

I smiled to myself. I could predict what was coming next, and also the response. But Baz proved me wrong.

“Who knew the combination to the safe?” Arni asked. “Who would have had access?”

Baz sat up straight and took a deep breath. “The only two people I know of who knew the combination were Morley and me.”

Arni carried on without making any comment. “Are there any other employees? Any part-time staff?”

“Not in the store. But when we go to special events, Garth and Zoelle help us. He’s a werewolf, and Zoelle is a tavern wench.” A flush spread over Baz’s face, and I figured Zoelle was pretty. Or well-endowed.

“Do they ever come into Comic Zone?”

“Sure, once in a while. Now that I think about it, they would have been in later today, because we had to get ready for the big ComicCon out at the Highlands Resort this coming weekend.”

“ComicCon?” Arni frowned.

Olivia explained, and I thought it was nice of her to give Baz a rest.

I could tell that Arni still had Baz high on his list of suspects, if only due to his access to the store and the safe. Olivia clarified, “The Cottage Country ComicCon starts tomorrow and runs through Sunday afternoon. It’s a big deal, and there will be thousands of people attending. Lots of them dress up like their favorite superheroes or fantasy characters. And there’s a vendors’ area where businesses like Comic Zone set up shop.”

Arni groaned, sounding a bit like Baz. “So, you’re telling me that Williamsport is going to be full of comic book collectors, most of whom will be wearing masks? Or fur gloves?”

“Pretty much,” said Olivia. She nodded toward the window. “You can see that people are in town already.”

“I suppose it’s not a stretch to think someone might have arrived early, just in time to attack Morley,” I reflected.

“Gee, Zora, that’s so helpful,” Arni grumbled.

“Better than the thought that a Williamsport resident killed him,” I retorted.

Before the bickering could continue, our attention was diverted to the street. A Williamsport PD cruiser pulled up in front of the Whistle office, and Constable Renée Winters got out and slammed the driver’s door shut. We gazed out at Renée, who walked around to the passenger seat, leaned in, and picked something up.

As soon as she turned towards us, Baz leaped to his feet and shouted, “Flare!”

Olivia, Brady, and I exchanged glances and tried to hold back our laughter. Renée was all business, as usual. But she was carrying a two-foot polar bear cradled in her arms like a newborn baby.

I saw Brady get out his phone and snap a picture. It was priceless. Renée was a serious young woman, stocky and dressed in her impeccable uniform and shoes, her dark-brown hair scraped back into a top knot. Not a smile crossed her face as she headed for the door.

Of course, we all gathered around to look at Flare. He was a beautiful figure, one that was well worth stealing, I thought, although I kept that idea to myself. The bear had a thick, white, luxurious coat, and ferocious expression. I could’ve sworn he had been recently combed.

“Chief, I saw the notice about Polar Flare being stolen, and then a few minutes later, we got a call. I’m pretty sure this is what you were looking for,” said Renée.

Baz looked ecstatic. “It’s him,” he said with a grin that brightened his whole face. “That’s Flare, all right. Where did you find him? He looks fine. Thank goodness!”

Renée cracked a rare smile. “It seems straightforward. Cody McGrath stole the figure and brought it home. Set it on the kitchen counter, and told his kids not to touch it. But when he wasn’t looking, the youngest grabbed the bear, stuffed it in his backpack, and took it to school for show-and-tell. The teacher was suspicious of the child’s story and called us.”

Even though we were all still upset about the death of Morley, the story was comical, and we all laughed. Cody McGrath was not unfamiliar to us. He’d been in and out of trouble practically since birth.

“What does Cody say for himself?” asked Arni.

“Allegedly,” Renée said with emphasis, “he was walking down the street on the way to get a coffee, saw that the door to Comic Zone was ajar, went in, and lifted the bear.”

“There’s a possibility that he’s telling the truth,” I commented. “I know you’ve probably lost track of the number of times you’ve arrested him, but he’s never struck me as a murderer.”

“Did you ask him about Morley?” asked Arni.

“Yes. He’s sticking to his story. The door was open. He was in and out in a matter of seconds. He didn’t see Morley. He didn’t touch anything.”

Brady said, “That’s interesting. When Baz arrived for work, the door was locked. And I’m not in law enforcement, but it didn’t look to me like anyone had broken in.”

“Whoa,” said Olivia. “The killer could have still been in there when Cody went after the bear. Then, he just went out and clicked the door shut behind him.”

“We should get back to the scene,” Arni said with a glance at Renée. “Baz, you might as well take Flare for now.”

Baz reached out, and Renée handed the figure to him. “Better stand back,” he said. “I need to check that he can still extend his claws and breathe fire.”
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After all the early morning excitement, the reporters and I were keen to carry on with our weekly editorial meeting. Baz was looking forlorn, so we said he could join us.

We headed to the meeting room where Brady, Olivia, and I began to discuss the list of stories we were working on for this week’s edition of the Williamsport Whistle. Barbara was busy at her desk, staring at the large screen of her computer and laying out pages with ads and the photos that we had already given her. And humming along to some jazz standards playing through the computer speakers.

The last few days had been hectic and, between the three of us, we had covered a town council meeting, a bake sale at the church, a craft sale and art show, registration for minor hockey, half a dozen special events, and, of course, the upcoming ComicCon.

Everything seemed under control and, once we had finished with the updates, no one appeared anxious to leave. I stood up. “I can guess what you’re thinking. We need to get to work.”

I stepped over to the whiteboard, erased everything that was on it, and wrote a new title: “Story Ideas”. “Baz, you can help us with this,” I said.

“I hope you’re going to be taking pictures at the ComicCon,” he said with a smile.

“Definitely. But that’s not what this list is about. Sometimes, as part of our investigative reporting, we take a look at a local crime.”

“Really? Cool.”

He didn’t add anything useful, so Olivia prompted him. “Are you sure Morley wasn’t having any conflict with anyone?”

“Well, he’s always arguing with his brother, Clarence.”

Brady leaned forward. “About what?”

“Pretty much anything,” said Baz. “They’d argue about whether or not the sky is blue, and I sort of ignore them.”

“Anybody else? Neighbors, other shopkeepers, staff?” I asked, wondering why Baz hadn’t said all this to Arni Korhonen. He hadn’t done himself any favors. I kept listening for the bells on the front door to ring, waiting for Arni to return. I also wondered where Baz’s black mask was, hoping it wasn’t sitting in an evidence bag in the trunk of the chief’s car.

Baz looked up as if the proverbial lightbulb had turned on over his head. “Morley had a big argument with one of the organizers of the ComicCon. I just know him as Meteor. I don’t know his real name. The guy had stuck our booth in the back corner. Poor lighting, no traffic. Morley was right. The location sucked. Not to mention, it’s our hometown! Morley said it was disrespectful.”

I was busily making notes on the whiteboard. I thought we were getting somewhere now, which was good. I had the feeling that if we didn’t come up with something, Baz was going to find himself in an interview room over at the police station.

I stood back and looked at my work. So far, we had Clarence, the brother, part-time helpers in the form of a werewolf and a wench, and Meteor, a stranger who was in town to organize the big event. If Baz hadn’t been in the room, I would have added his name. Only because I was positive he would be on Arni’s list.

Even though it was likely a waste of time, I picked up the marker and printed the name Cody McGrath. When it came to the disappearance of Polar Flare, he was definitely the culprit. But I wasn’t convinced that he had killed Morley.

The others also studied the list. Olivia spoke up, “When I think about the big three, ‘means, motive, and opportunity,’ they all qualify. Except, I wonder about Meteor. He might have the biggest motivation. He’d be familiar with the industry and would have known about Morley’s collection. But I don’t know how he could open the safe.”

“Unless Morley opened it himself, so they could look at his prized possession,” Brady pointed out. “That puts them all on an equal footing.”

“If Garth owns a werewolf costume, he could’ve dropped the glove,” I said. Then, I forced myself to add, “Baz, do you have your mask?”

“Sure,” he replied, standing up and fishing around in the right pocket of his droopy gold shorts. He frowned and then searched the other side, as well as the back pocket. He sank into his seat, put his head on the table, and covered it with his arms. A hollow voice said, “It’s gone. I don’t have it. My goose is cooked.”

I sighed. “Baz, you could have dropped it at any time. After all, you entered the store more than once in the space of an hour, and you were very upset. It’s easy to understand why you might not have missed it. Sit up. I have another question for you. This ‘Meteor’ who’s organizing the conference. What costume does he wear?”

Baz sat up and rubbed his temples. “Sometimes Batman. Sometimes a character from Game of Thrones.”

“Very interesting. He could easily own both a mask and accessories with fake fur.”

Olivia said, “Clarence is the most likely to have lost his temper and struck his brother, and Morley would definitely have opened the door to him. But I think it’s doubtful he dropped the mask or glove.”

“True,” nodded Baz. “He has no use for the world of comics or costumes.”

“Garth fits the bill pretty well,” Brady commented. “Morley would have let him into Comic Zone. With his werewolf getup, he’d likely have a fake fur glove. And if he wanted to steal the first issue of Fire and Ice, he might think that this weekend would be a good time to lay a false trail. Lots of suspects, that’s for sure.”

We all nodded seriously.

“If it’s not one of them, I don’t see what we can do about it.” Baz looked discouraged. “There will be hundreds of people out at the resort. Even if we could somehow identify the killer, we can’t just go up to the guy and start interrogating him. He’s a total stranger.”

“Silly Baz,” said Olivia fondly. “That’s what I do for a living!”

Next followed a big debate. Should we go out to the resort tonight, or Friday night? Should we go in costume? Should we involve the police?

“I don’t think we need to mention any of this to Arni,” I said. “I’m sure there will be a police presence at the event, given the circumstances of Morley’s death. You can probably guess my views on wearing a costume. I vote for Friday night. Big crowds, a hectic program, lots of pressure on Meteor.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Brady. “And I’m with you on the costume. Make that no costume.”

Olivia looked disappointed. “Really? We can’t dress up?” Then she reconsidered. “I suppose you’re right. After all, we’re going out there as reporters.”

Just then, Barbara poked her head around the door frame. “Zora, were you planning to bring Rocco to the office again tomorrow, by any chance?”

I was so lucky that all my employees liked him and were willing to take a few minutes out of their workday to play with him. No wonder he loved coming to the office.

I nodded. “Yes, he needs a distraction. He’s been misbehaving when I leave him in the condo.”

“OK,” she said with a smile and headed back to her desk.
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Friday afternoon, the reporters and I settled down into the meeting room to run through our plans for that evening. The opening ceremonies for ComicCon were set for 6:00 p.m. “I think we should go a bit early,” said Olivia. “If we arrive around 5:00 p.m., that gives us time to check out how the conference is set up and observe Meteor.”

“Good idea,” said Brady.

From the reception area, I could hear Barbara talking to Rocco, and smiled. Then I heard two sets of footsteps approaching down the hallway. Barbara’s heels clicked slowly, and Rocco preceded her at a gallop.

He tore into the meeting room, circled the table a couple of times, hopped up on a spare chair, looked out the window to bark at the squirrels, jumped down, and raced back to the reception area.

By this point, we were all laughing so hard, we had tears rolling down our faces.

Barbara was an excellent seamstress and was also involved with the local theater group. Overnight, she had crafted a tiny mask and a brilliant scarlet cape for Rocco. The finishing touch was a little vest with the superhero symbol on the front. Naturally, there was a capital R in the middle of it.

“That’s just priceless, Barbara,” I said, wiping my eyes.

“Thanks. I had all his measurements from last Christmas when I made the elf costume for him. The hardest thing was the mask. Anyway, I think you should take him with you to ComicCon. With a big event like that, you could probably sneak him in, no problem.”

Brady laughed. “The little guy is definitely a crowd-pleaser, no question.”

I heard Rocco’s complaint from down the hall. “Little guy? You must be mistaken. I am the Rockinator.”

“I’ve always thought that Rocco would have made a good search and rescue dog. I guess there’s a slim chance he could identify the owner of the fur glove. OK, you’re on. I’ll take him. Although, I don’t think this is what the resort means by pet-friendly.”

At 5:00 sharp, we headed through the front doors of the posh Highlands Resort, with Rocco leading the way.

An entire wing of the hotel was dedicated to the conference center. Crowds of people in all kinds of creative costumes strolled along with us. There were hobbits, Vikings, fantasy creatures and fairies, not to mention superheroes of every variety.

The main hall had a stage at one end, and the rest of the large space was filled with booths and small performance areas. I was impressed. It looked great, even though I suspected that the person in charge was a thief and a murderer.

We strolled around, familiarizing ourselves with the setup, and eventually making our way toward the stage. We ran into the police chief and Constable Winters as we wandered around the venue. Arni rolled his eyes at the sight of Rocco in his superhero costume, but Renée kneeled down to scratch his ears.

And that wasn’t the half of it. The poodle reveled in all the attention. Everywhere we went, people chuckled and petted him. Some crouched beside him to take selfies. I figured Rocco was taking social media by storm.

Promptly at 6:00, a grand fanfare played through the sound system, and the large crowd moved toward the stage. We found a spot near the front just as a tall man, who we’d already identified as Meteor, strode to the microphone. He was wearing a black leather suit with vivid lightning bolts on the lapels, and an elegant black cape with a massive fur collar. He also had fur gauntlets but, unfortunately, no gloves. But then, I thought critically, maybe that was because he had lost one yesterday morning.

I had to admit, he did a fine job of welcoming everyone to the Cottage Country ComicCon. After a few preliminary remarks, he clasped his hands together and bowed his head. Then, he looked up at the audience. “I want to pause now to mark the passing of Morley Brant. Morley was one of the greats. A collector, a vendor, and a huge supporter of the industry. I hope you will all take a minute to honor his memory . . .”

There was a shout from the edge of the crowd to my right. Had the person really yelled “killer”?

Suddenly, a burly werewolf clambered up onto the stage and ran towards the speaker, arms raised, and claws extended. The organizer swung his cape over his shoulder and began running. He didn’t get far. An older gentleman wearing street clothes grabbed a lethal-looking club from a Viking, took the steps two at a time, and brandished the weapon at Meteor.

Baz shouted, “That’s Clarence! And Garth! What’s going on?”

“If I’m not mistaken, a falling out among thieves,” I replied.

It was clear that the audience had no idea whether the drama playing out on the stage was part of the event and a performance, or an actual assault. Before Clarence could take a second swing at Meteor, the werewolf took a flying leap and brought him down. Unfortunately, that meant that the heavy club gave the furry beast a good crack in the shoulder, missing Meteor altogether.

In the midst of all the pandemonium, I turned to pick up Rocco. I didn’t want him to get injured underfoot. My heart sank. I had forgotten to tighten his collar and, once again, the poodle had slipped away.

I was panic-stricken, fearing that he would be trampled in the crowd, but when I heard giggles and cheers from the audience, I took a second look at the stage. Rocco was racing around like a maniac. First, he grabbed Meteor’s cape in his teeth and shook it like prey. Next, he jumped onto the werewolf’s back and seized him by the scruff of the neck.

Meanwhile, Clarence was winding up for a murderous blow. My heart was in my throat. Rocco was so small, and he was definitely in the line of fire. I began to push my way toward the stage. But before I could get there, Arni and Renée beat me to it. Arni vaulted up onto the platform, and Renée raced up the stairs. The first thing they did was relieve Clarence of his weapon.

I carried on anyway, running into the melee and plucking Rocco off the werewolf. I tucked him under my arm and moved toward the wings to watch the continuing action onstage.

Another constable had followed Arni and Renée, and each of them was restraining one of the combatants. But that didn’t stop the trio from screaming at each other.

It was bewildering. I listened carefully. Baz, Olivia, and Brady joined me. “What’s going on?” yelled Brady over the chaos.

“Beats me!” I shouted back. “If I had to take a guess, I’d say all three of them were in it together, and Meteor double-crossed Clarence and Garth!”

“I can’t believe it,” said Baz, with tears in his eyes. “Poor Morley.”
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The next morning, the office was buzzing with nervous energy. We’d all had too much caffeine, and between Barbara’s questions and the litany of speculations from the reporters and me, we were worn out and reduced to silence before the start of the business day.

Of course, Rocco was as hyper as ever. I’d put him in his superhero costume again, so Barbara could get the full effect, and he was enjoying the compliments and petting.

“OK, let’s calm down,” I said. “Arni will have to send a media release. This is a huge deal. Morley’s death, followed by a battle royal onstage at ComicCon? He has to make a statement.”

“I hope he brings it in person,” Olivia muttered. “This is the first time we haven’t been ahead of the game with our crime-solving.”

That only got us going again. We were talking over one another with wild theories and blatant guesswork, but there was a sudden hush as we saw the police chief approach and open the door.

I took a deep breath. “Good morning, Arni.” I led the way to the meeting room.

The chief knew us well. He deposited a bag of pastries on the table but, for once, we ignored it.

Then, he glanced at the whiteboard and our list of “Story Ideas”.

“You knew?” he asked indignantly. “And you didn’t inform me?”

“You never listen to us, anyway. Besides, at this point, they’re just names. We have no idea what’s going on.”

That brought a smile to Arni’s serious face. “Really?”

“Really,” I admitted. The others nodded solemnly.

“To tell you the truth, it’s driving us crazy,” Olivia confessed.

The chief pushed a news release toward me. It was short, succinct, full of legal jargon, and totally disappointing.

“Oh, come on, Arni,” I whined. “Please tell us who did what.”

The chief helped himself to a cheese croissant and took a sip of his coffee.

We sat and watched him.

He swallowed. “Fine. As far as we can make out, Morley and Clarence jointly owned the first edition. Clarence wanted to sell, but Morley was proud to own it and wouldn’t agree. Meteor entered the picture as the buyer. But even with a firm offer on the table, Morley refused. Clarence and Meteor decided to steal it. Meteor would own Fire and Ice, and Clarence would split the proceeds with his brother after the fact. They got Garth involved, for a small share, to open the door to the store and the safe.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That all makes sense, based on what Baz told us about the brothers.”

“So, Morley caught them in the act?” asked Olivia. She shuddered. “I’m sorry he’s gone, but that could so easily have been Baz.”

Arni nodded. “I’m sure you saw Clarence’s actions last night.”

“Yes. I take it Meteor is the one who actually struck Morley,” I commented.

“I believe so. But we haven’t charged him yet. We’re still questioning Garth. His testimony will be key, but I think he’ll come through.”

From down the hall, I heard the bear bells on the front door jangle and, a moment later, Baz stuck a tentative head into the meeting room.

“Wow,” said Olivia.

“Dude,” said Brady.

Baz had been transformed. He’d gotten a stylish short haircut and traded his superhero costume for khakis and a black sweater. He looked like a computer programmer. He also looked totally embarrassed.

I took pity on him. “Good morning, Baz. Please, come in and have a seat.”

“Hi, everyone.” He glanced at Arni. “Thank you for not arresting me.”

“You’re welcome,” Arni replied with a straight face.

“What’s up, Baz?” asked Olivia. “You look great.”

“Thanks, Livvy. I’ve been taking business courses part-time, and I’ve made a decision. I’m going to concentrate on getting my degree. Morley was always telling me to do that, and I’m finally going to follow his advice.”

Rocco chose that moment to leap onto the young man’s lap. Baz smiled, scratched his ear, and straightened his little cape. “But if I ever need a reminder about where I got my start, I’ll just drop by to visit Super Rocco. Is that OK?”

“Any time,” I replied with a smile.




* * *




What can I tell you?

I’m retired and living the dream in an off-the-grid house in northern Ontario, Canada.

Except…

My husband and I are basically held hostage by my NSP, Rocco. That’s short for Nasty Small Poodle. He’s 15 pounds of non-stop energy and vengeful behavior, not to mention very demanding.

I love writing every day and the result so far is three mystery series, and counting.

My Murder In Season trilogy features injured detective constable Claire Beckett.

That trilogy is followed by the 10-book Poodle Versus… series. Starring - guess who? Small-town action, zany characters, and a Nasty Small Poodle will capture your heart.

The DC Holly Towns Murder Mysteries are longer and more complex, but also free of graphic scenes or language.

You can download free prequels for all my series at https://www.anneshillolo.com
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Rain sleeted against the windows of What the Dickins, my inherited bookshop in rural Bliss, Georgia. My grandma had owned and operated the place for more than forty years before her passing. She’d entrusted the place to me, and though she’d been gone more than eighteen months, I still felt her presence in every page, dust mote, and item of decor. 

Grandma had loved few things more than books and nature, except maybe Mama, me, and her childhood cat, Dickins. She would’ve been enchanted by the growing storm. After two hours of lightning strikes and heavy rainfall, there weren’t any indications of an end in sight. 

Personally, I wasn’t a fan.

I’d loved Grandma, though . She was fun and quirky in ways that made my mama roll her eyes. And Grandma always gave me a new book when I visited. Mom said I looked like Grandma, but it’d been hard to see as a kid. Grandma had gray hair and glasses in all my memories. My hair was brown and curly. I hadn’t needed glasses until college. But our eyes were brown, and I’d grown to be just as tall as she’d been, nearly five-foot-eight.

A jagged bolt of silver lightning ripped through the inky evening sky, interrupting my thoughts. And the fine hairs on my arms rose in response.  

I rubbed a hand over the gooseflesh and turned toward the sound of shuffling feet.

Three members of the local book club meandered forward, paper plates with cookies and plastic cups of sweet tea in their hands. The rain had kept more than half of their members away tonight and trapped the rest of them with me.  

“This storm’s a real doozy,” Gigi, the petite red-haired woman, said. Gigi owned Oh My Goodies, the bakery on the corner, and she’d brought enough sweets to feed an army. She was in her seventies, and like the other members of her book club, she’d grown up with Grandma. The club members were also big supporters of my store. “When do you plan to close up, Liz?” 

“Not until the worst of this has passed,” I said. “You’re welcome to stay too.”

“That’s very kind,” her best friend, Sutton, said. “And much appreciated.” Sutton was taller than Gigi, opposites in nearly every way that most could see, but the same where it mattered, in their big, caring hearts. Sutton ran a small plant shop and greenhouse across the square. She adjusted her trademark muumuu and ran a hand through short silver-and-blond hair. “The plants and animals knew this was coming,” she said, believing she could communicate with both. “They weren’t worried, so we shouldn’t be either.”

Gigi caught my eye and smiled. “Who can argue with the plants and animals?”

I grinned. “And there are worse places to be stuck. A few extra hours in the presence of all these books, friends, and delicious pastries is hardly a hardship.”

Gigi nodded. “Now that is the truth. Things could be a lot worse.” 

A great flash of lightning illuminated the world, and a teeth-rattling crack of thunder boomed. Then all the streetlights went out.

“Glory!” Mirabelle, the third older woman, cried. “That just about scared me straight out of my sneakers!” Mirabelle, the town’s octogenarian crime reporter, was known for her casual wear, including every color of velour track suit and orthopedic sneakers. That, and her elderly overweight Pekingese, Mr. Dinky. 

I closed my eyes and said a prayer for the electricity inside my shop. The place was a mess, and in the dark, it was an accident waiting to happen. 

Energy buzzed softly around me like a swarm of invisible bees, and I fought the urge to fidget. I knew the sensation well. It was usually accompanied by the appearance of a fuzzy white cat. 

I’d noticed a similar cat among the stacks when I was a child, but it couldn’t be the same one today. That had been more than twenty years ago. And it made no sense for me to somehow know it would appear.

I’d set out food and water in the stock room, in case Grandma had adopted a cat before her passing, but both bowls remained perpetually full. 

I craned my neck in search of the feline, increasingly certain he was a figment of my imagination.

“You okay?” Gigi asked, a curious but warm smile on her red lips.

“Mm hmm.” I pushed a swath of hair behind my ear and crossed my arms against a building, unease. The storm. The power outage. The invisible bees. It all seemed like bad omens to me, not that I believed in those.

Sutton offered me her cup of sweet tea. “Have a sip. The sugar will soothe you. I’m guessing by your posture, you aren’t a fan of storms.” Her kind blue eyes reduced my tension by a measure. 

“I’m just hoping the lights stay on in here.” Without electricity in the shop, we’d probably all trip over a stack of errant books and break our necks. 

Running Grandma’s shop had seemed like the kind of project that could help me find purpose in my life. At twenty-six, I’d been desperately in need of direction. So, I’d signed the deed and made instant mental plans for a grand reopening, new decor, and a social-media push. But despite my best and ongoing efforts, I hadn’t been able to clean the place up. Instead, I spent my days getting nowhere. Books didn’t stay where I put them, and they were always falling from tables and displays. Thankfully, inexplicably, business was strong. Shoppers always found exactly what they’d came for, usually because it showed up in their path or literally hit them on the head. 

It was a wonder I hadn’t been sued.

Wind whistled around the shop’s windows and glass door, rattling both until I took a step back. October in Bliss meant the sun had set before dinner, and it was already after 8:00 p.m.. Without the streetlamps on the square, it was impossible to see beyond the sidewalk. 

I peered into the darkness outside, my wide brown eyes reflected back. Behind me, a large, historic chandelier hung over a round display table. Overstuffed bookshelves lined the walls and formed two center aisles. A set of stairs led to a loft above—also filled with books. And my checkout counter stood to the right of the large shop window. 

An emergency sound burst from our cell phones, and the four of us moved at once to take a look. 

“Severe-weather advisory in effect until midnight,” Mirabelle said. “Flooding has occurred in areas east of the park and reaching as far as downtown. Many roads are impassable. Shelter is advised for safety.”

I checked the time. “That’s three-and-a-half more hours.” 

Gigi put her phone away. “Well, you don’t have to tell me twice. I’ve seen the damage flooding can do, and I’ve no interest in heading home. Unless someone’s got a canoe.”

The yellow flashes of hazard lights on stranded cars blinked like lightning bugs in the distance, and I sent up thoughts of peace and safety for whomever was inside. 

Mr. Dinky made a pitchy woof, and Mirabelle bent to snap a retractable leash to his collar. The dog had been sleeping under the table since his arrival, unperturbed by the storm. 

“Mr. Dinky needs to do his business,” she said. 

“You can’t go out in this,” Gigi complained, turning wide eyes on her friend.

“Not gonna.” Mirabelle fastened a yellow rainslicker and goloshes on Mr. Dinky, then pressed the door open with her hip. She let him trot into the rain while keeping herself mostly indoors. 

The dog peered over his shoulder, clearly rethinking his request. 

“Hey!” a man’s voice sounded in the wind and thunder. A flash of lightning illuminated his approach. “Are you open?”

Mirabelle cast a look in my direction. 

I deliberated until he was upon us. I supposed the only thing I could do in our situation was let him in. “Sure.”

He dipped his head in thanks as he moved into the light and retracted his hood. 

“Here come some more,” Mirabelle said, fishing Mr. Dinky back through the door. 

We all turned to watch a pair of figures splash across the street in our direction.

“What are you all doing out there?” she asked as the others arrived. 

It was an excellent question. The rain had been falling for a long while. Had they been in the stranded cars?

“Working,” the first man said, stripping off his coat to reveal a reflective work vest over a simple navy-blue t-shirt. “We’re part of the team working on the intersection.” He motioned outside, then ran a hand through sopping wet hair. “We wanted to secure the equipment, so it didn’t wash away.”

The town had launched a set of campaigns to bring more shoppers downtown, and it had worked. Business was up, and folks were happy, but traffic was unbearable. Our little square simply hadn’t been built for it, and we couldn’t afford a stoplight, so a team of engineers were installing a traffic circle. Surprisingly, doing that was far less expensive than putting up a stoplight. 

Mirabelle nodded, eyeballing him carefully, then swinging her gaze to the others. “I interviewed the crew last week for a puff piece on how the traffic circle is the answer to our downtown prayers.” 

I flipped my weary gaze from the first man to the couple who’d entered. The men managed to look sheepish for some reason. 

The woman crossed her arms. “I’m not an engineer. I’m a victim of their project.” 

“And I’m Caleb,” the first guy said, offering his hand to me, then to Mirabelle, Sutton, and Gigi. He was tall and pleasant looking, with sandy hair and hazel eyes. Older than me by several years, mid-thirties I guessed. “This is Steve.” He swept a hand in the other man’s direction.

Steve smiled tightly. “Nice to meet you.” 

I guessed Steve to be in his fifties. He had salt-and-pepper hair and dark-brown eyes. Apparently, also a chip on his shoulder. 

“This is Alyse.” Steve motioned to the woman. “She runs the vegan ice cream shop on the next block, and her daily business has been negatively impacted by the road construction. Which we are deeply sorry about. But I’m certain our work will benefit her when it’s finished.”

Caleb raised his brows.

“She’d hoped to talk to Jade,” Steve said, earning a scoff from Alyse.

“I can speak for myself, thanks.”

Steve lifted his palms.

“Another fan of the boss, huh?” Caleb asked, a wry grin on his thin lips.

Alyse pulled the length of her dark, wet, hair over one shoulder and glared. “I am definitely not. I think the traffic circle is a massive waste of time and taxpayers’ dollars. And if we’d been allowed to vote on the subject, I’m certain no one would’ve agreed to move forward on this project.”

Mirabelle frowned. “We don’t usually get to vote on things of that nature. There are committees—”

Alyse raised her hand, blue eyes flashing with irritation. “I’ve heard it all, and that’s fine, but it doesn’t help me pay the bills or change the fact I could lose my business while these yoyos are tearing up the roads all around my shop.”

I wrinkled my nose, hating her predicament and wondering if the fact we were approaching Halloween could have a little to do with her reduced ice cream sales. “I hear the town hall meetings are good places for business owners to air grievances and look for support,” I suggested. “Maybe other shops near the construction are having similar troubles and y’all could work something out together for the meanwhile.”

Alyse narrowed her eyes. “I’ve been to the town hall meeting every month since the construction project and location were announced. Jade Parsons shuts me down. Repeatedly.”

“Who?” 

“Jade’s the lead on this project,” Steve said. “She’s not known for congeniality or compassion.”

Alyse barked a humorless laugh. “She’s known for ruining things. She put a stop to my goat yoga class on the square last summer. It didn’t have anything to do with her. She just stopped it because she could.”

“Goat yoga?” I asked.

“Baby goats came to class,” Alyse said. “They bounced around and climbed on participants. It was whimsical and adorable.”

Sutton narrowed her eyes. “I wonder what the goats thought. I’d have to get their input before I form an opinion.”

Alyse stared for several long beats, apparently caught off guard by the comment. “Well, it’s irrelevant because the whole concept was shut down. Jade found some old rule on the books saying no livestock is permitted in town. And if that wasn’t enough, she saw me picnicking with friends afterward and accused me of betraying my vegan lifestyle because I had wings and a milkshake. Both were plant-based! She didn’t even ask. She just assumed. The rumor mill went into overdrive, and I thought I’d have to close my shop.”

I bit my lip, unnerved by the rumbling thunder and mounting tension. “We have cookies and sweet tea in the back, if any of you would like something.”

The men turned their heads immediately, and Gigi led them to her sweets. 

Alyse followed reluctantly.

Sutton sidled up to me and cocked her head. “Speaking of animals, seen anything strange around here since you took over?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, thinking immediately of the white cat.

She shrugged. “Some folks think the bookstore is haunted.”

“By my grandma?” I squeaked.

“No. By a cat,” she said.

Gooseflesh ran over my arms. “Oh. I don’t believe in those.”

“Cats?”

I laughed. “Ghosts.” 

Sutton smiled. “That’s sweet.” 

My curiosity was piqued, but I didn’t want to ask. Sutton was known for her eccentricities, and I was proud of my level head. 

“Ghosts aren’t so bad,” she said, tipping her head toward the back table, where Mirabelle and Mr. Dinky had followed the others. She moved in their direction, and I kept pace at her side. “Ghosts see everything. That can be incredibly handy.”

I imagined being watched in the shower or while ugly crying over my favorite movies, and grimaced.

“Where is Jade?” Steve asked his coworker as we approached. “One minute she was with us, and the next, she was gone.”

“Home, I suppose,” Caleb said, “I saw her heading to her car.”

Alyse sipped a cup of tea while the men made short work of Gigi’s cookies. 

I glanced back to the front window, thinking of all the flashing hazard lights and abandoned cars. “Are we sure she made it safely? We’re under a severe-weather advisory, and there’s flooding.”

Caleb chuckled. “I think Jade’s part-viper. She could probably swim home if her vehicle stopped running.”

The front door sucked open, rattling the windows, and pulling a gasp from my core. A dripping-wet woman walked inside. Her gaze landed on our little group, and she strode toward us with a scowl. 

Something told me this was Jade.
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“Jade!” Steve said, rising as she reached the table. “We thought you went home.”

“Did you?” The small blonde shot eye-daggers at him, then Caleb. “How exactly did you think I accomplished that in this weather?” Her sharp green eyes and porcelain skin seemed to radiate with intensity, and I hoped there wouldn’t be a brawl. “The parking lot is completely flooded. Considering mine was the only car there, it made me wonder where y’all parked and if you knew there would be flooding. I was nearly swept away.” 

The men exchanged a strange look, and I caught Mirabelle’s eye. She’d noticed too.

“Sweet tea?” Sutton offered, reaching for the pitcher.

“No, thank you,” Jade said. “I don’t suppose this place has books on civil engineering or the town’s development history.” 

I pointed in the general direction, and she marched away, taking at least half the tension with her.

My shoulders drooped in relief, and I headed back to the front window, eager to put space between myself and the angst. 

Gigi and her book club followed. They pulled up chairs and set their cups on the service counter. 

Mr. Dinky padded to Mirabelle’s feet and collapsed, his tiny pink tongue lolling from the effort. His coat and boots had been removed, and she gave his head a pat. 

“All they do is argue,” Mirabelle said. “I tried to interview them for a local-interest piece as a favor to Fanny McIntyre. She usually writes those articles, but her husband had a hip replacement, so she took some time off work.”

“I delivered some meals to help them out,” Sutton said. “Gigi brought cake.”

“Well, I got stuck doing her work,” Mirabelle said. “Or trying to. Anytime one of them would speak, the others would interrupt and say the first person was wrong. In the end, I didn’t have enough relevant content to make it worth publishing.” 

I glanced toward the table, hoping the engineers hadn’t been listening, but everyone was gone. 

“That’s not good,” Sutton said, frowning at the empty table.

Gigi craned her head for a look into the loft. “Maybe they’ll all get lost in a book and stop fussing until we can get out of here.”

“We can dream,” I said, following her gaze overhead.

The faint outline of a fluffy white cat appeared, but this time, it was as if I could see straight through it to the books behind.

I rubbed my tired eyes and blinked to clear the strange haze. When I looked again, the silhouette was gone.

Sutton stood and thunder clapped, rattling the shop as if to emphasize her sudden interest. “When my plants go quiet, there’s usually trouble afoot.”

I frowned, but again, didn’t ask.

Lightning flashed and the thunder came again, then the power blinked out in my shop.

I groaned.

“See what I mean?” Sutton said, her voice curling through the pitch blackness. “Trouble.”

I wasn’t sure the two were connected, but before I could say so, the sound of toppling books set me on my feet. 

“Be careful,” I called. “Some of the aisles have stacks of books on the floor.” I accessed the flashlight app on my phone and swept its beam across the store. “Everyone okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Yep.”

The men answered.

“Alyse?” I asked. “Jade?”

Lightning struck again, bright as day, illuminating everything in a stark white flash. 

And somewhere deep in my shop, a woman screamed.

Mr. Dinky gave a loud bark as the book club ladies and I charged through the darkness toward the sound of panicked gasps, light from our cell phones guiding the way. 

My heart and limbs jolted with each minor flash between thunder strikes, and I skidded to a stop when Alyse came into view. “What happened?”

“I—” she croaked, eyes wide. “I don’t— I didn’t—”

“Are you hurt?” I asked. Had the toppling books landed on her head? Had she tripped and injured her ankles or shins?

I lowered the beam from my phone, scanning Alyse for signs of injury. Then checked the floor, hoping her path was clear.

I froze when the slightly curled fingers of a hand came into view.

One of the book clubbers cussed behind me, and a spotlight suddenly trained on Jade’s small, lifeless body. An obvious injury was darkening the blond hair at the back of her head.

Mirabelle inched forward, a massive black flashlight in her grip. 

Mr. Dinky barked.

Alyse whimpered. “Is she—”

Gigi grabbed Alyse’s hand and pulled her away. “Did you touch anything?”

Alyse shook her head, moving woodenly under the small woman’s control. “I heard something fall and came to see what happened. I caught my toe on the candelabra. I bent to pick it up, and Jade was there. . . like that.” 

I scanned the scene, easily spotting one of Grandma’s heavy brass candleholders on the floor near Jade’s body. A dark stain on one side. 

Two additional light beams arrived a moment later, as Steve and Caleb made their ways down the aisle in our direction. They stopped short when they realized what had happened.

Caleb swore, and Steve stared.

Outside the thunder rolled.

Sutton knelt at Jade’s side and pressed two fingers against the still woman’s throat. “Call the sheriff,” she said. A moment later she amended the request. “Use the non-emergency line.”

My stomach churned at the confirmation of what I’d already known. It was too late for Jade to be saved.

Sutton hung her head, not speaking or moving for a long beat. Then she closed Jade’s eyes and stood. 

I blinked as my hazy mind pulled together the details before me. This wasn’t the scene of an accident. Someone had intentionally hit Jade on the head with Grandma’s candelabra. My eyes jerked to the men standing at her feet, then to Alyse at my side. I bumbled clumsy thumbs over my phone’s dial pad and tried 9-1-1. Regardless of what Sutton said, this was an emergency to me. 

The line crackled, and a tinny voice answered. 

“This is Liz Culpepper at What the Dickens bookshop on the square,” I announced, my words bleeding together in the rush. “A woman is dead. Someone hit her with—”

“You’re breaking up,” the voice interrupted. “Are you stranded due to flooding?”

I glanced at the window, at the darkness around me. At the grimacing faces, each only an arm’s length away. One of them a killer. “Yes, but—”

“Stay where you are and use your hazard lights if you’re in a vehicle,” she began.

“No! I’m at What the Dickens bookstore,” I yelled back, attempting to be heard over the storm. ”Someone is dead!”

“Dead?”

Sutton stroked my arm maternally, providing me an anchor.

“Yes!” I leaned into her calm strength.

“Dispatching now, stay on the—”

The voice vanished, swallowed by the steady crackle of our poor connection. And we were stranded with a killer.
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I directed the group back to the large table and distributed snacks, not that anyone felt like eating. “I think we should stay together until help arrives,” I said. 

The Wi-Fi had gone out with the power, and cell service was sketchy. I didn’t want to risk losing anyone else tonight.

I’d hated to leave Jade alone on the bookstore floor, but it seemed a worse idea to allow her killer out of my sight.

Mirabelle pulled a notebook and pen from her bag. “Where were you boys when you heard Alyse scream?”

Steve’s brows rose, and I suspected no one had referred to him as a boy in several decades. 

“In the aisles,” Caleb said. “I was looking for a book when the lights went out, so I took a seat, waiting for the shop lady to try the breaker.”

“I was on my way to the stairs,” Steve said. “I thought I’d check out the loft, but the power went out before I got there.”

It took a moment for me to realize I was the shop lady Caleb mentioned, and that I should probably try the breaker. Though, on second thought, it was unlikely the store’s outage had anything to do with that.

What we needed more than power was at least a little light.

“I’ll be right back,” I said softly, struggling to find my voice. “There’s a basket of candles behind the counter. We can light them, so we don’t deplete our phone batteries.” 

I hurried to collect the items while Mirabelle interviewed the suspects. 

Alyse gasped as I returned. “You’re not accusing one of us of murder, are you?”

Mirabelle gave a disbelieving look. “Someone killed her, and the four of us were together when it happened, so it had to be one of you.”

“Why?” Caleb asked. “Maybe someone else is here. They could’ve come in unseen. The thunder is ridiculously loud.” 

Gigi swung her gaze to me. “Is there another way in?” 

“There’s a back door to the alley,” I said. “I keep it bolted from the inside.”

Alyse folded her arms on the table and dropped her head on top.

“I got the candles,” I said.

Mirabelle shined her light on the basket, and I set it before her. She began to dig. A small box of matches appeared beneath the potpourri of tea lights, pillars, and tapers. “Now we’re talking.”

Sutton and Gigi arranged the free-standing candles in rows and lit the wicks. 

When a soft yellow glow overtook the space, I tucked my cell phone back into my pocket, and Mirabelle extinguished her flashlight. 

My mind chanted panicked words as I tried to push the thoughts away. 

There’s a body in my shop. 

There’s a killer in my shop. 

We’re trapped with them both. 

Gigi nudged my trembling hand. “You okay?” 

I nodded, but my mouth said, “No.”

“My granddaughter, Bonnie, has solved five or six local murders in the past couple of years,” she said proudly to the group. “Too bad she isn’t here. She sometimes comes to book club.”

“How does she do it?” I asked, unintentionally drawing the eyes of everyone at the table. “Solve murders, I mean.”

I wasn’t sure where the words had come from, and part of me wished immediately to take them back. The rest of me wanted to identify the killer before they struck again. 

“She asks a lot of questions,” Gigi said. “She puts the answers together with what she already knows until it makes sense.”

Mirabelle sighed. “What do you think I’ve been doing?”

Her friends shrugged, and Mirabelle narrowed her eyes.

I lifted a large pillar candle and turned to Sutton. “Can you keep everyone here while I take a look around?”

She nodded. “Of course.”

Whoever killed Jade couldn’t hurt me if the book club kept all the suspects at the table. Assuming Caleb’s theory of an unknown, hidden party wasn’t accurate.

I forced my feet forward, knowing that was a long shot, especially in this weather, and headed toward the aisle where Jade lay. I longed to sit with her until the authorities arrived, or to at least cover her, as a sign of respect, but I didn’t want to disturb the crime scene. Instead, I’d have to rely on my eyes. No one knew the store as well as me. If something was missing or out of place, I would notice.

A book fell from the shelf, stopping me in my path and nearly hitting Jade in the process.

I crouched to collect the tome, then replaced it on the shelf, fully accustomed to similar strange occurrences. I set the candle aside, trading it for my cell phone’s more-effective flashlight, and scanned the space around the body.

A soft thud turned me on my toes. 

The book I’d just put away was back on the floor. I checked the perfectly flat, unobstructed shelf where I’d placed it, then lifted it once more. The familiar prickle of energy coursed over my skin and gooseflesh, raised. 

Lightning flashed and thunder rolled beyond the shop’s walls. 

A soft murmur of voices rose from the table across the store. 

The book fell open to pages with damp edges and the distinct small oval impressions of wet fingertips. 

I looked to Jade. Her long, wet locks splayed over the floor at my feet. Her soaking clothes creating a dark outline on the planks around her.

Was this the page she’d read before dying?

I gave the content a closer look. Concepts in Civil Engineering by M. A. Richard. Jade had been reading a section on controlling the paths of flood water, specifically redirecting runoff from roads to vacant, unused, or underused areas.

Perhaps like the lot where she’d parked.

I returned the book to the shelf, not wanting to disturb the crime scene any further, and stepped away. I left the volume open to the page Jade had been reading so it could be easily located later, after her fingerprints dried. 

My stomach clenched as I left her for a second time, suddenly suspecting the candelabra wasn’t the first attempt made on her life tonight. Just the most successful.
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I hurried back to the group, waving to get Sutton’s attention. 

“Excuse me,” she said, leaving Mirabelle and Gigi to continue the suspects’ questioning.

I pulled her around the corner and explained what I found. 

Her eyes widened, and her lips tipped into a smile. “Your shop ghost is trying to help.”

My mouth opened, but I forced it shut. 

“What’s going on over here?” Gigi asked, hustling into view, a taper candle pushed through a paper plate in her hand. Dribbles of wax piled on the plate as she stared curiously at her friend.

I’d forgotten my candle in Jade’s aisle.

Sutton repeated my story while I chewed the tender skin alongside my thumbnail, wondering if I should retrieve the candle or leave it so Jade wasn’t in the dark.

“We have an apparition ally then,” Gigi said. “Ask the ghost what else it can tell you.”

A small disbelieving laugh burbled out of me, but the women stared expectantly. 

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” I said gently, not wanting to offend. And even if I did believe, I wouldn’t intentionally interact with the paranormal. That seemed straight-up bonkers. And possibly dangerous.

The sounds of Mr. Dinky’s soft pants and click-clacking nails arrived between aggressive bursts of thunder. 

Mirabelle’s spotlight lit his path across the floor.

“What’s this about?” she asked. “Why’d you leave me there with a killer and two possible accomplices?”

I felt my lips pull into a deep frown. One killer was bad enough. Three were more than I could emotionally manage, so I shook away the thought, thankful for the life raft called denial. “We should get back to the others,” I said. Just in case I was wrong, and the trio was plotting.

The ladies and Mr. Dinky turned, moving slowly back in the direction they’d come. Sutton whispered details about the book to Mirabelle as we walked.

Then I remembered my candle. I released a thin, shaky breath. “I’ll meet you there.” 

I turned toward Jade’s aisle, deciding it was best not to leave anything at the crime scene. I slowed in the aisle beside hers when I realized the space where I was headed was dark. 

“Hey! Where did you all go?” Sutton asked the suddenly quiet shop.

My chest tightened as I realized the suspects weren’t at the table any longer. Before I could panic about the fact a killer might be nearby, a great groan rose through the shop, and the bookcase at my side began to fall. 

I shrieked.

Books poured over me, knocking me off balance. I threw my arms up in protection as I landed in a heap on the floor, bouncing once for good measure. The bookcase crashed to a stop above my head, propped by the still-standing unit on my opposite side. 

Pain throbbed in my wrist and backside. The now mostly empty bookcase loomed over me, its contents splayed on my lap and across the spaces at my sides.

“What the devil?” Mirabelle cried, appearing with Gigi and Sutton. Mr. Dinky trotted behind, tongue lolling and eyes bulging. 

I suspected he’d gotten more exercise in the last hour than he had in the last month, and I hoped his aging heart could handle it. 

Personally, I wasn’t sure my young heart could take much more.

Gigi crouched, peering under the tipped unit. “We heard a big commotion, then all the crashing. We thought the winds tore the roof off or something. What happened?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly, crawling away from the angled bookcase and stretching onto my feet with a wince. “I went to get my candle and never made it to Jade’s aisle.”

Sutton looped an arm around my back. “You’re bleeding. Do you have a first-aid kit?”

“Behind the desk.”

“All right,” she said, taking my elbow. “Come on.”

A deep, wrenching moan spun me in place, my heart lurching into a gallop. 

Caleb righted the shelving, and it rocked back into place with a clamorous thud. He lifted his candle from the ground nearby and gave the unit a little shake to test its stability. “That sucker’s heavy, even without any books on it. You sure you’re okay?”

“No,” I said honestly. It hadn’t fallen by accident. 

Steve moved into the piles of books and began to gather them in his arms. 

Alyse looked in my direction, eyes wild. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Good luck,” Steve said, hoisting a stack of hardcovers from the floor. “It’s not even ten o’clock. We’ve got more than two hours before the weather advisory ends.”

I was beginning to wonder if I should take my chances with the storm.

Gigi raised her phone to her ear while Sutton fished the first-aid kit from behind the register and began to clean the cut I hadn’t even realized was on my head. 

I tested my aching wrist, turning it this way and that, thankful it was mobile. Not fractured or sprained. 

“No service,” Gigi reported, stowing her phone away once more. “Now what?”

“We need a plan.” I helped myself to a two-pack of over-the-counter pain killers from the kit and popped them into my mouth. I chased them with a swig of tea from a cup I’d abandoned on the counter earlier. “Thanks, Sutton.”

She tossed the paper backing from my bandage into the trash and offered an accepting nod. 

I leaned against the counter, willing the pills to kick in quickly and remove the throb from my wrist, head, and backside.

Alyse and the engineers worked to restock my shelf.

I dipped my head and lowered my voice, pausing for a round of thunder. “I think we’re going to have to figure out who’s doing these things, then find a way to isolate them, maybe in my stock room, until help can arrive. If the others help”—assuming they aren’t the killer’s accomplices—“the fight will be six against one. I like those odds.” We just had to figure out which two could be trusted and which was the killer.

Sutton cringed. “That sounds dangerous.”

“So is doing nothing,” Gigi said.

I pointed to my new bandage, and Sutton sighed, resigned. 

“Count me in,” Mirabelle said. “Mr. Dinky too.”

I pressed my lips together, thankful for the support, but having no idea how to proceed. 

“How’s your head?” Steve asked.

The trio of suspects had assembled a few feet away, having given up on restocking the shelves. 

Alyse slid to the floor. She pressed her back to the end of one bookcase and pulled her knees against her chest. “I don’t understand why this is happening. Jade wasn’t a nice person, but no one wanted her dead.”

I bit my tongue against the urge to point out how wrong she was.

Caleb took a seat at her side. “I feel terrible for her. She probably had problems like everyone else. She just took them out on other people instead of compartmentalizing like the rest of us.”

Alyse leaned her shoulder against his in apparent exhaustion.

Steve hung back, watching his coworker and the ice cream maker with apparent disgust. “Didn’t Jade try to get you fired for harassment?”

Caleb’s posture stiffened. “That was a misunderstanding.”

“Feels like motive,” Steve said.

Alyse’s eyes widened, and she scooted away.  

Caleb raised a palm, then glanced at the book club and me, as if we were his jury. “No. We dated. I was the lead on a project at the time, technically making me her boss in the moment. Someone saw us being playful and mistook my behavior for an inappropriate advance. They told human resources, and I was called in to explain myself. Jade backed me on it, and that was that, but you know how rumors can spread.”

“You dated?” Steve asked, tone deadpan. 

“Yes, and it’s frowned upon, so we kept it quiet. After the misunderstanding with human resources, we broke it off. It wasn’t worth jeopardizing either of our careers. There was tension between us after that but nothing heated. Not like when she took your job.”

Steve’s mouth opened, and he snapped it closed. “She didn’t take my job. She was asked to be the lead on this project after she made a compelling argument to the board.”

Caleb arched his brows. “The argument being that the last project you led ended in a historic financial loss for the county.”

Alyse made a small choking sound.

“You worked for the county?” I asked. 

Steve fixed a hard glare on Caleb. “Yes. For sixteen years. Until a minor oversight required a redesign of a plan already in motion. There wasn’t any way I could’ve predicted, or avoided, the situation and its outcome.”

Caleb whistled the sound of a falling missile.

I cringed. 

The fluffy white cat appeared, and I froze. 

Mr. Dinky wrenched his log-shaped body off the ground and growled.

The cat arched its back in a bow and hissed.

Mr. Dinky barked and scrambled forward.

“Shush,” Mirabelle said, catching her dog by his collar. She tracked his gaze toward the stairs. “What are you going on about?” 

Steve lifted his chin at me. “Is there a restroom?”

“In the back,” I said, pointing. “You can’t miss it.” 

“Thanks.”

Caleb rose and returned to the recently toppled shelf. “I guess I’ll finish restocking the books.”

I considered telling him he didn’t need to do that, but I liked the idea of keeping our suspects busy. 

Alyse stood and moved toward the book-club table, arms wrapped around her middle. “I think I need to put my head down.” 

Gigi flicked her eyes pointedly in each of the suspects’ directions, then turned to face her friends and me. “Should we split up? Each of us keep tabs on one of them?”

“No!” I squawked. “One of us would be alone with a killer.” 

Sutton inched closer, speaking softly to our little group. “Well, we can’t keep them seated at the table all night. We’re not the police, and they aren’t all guilty.”

That was true, but we had two hours left in lockdown, and a whole lot could go wrong in that amount of time. Were the roads really so bad that the sheriff couldn’t get here?

I tested my wrist again, thankful the pills were taking effect. “I’m going to get the book Jade was looking at when the lights went out,” I said. “It might be wise to keep it with us. It’s our only clue.”

“You should grab the murder weapon too,” Mirabelle said. “Those are often the key to the whole case.”

That seemed reasonable. “Okay,” I said. “If she had a bag, we can go through that too. I have rubber gloves for cleaning in my office. And a big storage bag we can use to protect the candelabra, so it won’t get any further contaminated.”

A heavy surge of wind shook the door and front window, whistling through the rafters and sending my heart back into a sprint. 

“It’s going to pull open the door,” Caleb said, jogging out from one of the aisles. “I can’t believe this storm hasn’t lost momentum yet. The damage to the town is going to be monumental.” He reached the door and peered out, then lifted his hand toward the lock. “I’ll throw the deadbolt. See if that helps.” The door flew open, and wind rushed around us, snuffing out every candle with a whoosh.
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Caleb struggled to close the door while everyone illuminated their cell phones, and I ran for the box of matches. Once the candles were all relit, I felt a collective sigh of relief from the book club.

I took a quick mental head count, making sure we were all still alive and present.

Alyse traded her phone for a candle and vanished into an aisle. “I just want to go home,” she murmured.

The men dispersed as well.

I returned to the front window, drawn by a swath of pale-gray clouds cruising across the sky. The moon made its first appearance in hours, and breath caught in my throat as I examined the square. Debris, downed limbs, and power lines littered the grass and roads. “I sure hope everyone cleared out or found shelter before the worst came to pass.”

Gigi joined me at the glass, pulling her phone free from one pocket. “I’m going to try the sheriff again.”

“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll grab that book and meet you back here.” 

Sutton stood beside Gigi, watching as I moved toward Jade’s aisle.

The white cat appeared, and I halted. 

“Too late,” it said with a deep, rumbling purr. 

I blinked, frozen mid-step and wondering if I’d hit my head harder than I’d thought. “Dickins?”

“Everything okay?” Sutton asked.

I turned to ask her if she saw the cat, but made an unintelligible sound instead. 

Sutton frowned. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I—” What? Had I seen a ghost? Was that more or less disturbing than the idea a cat had spoken to me? I turned around, determined to focus on one crisis at a time, when something else occurred to me. “I don’t see the book.”

The cat was right. I was too late. 

Worse? “The candelabra is gone too.”

Sutton gasped. “What?” 

“The book was there.” I pointed to the shelf. And we’d all seen the candelabra on the floor at Jade’s feet. 

Someone had stolen our only clue and the murder weapon.

At least, given our current situation, they couldn’t have taken them far. 

Sutton strode to my side. “The book club and I will gather the others again so you can search the premises. Those things can’t have walked off on their own.”

Gigi approached with a sad shake of her head. “I can’t get any service, and the Wi-Fi is still out.”

Sutton waved a hand between them, as if the sheriff wasn’t a priority. She explained our problem to Gigi, and they went to fill in Mirabelle on the plan to corral the suspects.

When I heard Alyse and the men speaking with the book club members, I slipped up and down each aisle in search of the missing book and murder weapon.

When I finished checking the shop floor, I moved on to the backroom. 

My candle’s flame flickered as I moved down the short hall to the storage area, restroom, and offices.

Rain pelted the roof, and wind whistled through cracks and crevices as my mind began to wander. 

All three suspects had reason to dislike Jade, but would any have intentionally harmed her? The misunderstanding with Caleb had ended in a breakup, but he didn’t seem to mind. Jade had taken the lead role on their traffic-circle job from Steve, but it wasn’t as if he’d been fired. And she’d caused Alyse some minor trouble, starting gossip about her diet and shutting down her complaints about the traffic circle, but none of those things seemed reason enough to kill.   

Not that anything would justify murder.

Maybe one of them was lying.

Alyse was more visibly upset than the men, but was the emotion genuine? Or was it a front to cover her crime? Maybe even guilt over her actions?

I thought of the book Jade had accessed, the page she’d read before dying. She’d been reviewing material on drainage and mentioned nearly being swept away. Could one of the men set her up to be caught in the flood where she’d parked? She’d said neither man had used that lot. Was that happenchance or by design? 

The cat appeared at the rear exit, tail swishing, eyelids heavy. 

“You,” I whispered. “Why can you talk? Do I need an CT scan?”

“I’m a cat, not a doctor,” he said. “And you’re a terrible sleuth.” 

“Am not. I’m just new at it, and I didn’t want to be a sleuth. I was forced into this.” I covered my mouth. 

I was talking to a figment of my imagination. That couldn’t be good. 

Still. . . I couldn’t seem to stop. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

“I’m trying to help,” he said, looking bored. 

I crossed my arms. “Okay.” I waited, but he didn’t speak again. “So?” I prompted. “Help.”

Dickins curled his fuzzy white tail around his paws and lifted his chin. “The book and shiny thing are in the alley.”

“The candelabra?” 

He performed a slow blink then vanished.

“Thanks,” I muttered, certain I needed a CT scan. 

I looked over my shoulder, making sure no one had heard me talking to myself. Then I set a hand on the rear doorknob, slid the bolt out of the way, and pushed the barrier open by a crack.

 The alley outside was underwater, moonlight reflecting in the stream. The dumpster that normally stood against the exterior wall had been swept into the road several yards away. The lid was thrown open, the contents filled to the top, with a glint of brass visible inside. 

I eyeballed the water, gauging my ability to dash over, retrieve the items I wanted, and return without any trouble.

Something large connected with my back in a firm thud, and I went sprawling into the night.
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I rose onto my hands and knees in the icy stream and pulled myself upright in confusion. My candle was gone, fallen, and washed away in the storm. My previously injured wrist throbbed with the impact of catching myself before I face-planted on the submerged alleyway.

Cold, sheeting rain pelted my skin, stinging my eyes and soaking my hair as I peered into the night. Thunder rumbled, more distant now than earlier, and lightning winked in thin streaks across the sky, moving on to abuse the next town. 

A shallow river weaved around my ankles and tugged at my calves, urging me to go with it. 

It took a moment for me to realize I’d been pushed into the night. A possible second attempt on my life. First, the fallen bookcase, caught by its neighbor, and now this. But once again I was saved. 

I doubted Alyse was physically capable of tipping the bookcase. Especially when it had been loaded with books. Caleb had struggled to right it empty. Did that leave Steve as my attacker? As Jade’s killer?

I forced my feet forward and tried the knob on the bookstore’s backdoor. It didn’t budge. I patted my pockets in search of keys, but those were hanging on the hook behind my desk. 

“Hey!” I called, pounding a flat palm against the door. “Help!”

I took a step back for a broader view of the scene, and my feet were nearly pulled out from under me in an unexpected undertow. Hours of rain and raging winds had churned the waters into strong little currents. 

I widened my stance, steadying myself and wiping the rain from my eyes. 

A faint halo of light appeared in the sky, accompanied by the distant sounds of sirens, and my heart leaped with hope. Folks were being rescued. I would be too.

I just needed to flag down an emergency vehicle when they made it to the square. 

A shadow moved into view at the end of the alley, stepping off the sidewalk in my direction. 

I shot both hands over my head, hoping to be seen in the darkness. “Hey!”

The shadow didn’t slow or respond as it drew nearer. 

Then I recognized the man as Caleb. And I recalled him volunteering to lock the front door. 

Had he been the one to shove me out back? 

Had he planned ahead to keep me from getting inside?

I reversed my steps as he approached, keeping space between us, and hoping I could run against the flow of rising water if needed. “What are you doing out here?” I asked, other memories piling in my head. 

Maybe Caleb had righted the fallen shelf so he’d have a reason for his prints to be on it. Maybe he’d lied about dating Jade. Maybe he’d told her to park in a lot likely to flood with the coming storm. Maybe he’d let the door fly open in the wind so our candles would blow out and he could dispose of the murder weapon in the literal cover of darkness.

“I’ve been looking for you,” he said, his voice eerily calm and barely audible above the rain. “You went missing. The old ladies were worried, so I volunteered to go for help when we saw the emergency response vehicles arriving on the square. They assume I went the other way, and when I finish here, I’ll beg first responders to help me find you.”

My gaze darted to the red-and-white halos of emergency lights overhead, then back to Caleb. 

He’d moved closer.

I caught my heel on debris in the water and lost my footing, going down in an instant plunge. 

“Careful,” Caleb said. “You’ll hit your head and drown. It only takes an inch or two, you know? We’ve gotten at least four.”

I crab-walked backward on my hands and feet, barely noticing my stinging wrist, while he loomed above. “You killed Jade.”

“No,” he said. 

“You did, and the police will find the murder weapon. I saw it in the dumpster,” I tattled, inspired by the brass object I’d actually seen in the dumpster. “And the book!”

Caleb wrinkled his nose. “Exposed to all this rain, it’s probably ruined by now. And I’m guessing the candlestick has been wiped clean of prints.”

My jaw dropped. Was that an admission of guilt? Why wasn’t I recording this like amateur sleuths did in books?

“I’m going to be so sad when I can’t find you,” he said solemnly. “But I’m sure your body will turn up when the rain stops, probably halfway to the river.”

I grabbed a drainpipe on the side of my building and pulled myself upright, then started inching backward, determined to stay out of Caleb’s reach. “Why are you doing this? Why did you murder your ex-girlfriend?” 

None of the awful things that had happened tonight made any sense, and being stalked by a killer in the rain outside my shop was possibly the most nonsensical of them all.  

“Jade was never my girlfriend,” Caleb scoffed. “I asked her out one time, and she reported me to human resources. She said she felt harassed and uncomfortable working with me because I’d invited her to dinner.” His expression turned feral as he continued. “I was never anything but respectful to her. I misread her cues. I thought we had chemistry.”

Thunder struck again, and my teeth began to chatter. 

The storm suddenly seemed to echo Caleb’s mood. 

“I nearly lost my job because of her,” he shouted, rage finally overtaking his play calm. “I can’t get a date now. Every woman I meet has heard the rumors. They all think I’m someone who’d assault them.” His gaze went distant as I reached the building’s corner, preparing to run.

Then he reached into the water and lifted a broken brick.

A horror-film-worthy scream tore from my chest, and I launched around the corner. Directly into the chest of another man. For a fleeting moment, I imagined it was Steve and he’d been Caleb’s partner and the two men had cornered me.

“Stay here,” the man said, peeling me from his soaking wet coat with one strong arm. Water spilled from the brim of Sheriff Wright’s hat as he moved me against the wall. Then I peeked around the corner as he stepped into my attacker’s path.

“Come back here you—” Caleb froze, dropped the brick, and swallowed his words as Sheriff Wright raised his badge, one hand on his sidearm. 

Caleb didn’t even bother running.

***

I met Sutton and Mirabelle at Oh My Goodies the next morning. Gigi had something she wanted to show us before the town cleanup officially began. 

By light of day, the square was in better shape than I’d imagined, and by an enormous miracle, no one had perished in the previous night’s flood. In fact, Jade Parsons was the only person who’d been injured beyond minor surface wounds.

Caleb had quickly confessed to her murder following his arrest. The candelabra was recovered from the dumpster, and despite its time in the storm, and Caleb’s efforts to remove his fingerprints, fragments from the weapon remained in Jade’s wound. And trace evidence had transferred from her body to his clothes at the time of the attack. Additionally, a string of angry anonymous emails recently sent to Jade were tracked back to Caleb’s computer, so he was likely going to prison for a very long time. 

I’d pledged free books for a lifetime to the sheriff in gratitude for his impeccable timing. He’d warned me not to let his girlfriend, and Gigi’s granddaughter, Bonnie, hear me say that, or she’d stop by the bookstore and never leave. 

In moments like those, I knew moving to Bliss had been the right choice for me. 

Gigi crossed the wide-planked floor in our direction, her short red hair pinned down at her ears with rhinestone bobby pins. The shop’s logo was centered on her apron. “Look what I made for us.”

She set a tray of donuts on our table with a broad smile. Two pointy ears poked from the top of each ring coated in white icing. Each donut also sported two green dots for eyes and two sets of black lines for whiskers. “The ears are almonds,” she said. “And the dough is pound cake.”

“Adorable,” Sutton said, selecting a specimen to examine more closely. “This is a remarkable resemblance.”

I cocked a brow at her words because I’d been thinking the same thing. “Resemblance to who?”

“Dickins,” Sutton said, a broad smile on her soft, wrinkled face. 

“Your grandma loved that kitty,” Gigi said. “She kept lots of photos. He was her beloved childhood pet. These look okay?”

“They’re perfect,” I said, moved by the thought of my grandma alive and happy. “She would love these.” I lifted a donut and took a bite to keep my mouth busy—before I said anything that might make me seem unstable. Like the fact I’d met Dickins the other night before nearly being killed in the alley. And I knew it was him because he’d introduced himself to me. With words.

Sutton cocked her head. “That little kitty saved the night, you know? I can’t see him, but I don’t have any trouble hearing him. So, when Caleb volunteered to go for help, and Dickins said not to let him get away, I knew exactly who to tell the sheriff to look for.”

 Mirabelle pinched off a bite of her pastry and passed it to Mr. Dinky, who lapped it greedily from her fingers. “I knew it had to be him,” she said. “Mr. Dinky didn’t like him, and he’s an excellent judge of character.”

Gigi cocked a hip and leaned against the table. “We saw the sheriff’s cruiser rolling our way, and we all ran out to tell him what happened. He went around back to look for you and Caleb.”

“It’s a good thing the sheriff showed up when he did,” Mirabelle said. “We were going to try to find you ourselves, but all we had to defend you with was a bunch of books and my flashlight.”

I laughed, certain her flashlight could take down a rhinoceros.

Gigi lifted a donut and set it on a napkin. “Maybe take this to Dickins. Let him know you’re glad he’s around. I don’t know if he can eat it, but he might like seeing himself as a donut.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Sutton asked, drawing a smile across my face.

“Thank you,” I said, warmed by the lovely group of women sharing my table. I wasn’t sure I believed in ghosts, but I was immeasurably thankful for my new life in Bliss and for Grandma entrusting me with her shop. And her kitty. 

“All right,” I said, tucking the donut into my pocket and pulling on my work gloves. “Let’s get out there and help clean up.”

After that, I might see about that CT scan.




* * *
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Sperry Library Director, Nancy Ann Davis, pulled into her designated spot in the parking lot next to the front entrance of the library. She had been living in Oklahoma for a few years now, but the severe weather still caught her off guard. With a worried glance at the dark thunderstorms on the horizon, she bounced out of her car and jogged to the main entrance. The forecast called for a possibility of tornados. This was a big day for the library, and she hoped the weather wouldn't ruin her plans.

Pulling open the heavy glass door, she stopped in her tracks. The room filled with loud voices, something she wasn't used to hearing on a normal day. It shocked her to see a hundred people waiting in six long lines snaking from the main circulation desk.

“I can't tell you how glad I am to see you!” Bella Bottini said from behind the main circulation desk. “I have been trying to keep the mob at bay for an hour now and am just barely managing it. I will try to herd them in an orderly fashion over to you as you check them out. Please hurry over!"

Nancy Ann recovered her composure and bid everyone a good morning as she squeezed past the crowd and joined her best friend. "Please tell me what this is all about!” Nancy Ann couldn’t take her eyes off the crowd growing more impatient by the second as she spoke. “I thought Scarlett was supposed to open up at 9:00 a.m. She told me she has a doctor's appointment today at noon, but I thought she was going to be working here until then. Did she leave early?"

"Well, that's just the thing.” Bella pulled her aside, speaking quietly for privacy. “Here, come with me for a second so I can fill you in. Something very suspicious is going on in here today."

Nancy Ann addressed the crowd, "We seem to be unexpectedly short-handed at the moment. Please excuse me for one minute longer as I handle a situation, but I promise I will return in a moment and get you all checked out in a jiffy!”

Nancy Ann turned and walked ten feet to the storage closet and closed the door after Bella entered.

"What is going on?" Nancy Ann asked as soon as the door clicked shut.

"Well . . .” Bella wrung her hands. “You won't believe this, but when I arrived here at 9:15, the library was open, but Scarlett was nowhere to be found! The crowd kept coming up to get their books checked out, but I told them we can't do anything until you arrive."

"That is very troubling and odd,” Nancy Ann said. “I wonder if this has something to do with the rare books?”

Today was the grand opening of the prize rare book collection display. Nancy Ann came in on her day off to take part in the event. Yesterday, she worked six hours setting up the rare books and creating content the patrons could take home with them, explaining their good fortune. The printed flyers, that announced the former president of the library board passed away and donated his rare book collection to the library in his will, turned out better than she hoped.

"Oh, you’re probably right,” Bella said. "His rare books are so valuable! I read your flyer.” It detailed the history of the illuminated manuscript going back to 1577 in the Renaissance Era to all the adventurous places it had traveled over the years.

While they chatted in the storage closet, Nancy Ann didn’t forget it was currently unguarded right behind the main circulation desk. “One of us should always be right by the computer because it is much too precious to lose track of.”

The two women yanked open the door, and Nancy Ann made a beeline behind the circulation desk to take up her post at the computer and check people out, infinitely glad to see the priceless manuscript still where they left it.
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After the better part of an hour, everyone was checked out, and the library regained its equilibrium. Having a moment to breathe again, Nancy Ann looked down at her phone as a text came in, grimaced at what she read, and went in search of Bella.

But, before she did, she walked over to Jayne Ehrson, a library board member, browsing the new rare book display. Jayne was a staunch supporter of the library and signed up for every workshop and event offered. She could hardly think of a better person to ask for help.

"I am just stunned at the quality of these rare books.” Jayne glanced at Nancy Ann for a moment before turning her gaze back to the display. “I am still in deep mourning over James's untimely passing, but what a thoughtful soul he always was. His heart was as big as he was.”

"Well,” Nancy Ann said as she looked around to make sure no one was listening in before she divulged their secret, “you just hit upon the exact problem I have this morning.” She continued filling Jayne in on the delayed delivery of the glass case.

"Oh, that is terrible.” Jayne spun to face her friend. “This priceless book shouldn't just be sitting out in the open!"

"Exactly,” Nancy Ann said. “But I hardly want to put it in my car, lest anyone see me do it and possibly break into it. And all the other rooms in the library don't have locks, so I thought just leaving it here by the circulation desk was the safest, as long as someone is watching it . . . which brings me to my question: I have to go to the cat catalog section in the back, can you please sit on my chair here and watch the book while I am away for a bit?"

"I will guard it with my life," Jayne said in earnest.

Nancy Ann reached out to touch her hand as she said, "I knew I could count on you."

As she turned to go, she saw Rebecca Wordsworth coming toward her with her signature zeal. Wielding her cane as she walked faster than normal for such a small woman, she bore down on Nancy Ann too fast for her to escape. She had to stifle a groan. Though Rebecca was the sweetest elderly lady, she was prone to delusions and would talk anyone's ear off. Nancy Ann was worried about the whereabouts of Scarlett and had a whole library to run by herself this morning. The last thing she needed was a diversion with Rebecca.

Nancy Ann drew Rebecca in close and tried to cushion the blow. "I have to do a ton of things right now because we can't find Scarlett. So, I'll have to take a rain check on our discussion this morning, if that's alright?"

"Yes! The princess! Yes! That is exactly whom I need to discuss with you." Rebecca blithely ignored the veiled hint to leave.

"Which princess?" Nancy Ann knew it wouldn't have been easy to leave, but this looked like a twenty-minute talk at least. Twenty minutes she could not afford.

"Yes! The giant! He had sparkly black eyes." Rebecca waved her cane around as she launched into her fantastical story.

"I am going to have to cut you off there, unfortunately, because I have so many pressing things to do, but how about coming over in a couple of hours, and I will listen to everything you have to say. Is that ok?"

"He had black sparkly eyes, I tell you! He was a giant, and he hurt the princess!" Rebecca had now warmed to her story and imbued her words with intense emotion.

"I am sorry. I will see you later." Nancy Ann decided a clean break was best and, with a nod to Jayne, who sat on her chair by the computer, she headed briskly back to the cat catalog section in search of Bella.

Bella was the local Sperry Animal Shelter director, and she had the great idea to bring cats to the library to try to increase the adoption of the strays she dealt with regularly.

Inspired by those cat cafés she saw on the internet, Bella thought the library could serve as a clearinghouse for the cats, as prospective owners could interact with them in a relaxed setting rather than the overcrowded conditions at the shelter.

Every Monday, Bella brought four new strays that seemed a good fit personality-wise to the library, and there was now a 400-person waiting list to adopt them. The cats would hang out in the catalog section in the back of the library, now named the cat catalog, where there were ridiculously comfy upholstered chairs that enticed library patrons to sit and read for long stretches of time. Library attendance skyrocketed since the opening of the cat catalog section. This setup was win-win from every angle, as library patrons got to enjoy the cats for one week before the next four people on the bulging waiting list took them to their forever home. 

Every cat that stayed at the library was adopted at the end of each week, except for Magellan. He was a library favorite, a huge fluffy Persian cat with enormous white whiskers and the tiniest nose anyone had ever seen. The Pottingers, a local family with four adoring kids, had agreed to foster Magellan, but the sneaky cat ended up back at the library every time. After four tries, Nancy Ann considered it a failed foster, and everyone at the library agreed they’d adopt him together so he could remain in the place he loved so much. Because of his propensity to explore his way back to the library, he earned his namesake time and time again. The family was heartbroken, but continued to visit him regularly at the library.

 Nancy Ann rounded the corner and bore down on the fish tank. This enormous saltwater fish tank was the pride and joy of the Sperry Library. Magellan was transfixed by the colorful saltwater fish and could be regularly seen perched on the fish tank table, urgently waving his little fluffy paw at the fish for hours on end.

"Speak of the devil," Nancy Ann said as she saw the beloved cat for the first time that day. She ran her hand gently through his fur, and he immediately stood up and went to wrap himself around her middle. Looking up at her and purring, he could lap up petting for hours at a time. "No time right now, buddy, unfortunately, but I will stop by the minute I get a chance.” She delivered a final loving stroke down his back.
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Turning to the back of the library and entering the cat catalog section, Nancy Ann immediately spotted Bella.

One patron had a black cat on her lap as she read, and an orange cat was admired by another. "You are going to make a family very happy, Peaches," the man said. "Too bad I am not able to adopt you. I am on the adoption waiting list, but my turn won't come up for another three months at least."

Smiling at the heartwarming scene, Nancy Ann whispered to Bella, "I haven't been able to get Scarlett on the phone this morning. Can you tell me again? You say there was no sign of her at 9:15?"

"That's exactly right.” Bella repeated everything she knew again to Nancy Ann; nothing had changed since then.

"I am so sorry! I must leave immediately." Jayne came rushing up to her. "My son just called, and he said a tornado watch has been issued and that I should leave to go pick up my grandson from school right now. I am sorry to leave you in the lurch, but I have to go get Philip right now!"

Upon hearing this, everyone in the cat catalog section turned to look out the window, and they could see high winds whipping the trees and bending them halfway to the ground. An ominous black sky loomed, and they could see numerous sky-to-ground lightning dotting the horizon.

"Oh, of course! You must go. But if you are here, who is guarding the illuminated manuscript?" Nancy Ann jogged back to the main circulation desk and was floored to see an extremely well-dressed woman with a gigantic book bag slung over her arm behind the desk poring over the manuscript and thumbing through it.

"Wait! Wait! That is restricted access! I will have to ask you to come back over here, please." Nancy Ann was angry that someone would just walk behind the desk that was off-limits to the public.

"I am almost finished. I drove four hours from Topeka, Kansas to see this rare book collection, and I just need a few minutes more with the book to complete my research." The woman didn’t flinch or change direction. It was clear to Nancy Ann the woman had no intention of leaving the book alone.

"I am sorry, but your research does not extend to our precious book! I will need to call the police if you don't come back out from the restricted area!" Nancy Ann stepped into the woman’s personal space and pulled the manuscript away from her.

"Ok, ok, don't get your pages all dog-eared." The woman walked regally out from the restricted area and rolled her eyes dramatically at Nancy Ann.

"I'm Dorothy Gateson, a tenured professor of Renaissance Literature at the University of Kansas in Topeka, and I have friends here in Oklahoma who read about the rare book collection in the newspapers, and they told me about you. I have been doing research for my book for a decade, and I would kill to have another twenty minutes to look at that manuscript. It's the first one I have seen up close since my travels to Italy three years ago." Dorothy had an annoying smirk spread across her face when she finished.

"It is also the last manuscript you will see up close because it is off limits to the public for handling. Our glass case is due to arrive any moment, and we will be storing it in there as soon as we are able. If you could please just continue your browsing over at the other section, that would be ideal." Nancy Ann pointed to the glass case as she took out her phone and urgently texted Bella to join her at the main circulation desk. 

Bella appeared within seconds, and she said to her, "Please keep an eye on the manuscript as I start going around and letting people know we are closing early. The weather report on my phone suggests that a tornado could be about forty minutes away, and I want to get everyone home safely now."

"I can keep an eye on the manuscript for you better than her! I studied this sort of important literary work for more than thirty years. I am more than qualified to help. Trust me!" Dorothy hefted her enormous book bag onto the circulation desk.

"Well, there's the rub. I don't trust you. Will you please excuse me while I do rounds? And can you please take that huge bag off the desk? Thank you." Nancy Ann turned to go in search of patrons still using the computers, putting all her trust in Bella to keep the mysterious woman away from the rare book collection.

She walked up to a rather disheveled-looking teen about seventeen years old. "I am sorry, but due to a tornado warning in the area, the library is closing, and I have to ask you to leave the area immediately. Thank you."

The teenager looked up from the computer, obviously slightly miffed about Nancy Ann’s request. "Look, lady, I have a paper due today. My history class is in two hours, and I need to do more research on the computer!"

"I am sure your class is going to be canceled due to the weather, so please come back tomorrow, and you can finish up then." Nancy Ann turned to leave, but the teen wasn’t finished arguing with her.

He stood up to confront Nancy Ann, blocking her path away from him. "I can't come here tomorrow. I don't have a ride. Today was my only day to come."

Nancy Ann could see the anger in his eyes, but she had to prioritize his safety over his feelings. "Again, I am very sorry about that, but I must ask you to leave. What good would all that work do if you were hurt by the tornado?"

" Who died and left you the boss?" He took a step closer to Nancy Ann.

"For your information, I am the director of this library, and I make the final decisions around here. It is unsafe to remain open any longer, and I must ask you to leave now, or I will have to call the police and explain that you are loitering on public property unwarranted." She pulled her phone out, hoping she wouldn’t have to make good on that promise.

"Fine! Don't call the cops. I am out of here. Who needs this stupid library, anyway?" The teen reared up from his seat, grabbed his papers, shoved them in his backpack, and slammed his chair against the table, making it shake. With a final glare at her, he turned and strode off with a pronounced swagger.

Nancy Ann wondered how much more stress she could take, and went around the library informing people the library was closing and to take all materials up to the circulation desk for the final check-out of the day. As she turned the corner to head back to her spot at the computer, she was shocked to see Bella had disappeared, but the belligerent teen was now tracing the illuminated manuscript with paper and pen.

"No! No, no, no! What are you doing? You must stop at once." She pulled on his arm to get him to stop tracing the illustration in the manuscript, and he shook her off angrily.

"Let me just finish this one part, and I will leave." He angled his body to block Nancy Ann and continued his tracing.

Bella came rushing up to her. "I am so sorry! I was helping Rebecca reach a book on the top shelf. I thought I was gone only a minute!"

"Hey, you need to stop that and come back out of the restricted area at once!" Nancy Ann was desperate to get that teen away from the precious manuscript. "Hey! Hey!" she tried to reach around him and grab the book, but he held on too, and they started to tussle. “That book is priceless; you must let it go!” 

“Priceless, huh? That makes it even more important that I get a good tracing. Maybe I can sell it online to a collector. My parents are going bankrupt. This tracing could get us out of debt!”

Instantly alarmed by his covetous words, Bella added her leverage to Nancy Ann’s side, and suddenly the combined force pulled the illuminated manuscript from his hands, and it flew over ten feet, slamming onto the floor. Nancy Ann thought her life passed before her eyes right then and ran over to it, cradling it like a newborn.

"Look at what you did!" She gently thumbed through it to see if any pages were bent, but it looked like the book had fallen onto the floor closed, preserving the precious pages for yet another day.

"Whatever!” The teen slunk away in the direction of the computers once more.
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With a simultaneous glance out the window at the ominous dark clouds and up at the enormous clock on the wall, Nancy Ann thought to just keep plowing ahead with closing the library. She grabbed a book trolley to bring in books that were returned to the outside drop-off box. Pushing through the heavy glass door, she forgot to look down, and Magellan sped past her at lightning speed to go exploring outside.

"No, Magellan! Not today! There's a tornado watch!" No sooner did Nancy Ann scream those words when another scream tore from her mouth, as she saw a gigantic tornado heading straight for the library. As the large funnel spun in the distance, the tornado sirens blared overhead. It was much too late now to let people leave if she wanted to keep them safe. The wind was fierce, and she could barely hold onto the book trolley. Her hair obscured her face and blew wildly around her head, and she called Magellan's name again and again, desperate to find the beloved feline.

She saw a flash of white fur to her left, so she spun around and took off in that direction.

"Come back, boy! Right now!" Stampeding heedless into the tall bushes where she thought she saw Magellan disappear, but she tripped on something, and it sent her tumbling to the ground. Her hand landed on something soft. She immediately looked down and screamed. Extended out from under a large bush, were two legs and feet. The feet wore trendy, scarlet-colored high heels, and the ankle had a small tattoo of a stack of books and a cute bookworm sitting on top in Scarlett's favorite color-red ink. I would recognize those legs anywhere! 

She felt for a pulse at her ankle, and when she found none, she immediately snatched her hand off Scarlett. Her mind felt like the tornado had blown through at 180 mph, her thoughts scattering in all directions. She knew she needed to get justice for Scarlett, but with the tornado headed to the library, she had to focus on keeping everyone safe first.

As she pushed herself to her feet, Magellan came streaking out of the bushes at top speed and wound himself around her legs, looking up at her and purring madly. Nancy Ann wasn't about to lose him a second time, so she scooped the beloved cat up and placed him on the book trolley. "You cooperate here with me, buddy. We have emergency upon emergency on our hands right now. Be a good boy and wait here for me as I call the police." Magellan settled onto the book trolley as Nancy Ann got out her phone. 

She could hardly see the numbers; it felt like the wind was getting stronger every second, and her thick curly hair blinded her with each forceful gust. Heavy rain poured down, too, but she didn't want to alarm the entire library with the dead body, so she thought she should quickly duck under a nearby tree, do the emergency call outside, and keep the news of the death a secret for now.

"911, where is your emergency?"

"The Sperry Public Library! I am the director, and I just found the assistant director dead in the bushes outside. Can you hurry?"

"No, ma'am, our units aren't going out right now. Take immediate shelter and we will send squad cars out the minute it's safe. Find shelter immediately."

Nancy Ann ran into the library as someone held the big glass door open for her. She pushed the cart through the door and drew on every millimeter of composure she had to hold together this runaway disaster of a day.

"Did you see him? The giant?" Rebecca angled her way to the front of the pack and leaned heavily on her cane right in front of her.

"He was there! He hurt the princess, but I love the princess, so I fought him so he won't hurt the princess again!"

"Rebecca, not now!" Nancy Ann's patience snapped in two. Right as she was about to talk further, the power went out, and the entire library plunged into darkness.

"There is a gigantic tornado heading straight toward us! We need everyone in the basement right now. Can someone please help take Rebecca downstairs?" 

The mob immediately turned and headed to the staircase.

"I can take Rebecca downstairs if you want," said the man who had been playing with the orange cat earlier. He swept his arm under her legs and held the fragile elderly lady in his arms as he headed to the stairs.

Rebecca looked over his shoulder at Nancy Ann as the man carried her away and waved her cane around as she yelled, "Black sparkly eyes! The giant had black sparkly eyes!"

Nancy Ann cupped her hands at her mouth to help her voice carry to the far cat catalog corner of the room. "Can everyone who has a cat please gently carry your cats downstairs? I need every cat and every person downstairs immediately!"

Everyone tried talking all at once, and people held up their cell phones to light the way into the pitch-dark basement. A branch fell onto the library's roof, startling everyone. As screams echoed throughout the library, Nancy Ann urged everyone to stay calm and keep moving downstairs.

"Hurry, everyone! We are safe below, but the big picture windows all around the library could be smashed at any time, so please stay downstairs until the tornado has passed." She now took up her position at the top of the stairs and watched as everyone streamed down as fast as they could.

"Hustle, hustle! Hurry, hurry! We don't have much time!" Beckoning people over to the stairs, finally, the last patron was ushered below, and Nancy Ann locked the front door and jogged toward the staircase. Right as she was about to run down, she heard the back door slam.

She ran to the back of the library and locked the back door, then stood still a moment. Suddenly overwhelmed with the feeling of being watched, she twirled around and looked everywhere, but couldn't see anyone nearby. Peeking around a few rows and seeing nothing out of the ordinary, she decided she must have been imagining it. She turned around to head down below to join the others. 

As she turned, she collided with Dorothy, who brushed past her with her huge bookbag. "You frightened me! Why aren't you below yet?"




"Relax, I just need to use the restroom for a minute."




"We have restrooms below! Please come with me now."




"I'll only be a minute. I promise!" Dorothy headed toward the restrooms near the main circulation desk.




Resolving to wait her out, Nancy Ann took up her post at the top of the stairs until she heard Bella urgently requesting her to join them in the basement.
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She scooted down the staircase and surveyed the situation.

"Ok, everyone, if you can use your cell phone lights, please help illuminate us! Our generator malfunctioned during the last storm and the part it needs is out of stock, so it hasn't been fixed yet."

Bella rushed over to her. "You look petrified. You look like you've seen a ghost! We will be safe down here. Don't worry."

"I can't tell you something just now, but trust me, it is a tragedy. Let's get the cats fully counted now, shall we?"

"Absolutely!" Bella turned to the group now spreading itself out between the three large sections of the open floor plan in the basement. On the left were rows of books for the monthly book sale, on the right were magazines and periodicals, and in the back of the large room was the video section.

"When I call a cat's color out, please let me know if you have them!" Bella began. "Orange?"

"Here!" A young couple leaning against one of the large bookcases raised their hands, and she squinted to see the cute orange cat on the woman's lap.

"Black?" Bella shouted.

"Here!" a mother with a small girl answered immediately.

"Tortoiseshell?" Bella asked.

"Here!" three teenage girls answered.

"British shorthair?"

"Here!" an elderly man ensconced in a chair by the video section answered.

“Who has the gray cat?” Silence.

As the room stayed silent, Nancy looked all around the room. Nobody stepped forward with the last cat on the list. “Nobody has the gray cat?”

Everyone looked around the room, their cell phone lights shining in every direction. All the cats were in attendance—except for one, a gray cat who had only been with them for a few days. Nancy Ann had affectionately named her “Granny” because of her solid gray hair.

"That’s okay. We’ll all keep an eye out for Granny, won’t we?" Everyone nodded, then Nancy Ann continued, "I need to do something for a moment, but I will be right back." She barely got that sentence out as she turned and fled to the dark kitchen. Finding Scarlett dead was a huge shock, and the experience overwhelmed her. She went to the back of the kitchen for some privacy and pressed her hand to her mouth to stifle her sobs. 

She desperately wanted to talk to the police about Scarlett, and she knew she would not rest until she solved the mystery of who killed her. "I promise I will not let you down," she whispered. 

"You haven't let me down. Trust me, I think it is more that I let you down," the voice said as she heard someone enter the kitchen. She had her cell phone light on, so she turned to take a good look at that delinquent teen who walked toward her.

"Hey, you're not exactly my favorite person, so if you will excuse me, I have enough problems to cope with today." Nancy Ann sniffled a few times, then tried to regroup emotionally so she could handle this shocking day. 

"I'm not a lot of people's favorite person, I can assure you," the teen said quietly.

Nancy Ann turned to look at him.

"I am sorry for my behavior earlier. It's just that I am flunking that class, and I know I will be a big disappointment to my mom . . . well, even more of a disappointment than I already am."

"What's your name?"

"Heathcliff," the teen mumbled unintelligibly.

"Pardon?"

"It's Heathcliff, but you can call me Heath. My mom is an English professor." He shrugged morosely. “It’s rather embarrassing—the name, not my mother.”

"Well, we have a tutoring program here every Tuesday afternoon. Professors from Tulsa University donate their time then, and they tutor math, English, and history. Why don't you drop by tomorrow and check the program out?"

"Gee, thanks! I will do that!" Heath said.

Nancy Ann smiled at him. "Oh, I forgot! The reason I came in here to see you was actually because I can't find Magellan anywhere. Did you see him come down? No one seems to know where he is." 

"Last I saw him, he was on the book trolley I was pushing, but in all the hullabaloo, I think I got distracted and didn't keep tabs on his whereabouts." Heath started looking with Nancy Ann, but neither of them could seem to find him in the kitchen.

She stopped looking and headed to the door. "I want to go upstairs in search of Magellan. A window might get knocked out, and he could possibly jump out or get sucked out. I can't even begin to think about that!"

“Why don’t you look out there, and I’ll continue looking on this side of the library? He has to be somewhere!” Heath waved to Nancy Ann as she took off in a hurry.
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Nancy Ann nipped upstairs, holding her cell phone for light, and grimaced as it gave her a 1 percent battery warning. For now, it lit her way as she made her way back up, but she knew she would be without power shortly.

As she climbed the top of the stairs, she saw a cell phone light go out near the main circulation desk. This alarmed her as she thought virtually everyone in the library was parked in the basement.

"Hello, who's there? Is that you, Dorothy? It isn't safe for you upstairs here. Please go to the basement immediately!" The wind howled like a freight train outside, and the branches of the nearby trees kept scratching at the windows as the tornado and associated thunderstorms raged outside. The sky was absolutely pitch black, and she jumped up a foot when a heavy stone was tossed violently against the wall of the library. As she made her way toward the circulation desk to see who was there, she kept calling out for Magellan.

"Where are you? We need you downstairs! Magellan! Come now!"

She stopped in her tracks as she thought she heard muffled snickering and wondered just how many people were still on this floor. Right then, her cell phone battery died, and she was stranded in the middle of a long row in the dark. She used her hands to guide her as she groped along the books. She turned the corner right as a huge flash of lightning lit up the interior of the library and she ran straight into the Pottinger twin boys, Ron and Harry.

They all screamed in unison as they collided. Once Nancy Ann caught her breath and got a good look at Ron and Harry, she couldn’t control her laughter. They had procured two play Viking helmets and light-up plastic swords from the children’s toy chest. The swords dropped to the floor, but the helmets were still fastened securely on their heads.

"What in the world is going on here? Your parents will be beside themselves with worry!"

"We wanted to watch the tornado," Harry said.

"Yeah, this is way better than the tornado shows on TV!" Ron said with excitement.

Nancy Ann gestured toward the swords on the floor. "Did you think you were going to fight the tornado? That’s not how it works!" She picked the swords up, then collected her thoughts, suddenly remembering why she was there to begin with. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Magellan around here?”

The boys nodded and beckoned her to follow them. They led her to the fish tank where Magellan was ensconced, doing his favorite pastime of banging his paw against the glass aquarium side.

"We have been looking everywhere for you!" Before Nancy Ann could reach him, he jumped off the table and took off down the row into the darkness.

"We will go get him!" the twins vowed and started down the pitch-black row.

"No, no! Stop! It’s not safe to stand close to the windows. Don’t worry about Magellan. I’ll catch up to him later." 

As the boys retreated, they took the Vikings’ helmets off and handed them to Nancy Ann. She held all the toys in her hands and headed to the staircase with the boys walking next to her. As she passed by the main circulation desk, she was shocked to find the precious illuminated manuscript had disappeared! Once she got the boys to safety, she’d confront the one person she thought was most likely to steal the priceless manuscript: Dorothy. 

Nancy Ann headed down the stairs with the boys as fast as she thought was safe and looked around for their parents. She saw them sitting on chairs in the book sale section and quickly delivered their twin boys to them. "Please keep an eye on them; it isn't safe for them upstairs!"

"We will!" The Pottingers pulled their boys to them for safekeeping. Putting the toys down for a moment, Nancy Ann went to the middle of the room and cupped her hands around her mouth so she could make her voice carry farther.

"Hello, everyone . . . I have a terrible announcement to make. I have just been upstairs in search of our beloved Magellan, and I saw that our precious illuminated manuscript is missing! I am heartbroken to think someone stole it. I know we think of ourselves here in our library community as more than patrons . . . more like family members. To think one of you has stolen this precious library resource is heartbreaking, but I will have to now ask all of you to show me your bags. I hate to have to search, but stealing the illuminated manuscript is a crime, and if you give it back to me now, I won't press charges."

The room was soon abuzz with chatter.

"Here,” Heath began, "here's my backpack. I swear I didn't touch your manuscript. Ok, I'll admit I have shoplifted before, only small things, but I am on parole as it is, and can hardly afford another incident." He held his backpack open, turned it upside down, and shook it to prove there was nothing left inside.

"I believe you," she said. "I have seen you in here on the computers before. Your scowl precedes you."

"Well, I guess my mom knew what she was doing when she named me."

She laughed despite the stressful circumstances as she recalled the protagonist of the famous dark novel after which his mother was inspired to name her son.

Nancy Ann went around to everyone, then went into the kitchen. She was crestfallen that she had been unable to make any headway in determining who had stolen the illuminated manuscript . . . that is, until Dorothy walked into the kitchen too.

Nancy Ann heard footsteps and turned around to see Dorothy settling in on a chair at the kitchen table.

"May I please search your bag?" Nancy Ann said.

"I don't have a bag with me today."

Nancy Ann circled around Dorothy, sure she was lying. "Oh, wait a second. You most certainly had that huge bag with you just a few minutes ago, upstairs. I even remember commenting on the size of it. You almost knocked me over with it on your way to the bathroom just now."

"I don't know what you are talking about. I didn't bring one with me today." Dorothy held her hands up to prove her case.

"Yes, yes, you definitely had that bag when I asked you to remove it from the circulation desk and a few minutes ago too. Where is it now?" Nancy Ann stood with her hands on her hips, determined to get Dorothy to confess to her crimes, whatever those crimes were.

"This is getting tiresome. I already told you I did not bring a bag with me today."

Nancy Ann felt her blood pressure rising and her anger gathering, but she remembered she had seen that phantom cell phone light upstairs, and she now wondered if it was the person who stole the manuscript. That is, if it wasn’t Dorothy. 

"I'm not finished with you, but I am stepping out for a minute. I will get back to you later." Nancy Ann brushed by, determined to go back upstairs and figure out who was up there. If she could also locate her precious Magellan, she would consider it a minor success.

Pulling out her cell phone, it upset her to find out the battery had died. But, remembering her interaction with the twins, she had a brilliant idea. Nancy Ann went back to grab the Viking helmets and the swords so she’d at least have a little light to make her way through the library.
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Nancy Ann took a deep breath and ventured upstairs again. She didn't want to tell anyone she was going back up;in case she had to confront someone, she wanted every option available to her without having to consider anyone else in the mix. She navigated the dark staircase and just stepped off into the upper room, when she heard a strange whisper.

"I saw you head upstairs, and I want to help you. I think you might need help, and I want to be here if you need me." Heath stepped forward to show himself in the dark.

Nancy Ann screamed in shock because the last person she thought she'd hear whisper to her in the pitch dark was Heath, but she took his hand as they headed forward together. She handed him one of the helmets and a sword, and he chuckled.

“What’s this for?” Heath asked.

“Sorry! It’s the only light I could find! It’s not a perfect solution, but it should work well enough.” Nancy Ann pulled on her helmet and brandished her sword. “I guess we’re going to be mighty, mighty tornado rangers today!”

Just then, that same cell phone light she had seen earlier lit up again, and she could tell someone was holding it and moving very quickly away from the glass case that held the other rare books inside.

Nancy Ann pressed a finger to Heath's mouth to urge him to stay silent, and she felt him nod his head. "I am trusting you with my life and that of Scarlett, our assistant librarian. Can I trust you?" Nancy Ann angled her head back so she could look into his eyes as he spoke.

"You can trust me. I sense something fishy is going on, and I am here to help you. I promise." His warm, light brown eyes sparkled with earnestness, and his expression told her he was committed to this situation.

"Ok, good. So, listen up. I found Scarlett murdered outside in the bushes, and I think there is someone on this floor who is trying to get at the other rare books. They may have even stolen the illuminated manuscript as well.” Nancy Ann stopped her explanation as soon as she saw the look of horror in Heath’s eyes.

"Somebody was murdered?” Heath dropped his sword and backed away from Nancy Ann.

“Don’t worry. It’s going to be okay.” She bent down to pick up the sword, then handed it back to Heath. “We will go in as a team through the library. I will go along the top rows of books, and you will go along the bottom rows of books. Eventually, we will corner whoever it is in the middle of a row, and we will both advance on them until we can tackle them to the ground and/or call for help."

Heath nodded intently. She had to speak directly into his ear, as the winds from the tornado were still creating loud howling sounds that dominated the room.

"But how are we going to see in this darkness?"

Nancy Ann reached up and gently felt behind one of the horns on his helmet and switched on the light. She then did the same for his sword and her items.

Heath laughed as he beheld Miss Nancy Ann with a Viking helmet with lit-up horns and a light-up sword in her hand.

"Shhhhh! We got these for the Viking Book Club. The club is for any little kid interested in history, and adding a hands-on element to the reading really piques their interest. But shhhhh! We have to find Scarlett's killer! Look over there!" Nancy Ann pointed to the part of the library where a cell phone had been briefly lighting up again.

Heath nodded, and the two lit-up sleuths executed her plan and went down the rows of books looking for whoever stalked around the library. Suddenly, she heard Magellan hiss and make alarming sounds. She had never heard him do that before. It seemed the stalker and Magellan were about five rows down from Heath and her.

"Stupid cat!" a male voice yelled.

Nancy Ann looked at Heath from the top of her row. He was thirty feet down at the bottom of the same row, but she beheld his shocked expression as it dawned on both of them that the phantom they were chasing was an unknown man in the library with them. 

"Hello! Who's here? You need to go to the basement with us immediately. It isn't safe up here." Nancy Ann’s voice sounded shaky as she spoke, as she didn’t know how dangerous this man was.

A small, loaded book cart came careening toward Nancy Ann, and the edge of it caught her calf, thrusting her forward so she stumbled into the row. Heath instantly sprinted down to her and helped her to her feet.

"Come on! Whoever you are, I am coming for you!" Nancy Ann stopped a moment and held onto Heath's forearm as she rubbed her sore calf for a second, then she limped forward and beckoned Heath to come with her. No longer frightened, she was determined to get revenge on the jerk who was trying to harm her.

They exited that row, then stood stock-still to ascertain where the stalker might be now. Again, Magellan let out a fearful hissing noise and a huge amount of other alarming sounds, and this time, she also heard struggling and grunting from the stalker.

As they exited that row, she limped as fast as her calf would allow so she could take up her spot at the top of that row. They advanced in unison, row by row, as they neared the front windows, where the hissing and the struggle originated.

Nancy Ann motioned to Heath at the end of the long row to keep going toward the windows as fast as possible.

"Stupid cat! Get out of my way already!" the man yelled at Magellan again.

Nancy Ann looked at Heath, and they both took off after the stalker with the booming voice. Magellan screeched and hissed as loudly as he possibly could. Sounds of a struggle ensued, and books fell off the shelves in the last row nearest to the windows. Finally, she and Heath arrived at the last row, she at the top of the row and he at the bottom. What they saw threw them both for a loop and made her jaw drop. 

The light from their helmets and swords, not to mention the light from the almost continuous lightning, illuminated a giant man, who stood at least six-and-a-half feet tall. Nancy Ann's mind started putting it all together, but first, she had to deal with the giant throwing books at her. She had to duck left and right, and her calf still throbbed.

"Get into the middle of the row from your side!" Nancy Ann yelled.

"Already advancing!"

The stalker ceased throwing books at her and attempted to climb a bookshelf to crawl to the other side to safety in the next row, but Magellan gave a fearful shriek and launched himself from the top of the bookshelf at the stalker's head, blinding him, as he scrambled for purchase on his skin. Magellan couldn’t remain on the stalker, but he drew long, deep scratch marks along his face and neck as he pounced back down on the bookshelf.

The stalker screamed in pain.

By this time, Heath had advanced down the middle of the row, so the stalker immediately turned to face him and swung madly with his right fist.

"Watch out!" Nancy Ann climbed over the pile of books the stalker had thrown at her. As she climbed over them carefully, her injured calf slowed her down. The stalker kept swinging at Heath, but the teen proved wily and with great instincts.

Heath cornered the stalker against the bookshelf, with his light-up sword pushed up horizontally against the giant man's throat, rendering him immobile for the time being.

Right then, the power came back on, and there was a loud knocking on the door as people started to stream up from the basement.
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"Police! Open up!" 

The knocking became very urgent, and Bella hurried over to unlock the door. The police stampeded in at lightning speed. 

"Hurry! Come this way! There is an intruder!" Nancy Ann yelled.

The police got to the stalker right as Heath was losing his strength to keep him at bay and quickly arrested him.

Everyone stood a moment in silence, taking in the scene. Rebecca broke the silence as she made her way through the crowd and bore down on the giant of a man in the middle of the row. The stalker had large bruises around both eyes, and his glasses had been shattered, forming a spider web pattern on each oval. The splintered glass caught the light, creating a reflective effect that could, indeed be termed . . . well . . . sparkly.

With her cane waving wildly in the air to punctuate her emotionally charged words, Rebecca exclaimed, "There! He is the giant! I tell you! He hurt the princess and took her to the forest!" She pointed at the man’s face. "See? I told you! Black, sparkly eyes!"

"Did you see him hurt Scarlett?" Nancy Ann asked, putting her arm around Rebecca to calm her down.

"Yes! The bus was early, so I was dropped off before the library opened. I sat on the bench at the bus stop to wait for you to open." Rebecca waved her cane at the giant as she spoke.

"You saw Scarlett open the library?" Nancy Ann asked gently.

"Yes! She opened it, but immediately, the giant man hit her, and then dragged her into the forest!"

Nancy Ann looked at the officer. “That’s where I found Scarlett—in the bushes.”

"I came up from behind him and told him never to hurt the princess again." Rebecca showed everyone what she did by getting into the stalker’s face and waving her cane. He shrunk back to get away from the elderly woman. "I used my cane and pushed with all my might at his eyes."

The man snorted and looked down at the floor, then back up at Rebecca. “You should have minded your own business, old lady!”

Nancy Ann stepped between the stalker and Rebecca. “Don’t you dare talk to her like that! If you killed Scarlett, why in the world didn’t you just take off? We might not have ever known it was you.”

The man pulled the illuminated manuscript out of a backpack lying on a shelf near him, and everyone gasped. "This is mine! I had to make her death mean something, didn’t I? If I didn’t come back for what was rightfully mine, it would have all been for nothing."

"Hold on right there, mister. I was at the wake, and when they read the will, there was no mention of you." Nancy Ann now pieced the remaining puzzle pieces together. 

"The books are mine! I tell you! My Uncle James didn’t have any children, but I was in his will."

"So, if you couldn't receive them legally from his estate, you just decided to steal them, huh? Was that your plan?" Nancy Ann asked.

"I just wanted to see how valuable they are. Scarlett was being unreasonable and wouldn't let me near them. If she had only let me look at them-

"So, you just killed her because she was inconvenient?" Nancy Ann asked.

"I just pushed her out of the way a bit. That's all."

"He hurt the princess! He hurt the princess! I saw him hit the princess!" Rebecca chimed in with renewed vigor.

"I say we have plenty of evidence against you for breaking and entering, assault and battery, and manslaughter, and while we sort this all out further, you are coming with us,” the police officer said as he escorted him to the squad car.

"Can you also come with us to the station to give some testimony?" another police officer asked Rebecca.

"I'll go with Rebecca so she has someone familiar with her, and then I will arrange for my assistant at the animal shelter to come to pick us up and drop us at our homes afterward. Don't worry about us," Bella said.

"By the way, what do you have on your head?" Bella laughed despite herself.

"Oh, yes!" Nancy Ann gave a short laugh and plucked the lighted Viking helmet from her head as she placed the light-up sword on the ground behind her. She watched Heath do the same.

"It's a long story, but ‘all's well that ends well’ is the fitting phrase for the moment." Nancy Ann turned to Rebecca and gave her a hug. "I am sorry I snapped at you earlier. You are indeed the heroine of the day. We will have to have a nice long chat soon, and you can tell me all about your adventure at the police station. How about that?"

Rebecca hugged her back. "Yes. All about it. Promise!" 

Nancy Ann had to wipe away tears as the emotional roller coaster she had been on all day brought her to the breaking point, but now things looked like they were under control again.




* * *




"Excuse me," a loud voice boomed out.

The crowd looked to the doorway, where a delivery man in a uniform was standing with a huge box on a trolley in front of him.

"I have a glass case being delivered here today. I am sorry I am late, but I wanted to complete my deliveries today, now that the tornado is passed. Where should I put it, ma'am?"

Nancy Ann closed her eyes for a minute, unable to believe all the crazy turn of events of the day. But the new glass case was indeed a welcome event, as now she could put the precious illuminated manuscript in it to be finally safe and sound.

"Over there would be perfect. Thank you." She pointed at the other glass case next to the main circulation desk. As he wheeled it over, the bewildered delivery man got a standing ovation, complete with whistles, as hoorays rang out through the library. Someone tore open the box, removed the glass display case from the packaging, and placed it ready-to-go next to the other case.

"Here you go. I think you should do it." Heath gently handed her the illuminated manuscript he had retrieved from the stalker. 

She solemnly walked to the case, placed it reverently inside, and locked the case with the key that came inserted in the lock of the case's door. As she slid the key home and turned it to lock, cheers rang out again, and the applause continued.

Then they all went outside and waved to the still-bewildered delivery man as he got in his truck and drove off.

Turning to the close-knit library community that had endured the most tumultuous and harrowing last hour, she took a deep breath. "Friends, we have a lot of healing to do as a community, and we will need some quiet time to figure out how that will be best done. I will take tomorrow off, and I plan on sending everyone an email. I have something in mind that I think will help heal our community. Let's get everyone home now, and we can start fresh tomorrow. How does that sound?" 

Before anyone could respond, a familiar car came screeching to a stop in front of the library. Jayne jumped out of the driver’s seat with her grandson waiting in the back. “I came as soon as I could! Is everyone okay?”

Nancy Ann stepped forward to greet her, but as she did, she caught Dorothy stumbling out of the library with her bag strapped to her shoulder. She turned and fixated on the bag. “Well, I guess you found your bag after all.”

Dorothy tried to ignore Nancy Ann, quickly pushing past her, but she couldn’t get past Jayne. 

“Just where do you think you’re going?” Jayne tapped her foot as she glared at Dorothy. “And what’s in the bag? You have a look of guilt painted all over your face.”

Dorothy tried backing away from Jayne, then bumped right into Nancy Ann. She looked back and forth between the two women, weighing her options.

“The bag moved! I swear I saw it move!” Heath yelled.

Before Dorothy could get away from the group, Jayne grabbed the bag from her and peeked inside. “Well, well, look what we have here!” Jayne pulled out a purring gray cat, the cat everyone affectionately called Granny.

“There you are!” Nancy cradled the cat and held her tight to her chest as Granny purred with delight. “Guess the ‘cat’s out of the bag’ now, isn’t it?”

Dorothy backed away from Nancy Ann, stumbling all over her words. “I . . . I . . . don’t know what you’re talking about! I don’t even know this cat! She must have jumped inside when I wasn’t looking!”

“Well, then, I guess you won’t mind if I take her back to the cat catalog section.” Bella reached her arms out to Nancy Ann so she could put Granny back with her other feline friends.

Dorothy huffed and snatched her bag away from Jayne, running as fast as she could toward her vehicle. Nancy Ann watched to make sure she didn’t return to create more chaos in the library.

The women of the library received a strong round of applause for all the amazing work they did to keep everyone—cats included—safe that day. It had been a long, tiring day, though, so everyone hugged Nancy Ann on the way to their cars and said their goodbyes.

Heath was the last to leave, and he lingered while he waited for everyone else to go. "I can't tell you how much I admire you. You rescued the library from the stalker and brought justice to Scarlett's killer."

"Oh, I could never have done it without you," she said.

"Um, the only thing . . . I would love to do the tutoring tomorrow, but I don't have a ride." Heath looked down at his feet.

"Don't you worry! I have tomorrow off. I will pick you up from school myself and take you here for the tutoring. I can’t do that every Tuesday, but this library community is the best, and I am sure someone can help us find your rides,” Nancy Ann said.

"This community is great, as you say, and you are the best of them all!" Heath said with heartfelt gratitude.

"Awww, thank you!” she said as she smiled at him. Looking past his shoulder, she pointed and asked him, "Is that a bus I see coming? Boy, did they get back in service quickly!"

Heath turned to look and was pleasantly surprised at what he saw. "That is my bus. I can't believe it!" Heath said with a final wave at her as he sprinted to the bus stop.

She gave him a wave back as she went inside and locked the door so she could work on that email for a while to calm herself. Magellan wound himself around her calves, and she picked him up to inspect him.

"You are our cat hero for the day! I saw the scratch marks you left on him. Very impressive! The library is so lucky to have you as its fierce defender!" Snuggling him close, she headed to her desk to compose the email. She had something healing in mind. Yes, something very healing indeed.





EPILOGUE







The library community gathered in the front of the library where the bushes used to be. They were removed, and a rose garden was planted in its place. There were many varieties of roses, but they were all chosen specifically for their scarlet color. A beautiful memorial plaque had just been installed today after a small ceremony celebrating the life of their dear assistant librarian, Scarlett. These roses would be an eternal memorial to her memory and something around which the community could rally. It had been a beautiful ceremony; the strong sunshine and gentle breeze made it a perfect morning. As everyone went inside the library to browse the books or play with the cats, the Pottingers came up to her and said they would look forward to seeing her tomorrow, but they had a soccer game for the twins in an hour.

"We will see you tomorrow!" the cheerful family said as they bid her goodbye.

"I'll be here!" she said. I always will.




* * *
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After thirty years on this Earth, I knew better than to promise anything, especially when it came to keeping out of trouble. When Detective Logan Ward made me make the promise, I knew I’d have a hard time keeping it. 

A cookbook found in the alley behind my family’s restaurant, Piatto Perfetto, seemed innocent enough.

Picking up the book filled with Italian recipes, I brought it into the kitchen to see if anyone had lost it.

Aunt Dot bristled at the very mention of using a recipe outside of our family’s revered collection.

“It’s unthinkable!” Aunt Dot snapped as she vigorously stirred the marinara. She eyed me through oversized glasses that made her look like an aging mosquito. “We’ve used the same recipes since 1944. We don’t need some new fancy cookbook.”

I flipped through the book, hoping to find the owner’s name or a business card they might have used as a bookmark. What I found were notations on the table of contents. It listed names of restaurants next to recipes, including both ours and one of our competitors, Bella Cena. Their name was marked next to the tortellini recipe. Piatto Perfetto was listed next to the cannoli recipe.

Did Mom give our recipe to the publisher?

Just thinking about cannoli made me hungry. With no hesitation, I headed to the dining room and stared at the beauties in the bakery case.

“Jade, what brings you here?” my mother asked, plating several delectable desserts before I could slobber on the case. She made the best cannoli with a decadent caramel topping.

Since this was a serious eating moment, I tied my long brown hair into a ponytail. Sitting at a table with the plate, I placed the book next to it. “It seems I got a little investigative work.” 

“What investigating? You promised you wouldn’t get into any more trouble.”

“It’s hardly sinister.” I pointed to the book with a purple spatula on the cover. “This was left out in the alley.”

Just as she picked it up, the front door opened, jingling the bell on the handle. Nana blazed in. Her lemon-yellow hair was a beacon in the gray Chicago afternoon.

“You’ll never guess what happened,” Nana said, giving my mother a peck on the cheek before stealing a canestrelli from my plate and taking a bite. 

“Well?” I asked. “What happened?”

Nana finished the cookie before saying, “Someone broke into Bella Cena.”

Mom gasped. “When was this?”

“During the night. They trashed the kitchen and wrote a message on the wall. At first, the owners thought it was written in blood, but it was just marinara sauce. Do you think Logan got pulled in on this investigation?”

“If he did, he wouldn’t tell me,” I said. “What did the message say?”

“Just that Bella Cena is a tortellini thief.” 

“But their tortellini dishes are the best,” I said.  

“Bella Cena stole tortellini?” Mom asked. “I can’t believe that. They’ve made it in-house for as long as I can remember.”

Nana nodded. “Quite delicious. Don’t tell Dot, but their recipe is superior to ours. I’ve always thought so. But no one can top your cannoli, dear.”

Something felt off. Hadn’t I read Bella Cena’s name listed next to the tortellini recipe in the cookbook?

I flipped open the book and verified it was as I remembered. 

“Have there been any other restaurant break-ins?” I asked.

Nana scratched her head before snapping her fingers. “A couple of days ago, a bakery known for their tart al limone was busted into.”

I scanned the table of contents and found a tart al limone recipe with a name listed next to it. “Was it The Lemon Tree Bakery?”

“Yes,” Nana said. “Did you hear about it? Their lemons were smashed and the cute little lemon tree in the window had all the leaves torn off.”

My stomach fell, knowing trouble had found us. 

I pushed the book toward Nana so she could see. 

Scanning the page, Nana paused at Bella Cena and The Lemon Tree Bakery. 

She gasped. “Where did you get this?”

“It was in the alley. I brought it in, thinking it might be Aunt Dot’s.”

“I bet that didn’t sit well with her,” Nana said.

“No. It didn’t.”

Mom stood next to Nana. “Our name is listed next to the cannoli recipe. What does this mean?”

“That we are under attack,” Nana said. “This calls for reinforcements. We’ll have to round up the gang.”

That was the last thing we needed. Whenever Nana called in reinforcements, everything went sideways, and I ended up taking the rap.

I closed the book. “I’ll call Logan and let him know what we found. He can figure it out.”

Nana waved off my suggestion. “He’s too busy. Anyway, if you found the book out in the alley, the perp is casing our place. Which means we’re next on their hit list. We need to stop them before they can ruin us. The restaurant can’t afford a repair bill.”

That was true. We barely scraped by as it was. Even if insurance paid for repairs, the deductible and lost income would be devastating. 

Still, I had promised not to put myself in dangerous situations again. And this had danger written all over it, especially with Nana at the helm.

Nana reached for the book and plucked it off the table. “Let’s see if there are any other clues in here.”

“Other than the restaurant names, I saw nothing else,” I said.

“Then you need to open your eyes.” She pulled out a receipt from the back flap. “Looks like they shop at The Bookworm. I think a visit is in order.”

Since it was a trip to a bookstore and not a stakeout in a dirty alley, I agreed to go. There wouldn’t be trouble at the bookstore.

When we headed out the door, my cousin arrived. His brown hair was swooped up with enough gel to make a landing pad for an albatross. As part of the trouble-making crew, I gave Coby some slack because having Aunt Dot as a mother couldn’t be easy.

“Coby, want to go to the bookstore with us?” Nana asked.

Coby winced. “Am I being punished for something?”

Nana tsked at him. “We’re going to shake down a criminal.”

“Can I video it for my channel?”

“No,” I said. “I’ve been in enough of your videos.” And they usually involved me embarrassing myself. 

“I think we should let him video,” Nana said. “If the perp runs away, at least we’ll have footage.”

“Please.” Coby turned pathetic puppy-dog eyes on me. “You know my channel has dried up since I stopped adding content.”

I didn’t want to be a dream killer, especially since Coby’s nightly routine involved scrubbing crusted lasagna pans. But between Coby and Nana, things always took a turn for the worse. 

“Coby, I swear if you post anything with me doing something embarrassing, I will burn cheese on every pan in the kitchen.”

“Deal. Let’s go while we can. The restaurant opens in an hour. If I’m not at my spot by then, Mom will beat me with a frying pan.”

I had once suspected Aunt Dot of killing a delivery driver with her favorite kitchen knife. Bludgeoning someone with a skillet would be more in her wheelhouse, especially since she’s been wanting to buy new pots and pans.

We headed to Nana’s vintage full-size car that could easily fit a platoon of soldiers. Coby sat on the bench seat between Nana and I. He glanced in the rearview mirror to check his hair, but then had to hold the dashboard as Nana gunned it down the road.

As usual, Nana honked the horn, sounding like an angry goose as she weaved through the beginning of commuter traffic. With her driving, we arrived at The Bookworm in ten minutes.

The Bookworm-themed store was cute, but a little over the top. A giant bespectacled green worm poked out of an oversized book at the entrance. From there, it took the cartooned ambiance further. Plastic apple trees with reading nooks underneath were stationed throughout the spacious store. Noisy grinding from the café disrupted the vibe, but the scent of the coffee made up for it.

“Let’s try the information desk,” Nana said. 

Coby brought out his phone and held it at an angle that didn’t draw attention to the fact that he was recording.

Underneath a large tree branch, a man wearing a company polo shirt stood at a computer. The name tag identified him as Mark. When we stopped at the desk, he reluctantly tore his gaze away from the computer.

His scrutinization of us was quick, but I felt judged. Was I not bookworm material? A forced smile smoothed away his reaction. “Welcome to The Bookworm. How may I help you?”

Nana set the cookbook down on the counter along with the receipt.

“Are you returning it?” he asked.

“No. I’m looking for the owner of this book.”

“And it’s not you?” he questioned, eyeing the receipt.

“I found the cookbook, and we’d like to get it back to the owner,” I clarified. 

He picked up the receipt and studied it for a moment. “It was paid by cash. There is no other information.”

“Do you remember the person?” Nana asked.

He set the receipt down and leveled Nana with a stare that made me suspect he had been asked a hundred questions so far that day and this would be the one that broke him.

“Ma’am, I don’t remember the person. We get many people in here every day. Some come for books. Some for coffee. And others just come to take pictures of Mr. Bookie the Worm. Either way, it’s impossible to know who bought anything here. We don’t keep track.”

I pointed to a sign off to the side of his desk. “You have a loyalty program. Can you look up who bought a copy of the book that way?” 

“I can look up names and see their purchase history. But if I don’t have a name, I can’t look up what they bought.”

“What about people who order books?” Nana questioned. “Do you have a list?”

He shoved the receipt across the desk. “No. And this receipt isn’t for the cookbook. It’s for Budgeting on a Shoestring.”

A lady who had been walking past halted when she saw the cookbook. Her beverage sloshed at the sudden stop. “How did you get a copy of Blanche Whitely’s Irresistible Italian? I thought they were sold out.”

 “Sold out?” Nana asked. “Is this a popular book?”

“The author was here for a signing yesterday. They were sold out by the time I got here.”

Nana tsked at Mark. “This is the kind of information I’m looking for.”

“You didn’t ask about an author signing,” he said. “You asked how to find a person.”

“Is this book for sale?” the woman asked, edging near the desk to take a closer look.

“No. It has already been purchased,” I said. “We’re looking for the owner.” 

“Oh,” she said with a frown, but then nudged closer. “Is it signed?”

I flipped the cover open to find a signature on the title page. It wasn’t addressed to anyone. Only a quick line about irresistible Italian cuisine and a signature in loopy letters.

“Maybe the author would know who she signed this to,” Nana said.

“Doubtful,” I said. “It’s just a generic line that she probably wrote in all the books.”

“No harm in asking,” Nana said.

“I’ll buy the book from you,” the woman said.

Nana snatched the book and leveled her with a stern look. “This book is part of an investigation.”

“What about after the investigation?” she asked. 

Nana shook her head. “You’ll have to get the book somewhere else.” She turned to Coby. “See if you can find out how to reach the author.”

Coby frowned at his phone which  was still recording.

“I’ll do it,” I said, ushering them out to the sidewalk. “Did you think that woman was a little too excited about the book?”

“Maybe the author is a master chef,” Nana said. “Some of those high-profile chefs get a large following. Maybe she’s got her own TV show.”

When we piled into the car and Nana pulled out of the parking lot, I searched for the author’s name on my phone. Blanche Whitely’s website popped up, showing a picture of a curly-haired blond woman wearing a pristine apron and holding a purple spatula. She stood at a polished countertop with perfectly stationed vegetables. 

“Looks like this is her second cookbook,” I said as I navigated the website. “The first one was French food.”

“Is she in the area?”

“She’s on a book-signing tour.”

“Any signings close to us?”

“One. She’s at a bistro right now. They have samples of her work, and she has books to sell.”

“I can’t go,” Coby said. “If I’m not at work soon, Mom will kill me.”

“Coby, it took thirty hours to birth that stubborn woman. She can do without you for a couple of hours.”

I kept silent. If Nana wanted to enrage her daughter, that was her business. But I had a foolproof way of dealing with Aunt Dot. I stayed away. Far away.

Coby side-eyed me with a plea for help, but I chose to ignore him. I doubted Aunt Dot would kill her own child, but I wouldn’t take bets on it.
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By the time we made it to the bistro, a line had already formed and snaked around the corner.

Nana blew a low whistle. “She’s got a lot of followers. Look at all of them.”

“I wonder about the person’s motive,” I said as I studied the people in line. 

“Something must have gotten their knickers into a twist,” Nana said. 

Thinking back to what we knew, I said, “Bella Cena is known for their tortellini and the message said they were tortellini thieves. The Lemon Tree is known for their lemon tarts and their lemon tree was destroyed.”

“So, it’s what the restaurant is famous for,” Nana said. “And Piatto Perfetto is known for our cannoli.”

“Don’t let Mom hear you say that,” Coby said. “She thinks it’s her lasagna.”

I flipped to the cannoli recipe. “What ingredients are in the recipe Mom uses?”

“The usual.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Flour, eggs, ricotta, chocolate, sugar, wine, lard . . . but I don’t think your mom uses the lard anymore. Oh, and her signature caramel. Traditional recipes use chocolate chips or pistachios. Not your mom.”

“Well, this chef uses caramel as well.”

“What?” Nana parked and reached over, taking the book. “Why, that thief! She stole your mom’s recipe.”

“Hardly stolen,” I said. “Cannoli hasn’t changed much over the years.”

“No. But this is the exact recipe.”

“Then it must be a fluke. There are only so many recipes in the world. I doubt a chef with this much of a following even knows our restaurant exists.”

Nana pursed her lips, gearing up for an argument, but then let out a breath. “You’re probably right.”

“A fan might have assumed that the restaurants stole the recipes and took revenge on Blanche’s behalf.”

“Looks like we have a motive. Fans can be a little overzealous.” Nana’s sudden grin made me nervous. “An overzealous fan wouldn’t miss an opportunity to see their idol. Especially if they lost their book and need a new one.”

I glanced at the growing line, wondering if we could pinpoint the culprit in a sea of overzealous fans.

Stepping out of the car, we headed for the line.  

As we neared the crowd, Nana held up the book. “Did anyone lose a Blanche Whitely cookbook?”

Several people saw the book and immediately raised their hands.

“Looks like there are a few opportunists here,” Nana mumbled. 

We stopped at the first person who had raised their hand. 

“Where did you buy this book?” Nana asked.

The woman with oversized sunglasses and a tiny dog in her purse said, “I buy my books online.”

“Nice try,” Nana said. “On to the next.”

We stopped near a man who looked like he needed more Italian food in his life. His belt had extra holes notched in it to keep his skinny jeans from falling off. 

Nana repeated the question to him.

“I bought it at the Book Barn.”

“Next,” Nana said, walking down the line.

Three more people failed the test until we reached a woman with the same curly hair as the author. If I wasn’t mistaken, it was a wig. I eyed the woman with more interest. She might be nutty enough to brutalize a lemon tree.

“Where did you get the book?” Nana asked.

“The Bookworm.”

Nana clucked her tongue. “Is it a signed copy?”

“That’s why I’m here,” she said. “To get it signed.”

Both Nana and I sighed.

“I really thought we had a winner,” I whispered to her. “She’s wearing a wig that looks like the author’s hair.”

“We’ll find the person.”

But after another eight people, we had to admit defeat. No one could answer the question about what the author wrote on the title page. But I noticed it wasn’t just one woman wearing the curly blond wig. Several people we passed had the same styled wig.

We returned to the end of the line to wait for our turn.

“I suppose it was too much to ask for the person to come forward,” Nana said. “No one would want to admit to owning this book, knowing it was a clue to their misdeeds.”

I nodded. “We’ll talk to the author. If she doesn’t remember who she signed it to, we’ll give the book to Logan. Maybe he can lift a print from it.”

“After we manhandled  it? Not likely.”

I sighed. “We should have bagged it right away.”

“Probably. But what’s done is done. We’ll catch them without their prints.”

Nana eyed the line and then her watch. “This will take forever if we wait.”

“We can’t skip,” I said.

“Why not?” Nana asked. “It’s not like we’re here for a signature. We’re here on official business. The fate of several restaurants rests on our shoulders, including Piatto Perfetto.”

Since there was no talking her out of it, I followed her to the front of the line, where we received several pointed stares. A man with a purple apron yelled, “Back of the line!”

Nana ignored both him and the greeter at the door. She plowed through, eliciting a chorus of angry shouting. Coby recorded as Nana continued her path to a roped-off table near the windows. 

“Ma’am, wait!” someone said when Nana veered around the ropes. “There is a line.”

I glanced over to find a rotund man with a beet-red face. Even though he hurried to us, Nana was on a mission and was quicker.

“Ma’am!” When Nana didn’t stop, the man shouted, “Security!”

This time Nana glanced his way. “Sir, we must speak to Blanche Whitely for our investigation.”

He took a moment to catch his breath before saying, “Let me see your badge.”

“I don’t have one. But I know someone who does.” 

“That doesn’t count,” the man said, and  I had to agree. “Please, you must wait your turn. I really don’t want to call the police.”

“If you cooperate in our investigation, we will leave.” Nana held up the book. “Do you know what this is?”

He raised a brow. “It’s the cookbook we’re selling tonight. Hardly anything to investigate.”

“It is when it’s involved in a crime spree.”

“Crime spree?”

“Exactly. The author might remember who she signed this book to. Then we can catch the miscreant and bring them to justice.”

Coby leaned toward the man. “It’s easier for everyone if you just give her a couple of minutes with the author. I have scary footage of Nana that I can show you to help you decide.”

“Coby,” Nana scolded. “What footage?”

“Do you remember when you were hungry and tried to stop the food truck, and—”

Nana put up her hand to silence him. “Not my finest moment.”

The man sighed. “Lady, I don’t want trouble. You get one minute with the author. Not a second more.”

He led us to the front, apologizing to those we passed. “Official business,” he said. “We’ll be done soon.”

Ms. Whitely barely glanced at us when we reached her table. When she saw that Nana already had a copy of the book, she held out her hand.

After Nana gave the book to her, Blanche opened it and paused. “It’s already signed.”

“Exactly. It’s part of our investigation. One of your fans has been attacking local restaurants,” Nana said. “This is their book and our sole clue as to the identity of the perpetrator.”

“None of my fans would harm a restaurant,” Blanche said. “We celebrate restaurants, not attack them.”

“This fan didn’t get the memo. They are profiling restaurants that have the same recipes found in your book.”

Nana flipped to the table of contents and pointed to the restaurant names listed next to the recipe. “Bella Cena and The Lemon Tree have been hit.” She then pointed to Piatto Perfetto. “This is our restaurant and we’re worried.”

Blanche scanned the restaurant names. “These places are using my recipes?”

“No,” Nana said. “We’ve been using the same recipes since 1944. You published this book so recently that the ink is barely dry.”

“Are you accusing me of stealing from you?” Blanche questioned. 

I quickly inserted myself between them. “The person who has attacked the restaurants has seen similarities between the recipes. They must have concluded it is the restaurants that have stolen. We have not. Either way, this person needs to be stopped.”

“I don’t have time for this. I have fans who are here to see me.” She waved the rotund man over.

“We’re only asking if you remember the person,” I said.

“Time to go,” the man said.

“Just tell us who bought this book,” Nana persisted.

“I wouldn’t know,” Blanche said. “I sign all the books the same. Even if the president stood in line, I wouldn’t notice.” She took a book from the stack next to her and opened it to the title page. “I pre-sign my books to save time.”

I urged Nana to leave. She tsked her irritation the entire way to the car.

“I can’t believe we wasted our time,” Nana said. “She knew nothing.”

“We know one thing.”

“What?”

“That the person thinks we stole the recipe from Blanche. Which means they’ve been to our restaurant before. It’s not like we publish our recipes online.”

Nana’s steps slowed. “Exactly. We don’t publish our recipes. Not only would they have had to eat at our restaurant, but they would also need an amazing palette to detect the differences in recipes.”

“Which means they aren’t the average restaurant patron.”

“And they’d have to eat at many restaurants, including Bella Cena and The Lemon Tree.”

“We have our number one suspect,” Nana said.

I groaned, knowing she was talking about the nastiest reviewer in Chicago. We had crossed paths with Gershwin V. before. He was a pucker-faced hater of all restaurants. Sweaty water glasses drove him over the edge. However, if anyone could detect a recipe by tasting it, it would be him.

But would he love this cookbook authoress enough to ruin restaurants for her?

“Let’s invite Gershwin to the restaurant,” Nana said. “With his inflated ego, he won’t be able to stop himself from coming so he can give us a bad review.”

Since we had already received a review from him, I felt we were probably safe from further injury. But I loathed the man.
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Gershwin took the bait and arrived at the restaurant precisely at seven. He stood just inside the door as he waited to be seated. His face became more puckered by the second as he took in the DIY Italian-themed décor. Since we had updated the restaurant only a couple of months ago, I didn’t think it warranted his scrunched nose.

“Welcome, Gershwin. Would you care for the same table as last time?”

He glanced around the small dining area. “I suppose there aren’t many options in this . . . place.”

“Right this way.” I showed him to the table nearest to the kitchen door since he liked to get a glimpse of the chef at work.

When he pulled out a chair and sat, I placed the menu in front of him. 

“Where is the interviewer?” he asked, not bothering to look at the menu. 

“She will be here any moment. Can I get you a glass of wine while you look at the menu?”

“Wine will distort my palette. I will have water. Replace it immediately when it sweats. I cannot abide a sweaty glass.”

Ignoring the menu, he took out his phone and began typing furiously on it, most likely updating our restaurant’s not-so-glowing review.

I fetched a glass from the serving station and filled it with water and only two ice cubes. Hopefully, that would minimize the sweating.

The front door opened wide, and Nana breezed in with a pad of paper. Coby hurried in after her with his phone on record.

I gestured to the stained apron he wore. He yanked it off and tossed it behind a plant just before Gershwin glanced at the pair. He scrutinized Nana and Coby with the same expression he did with the dining room. And just like the dining room, he found Nana and Coby lacking.

“Hello!” Nana beamed at him. “I’m Nina Sommer. I’m here to interview you.”

Gershwin eyed her. “Where did you say you worked?”

“Chicago’s Fabulous Food Review.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

Nana sat across from him. “It’s new and upcoming. We want to get the insider’s scoop on Chicago’s best restaurants. And who better to get that scoop than from the Windy City’s leading reviewer?”

Ego stroked, Gershwin ran a finger along his thick mustache. “Very well. What would you like to know?” He eyed me and gestured to his barely sweaty glass.

As I replaced his water, Nana waved Coby over to stand next to her to get the best angle on Gershwin.

“Tell me, Gershwin, can you break down a recipe into ingredients by tasting it?”

Gershwin nodded. “Yes. I have one of the finest palettes that even master chefs envy.”

“And would you say that you’ve been to all the restaurants in the city?”

“I wouldn’t be much of a reviewer if I only went to my favorites. In order to know what is exquisite and exquisitely horrendous, I must be able to compare restaurants.”

“Very true,” Nana said with a nod. “I’m glad to hear it. I have a little test I’d like to do with you. Just for fun.”

“What test?”

“I will read off a recipe and you try to guess what restaurant makes it.”

“I will most likely get the answers right, but if I do not, I don’t want it published. It could ruin my standing in the community.”

“Of course,” Nana said. “We wouldn’t want that. No, this is just for fun. How about something simple, like cannoli?”

As soon as Nana took the cookbook from her purse and placed it on the table, Gershwin stiffened.

“Is this a joke?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” Nana asked.

“You’re going to quiz me from that . . . that thing!”

“Some of the area restaurants use recipes from this book.”

Gershwin shook his head. “It’s the other way around. This book is nothing more than thievery! I knew it from her first book, and I know it now. All Whitely recipes are stolen.”

“How can you be sure?”

He waved his hand dismissively at the surroundings. “Take this dive, for instance. Its one claim to fame is the cannoli. And even I must admit that it’s exceptional enough that it’s probably the only thing saving the restaurant from ruin.” He then pointed to the book. “Look at her cannoli recipe. It’s a copy. You cannot say this restaurant stole it when they’ve been making it for years. Whitely stole it.” Gershwin leaned forward, his mustache quivering at the force of his emotions. “I’ve gone to the press several times about this. No one has done anything about it. It sickens me to see her selling copies of other people’s work.” 

He smacked his hand on the table. “I had to take matters into my own hands.”

“How?” Nana asked.

“I made a blog. I listed every restaurant from which she has stolen.  Well, the ones in Chicago, anyway. I don’t know about those outside of the area. But it has drawn attention.”

“I’m sure it has. I bet not everyone is happy about it.”

“You can say that again.” Gershwin’s chest puffed. “I’ve gotten letters from her lawyer. Fans are outraged. They think I’m lying, but I know the truth. And so does Blanche Whitely. But she never tried to contact me, which just proves her guilt.”

“Fascinating,” Nana said. “Can you write the blog name for me? I’d like to check it out.”

“Certainly.” He took the paper and pen she offered and scribbled an address. “If you could help get the word out, I’d appreciate it. Whitely is profiting off chefs’ hard work. She needs to be exposed.”

“So true,” Nana agreed, putting the paper and book in her handbag. “Well, I think we have enough for right now. I’ll be in touch if I think of anything else.”

He stood. “Very well. You know how to reach me. I hope your article will open eyes.”

“I’m sure it will. Would you like to order anything before you leave?”

He grimaced. “With the amount of grease this place slings, I’d need a detox to repair the damage to my palette.”

After he walked out the front door, the kitchen door swung open. “Coby Baxter Pratt!” Aunt Dot hollered. “You have a backup of dishes. Get your butt in here.”

Coby pocketed his phone, grabbed his apron from behind the plant, and dashed into the kitchen, leaving us at the table.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“I think Gershwin is no longer a suspect. We need to look at his blog and see what feathers he has ruffled. If a Whitely superfan saw his blog, they might take matters into their own hands.”

I nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Let’s get out of here before Aunt Dot yells at us for loitering.”

Nana slung her handbag over her shoulder. “We can go to my house.”

“Or we could go to a restaurant that is on the cookbook list.”

“I like the way you think. Let’s see what else is in Chicago that hasn’t been hit yet.” She pulled out the book and perused the names of the restaurants until she came to a stop at Primo Pizzeria. “Got a hankering for a slice?”

“Sounds perfect.”

“Good. Because this mushroom calzone recipe is calling my name.”

When we headed to the door, I asked, “Should we try to rescue Coby?”

“He’s a goner. Let’s remember him as best as we can.”

With the traffic, stoplights, and construction that clogged the city roads, it took thirty minutes to get to Primo. When we arrived, a string of emergency vehicles greeted us, all with their lights on. Since they blocked the road, Nana turned down a side road and parked. 

“Looks like Primo was hit,” Nana said. “Let’s see if we can get any information.”

When we neared the building, we saw the shattered window. 

Nana found an onlooker and asked, “What happened here?”

“From what I heard, it was a drive-by,” the man said. “Blew out the window.”

“Someone shot a gun?” Nana asked.

“Uh.” The man scratched his head. “That’s the part I’m not sure about. A witness said someone threw a pizza pan at the window.”

“That wouldn’t break a window,” I said.

The man leaned in. “From what I heard, the edges had been sanded down like a pizza cutter.”

“Interesting,” Nana said. “Anyone injured?”

“I think someone was sitting near the window,” he said. “An ambulance took them.”

Nana tsked. “It’s bad enough they’ve attacked restaurants, but now they’ve hurt someone. We need to get to the bottom of this before someone else gets hurt.”

“Are you detectives?” the man asked.

“Better than detectives,” Nana said. “Concerned citizens.” She eyed the building. “How can we get in there? We need to inspect the pizza pan.”

“They already took it away,” the man said. “I saw it in one of those evidence bags.”

“Did you see anything else?”

“Not really,” he said. “But there was another evidence bag with something purple inside.”

Nana attempted to move closer to the building, but an officer stopped her. 

“Ma’am, I have to keep this area clear. You’ll need to back up.”

She eyed him. I knew that look. It was the one that made me hope the officer remembered she was a senior citizen when he handcuffed her.

But then he eyed her back. “I recognize you. Let me see your ID.”

She straightened. “You don’t recognize me.”

His gaze swiveled to me. He snapped his fingers. “You’re on the Most Dreaded wall.”

“Most Dreaded?” Nana blustered. “That’s not even a thing.”

The officer cracked a grin. “There’s a reward offered to anyone who spots either of you at a crime scene.”

“It better be a big reward,” Nana said. “If I’m on a list, I’m at the top.”

I eyed her, hoping the reward wouldn’t be worth the effort.

“Who put us on the wall?” I asked.

“Who do you think?” The officer laughed and pulled out his phone. He snapped a picture of us and sent it to someone.

My question was answered a moment later when my phone rang. Logan.

“You put me on the Most Dreaded wall?” I demanded. 

He didn’t apologize. Instead, he asked, “What are you doing at a crime scene?”

“We came for pizza.”

“Your family's restaurant has pizza.” 

He knew buying from competitors was a no-no for Aunt Dot. 

“Sometimes I get a craving for different pizza,” I said.

“Jade, what is going on?”

I rarely fibbed to Logan, especially since he was both a detective and lie detector. But I also knew he was busy with his own work. I didn’t want to drag him from an important investigation. 

“Nothing is going on. Nana and I are heading home,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about us.”

After I disconnected with Logan, the officer smiled smugly at us. I ignored him and headed back to the car with Nana.

“How many Chicago restaurants are listed in the book?” Nana asked.

“Five or six, from what I remember. Three have been hit. We’re running out of time.”

“Let’s get to headquarters and figure this out.”
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Headquarters was Nana’s condo at Your Time Acres, an active senior living community that kept everyone on their toes because of the many golf carts with maverick drivers. Nana honked at one that zipped too close to her.

Parking at one of the identical condo homes in the honeycombed neighborhood, she stepped out and said, “I’ll call in reinforcements.”

“No reinforcements,” I said.

Not only were two of the reinforcements currently at work, but one was under house arrest, and the others caused more problems than solutions.

It was better if Nana and I figured this out on our own. 

Part of me wondered if I should have confided in Logan. Perhaps he had useful insider information. But then he’d shut me out of the investigation for my protection. 

“I think our first step is to get on that blog,” she said as she unlocked her front door and let us inside.

“I’ll pull up the website on my phone.”

“Great. I’ll get the board.”

By the time I scrolled through the blog, she wheeled the dry-erase board into the living room. Each marker had many bite marks on them from her nervous habit.

We had to retire the chalkboard, or she’d ingest a box of chalk. 

“Where should we start?” Nana asked.

“Let’s list the angry fans,” I suggested.

She picked up a marker and poised it at the board.

“Gretchen B. states the blogger is an idiot, and that Blanche Whitely is too nice to steal recipes.”

Nana added Gretchen’s name.

“‘LoveFood’ states Blanche didn’t steal them and that it’s just a coincidence. ‘Whitely-SuperFoodie’ wrote, ‘You are slanderous and evil. I hope you and these recipe thieves get what’s coming to you.’”

“I like that one,” Nana said. “I’ll put ‘Whitely-SuperFoodie’ at the top of the list. What else do you have?”

“‘RUAlien’ wrote about being abducted by flying meatballs, so I think we can skip this person.”

“What else?”

I scrolled through the rest of the comments, noting that “Whitely-SuperFoodie” didn’t just leave one comment. They left over a dozen.

“I think we have our suspect,” I said. “Whitely-SuperFoodie’s fingers are on fire. They just left another comment saying the restaurants should be destroyed.”

“Perfect. We’ll focus on SuperFoodie.” Nana took the cookbook from her handbag and gave it to me. “List off the names of the restaurants.” 

While I opened it to the table of contents, Nana made a column on the board.

She began writing. “So, The Lemon Tree, Bella Cena, and Primo Pizzeria have been hit.” Next to their names, she put stars. She added Piatto Perfetto with a question mark next to it. She then looked at me. “What else?”

“The only other restaurant is Pasta Planet.”

“Pasta Planet?” Nana squawked. “Did Whitely really need to steal from a place called Pasta Planet?”

“According to the book, they make a pesto mac and cheese that is making me hungry just looking at it.”

Nana nibbled on the back of the marker as she pondered. “So, it’s down to our restaurant and Pasta Planet. Do you think SuperFoodie is bold enough to strike twice in one night?”

“I’m not sure. Let me see if I can track this person.”

Not having a legal name made it difficult, but I found a social media profile with the same handle.

“The person is based out of the U.S.,” I said.

Nana tsked at the tepid information.

“Looks like they follow Whitely to each signing,” I continued.

“That’s more promising.”

I paused scrolling. “Do you think SuperFoodie might have attacked restaurants in other cities?”

“Possible, but unlikely. Unless there is a reviewer like Gershwin in the other cities, dedicated to bringing Whitely’s theft to light, how would SuperFoodie know what restaurants the author stole from?”

True.

“Are there any pictures on SuperFoodie’s profile?”

“No. It’s mainly of Whitely signing books. Wait. I found a picture.”

Nana came around to see. “It’s only a hand.”

“White female hand.”

“That won’t hold up. We got nothing.” Nana chewed on the end of the marker again.  

“Hang on,” I said. “She just posted something.”

“What does it say?”

“Victory.” I held up the phone so Nana could see the picture of a fire at Pasta Planet. “She says it’s a firebomb.”

“They’ve all been hit,” Nana said.

“All but one. We’re the last one standing.”

“Call the restaurant,” Nana said. “Get everyone battle ready.”

I placed a call to the restaurant and then a call to Logan. Both calls went straight to voicemail. To be on the safe side, I also sent a group text. However, if the restaurant was slammed, I doubted any of them would have time to look at messages.

We needed to hurry. And with Nana getting her “gear” together, plus a car ride back to the restaurant, we might be too late.

“Nana, leave the bat behind,” I said.

“But—”

“You already have one in the trunk.”

She swung her heavy purse over her shoulder. “At least I got my taser.” She patted the bag.

And handcuffs, a rope, and various other things that made Logan nervous. The only reason he didn’t take away the taser was because Nana always forgot to charge it.

As Nana drove through the streets, eliciting honks and many fingers from enraged drivers, I looked for information on SuperFoodie. When I couldn’t find anything more about her, I navigated back to the Pasta Planet post. Something about this attack was different. I couldn’t put my finger on what. Each restaurant had been damaged. Either a window was broken, or a tree was brutalized. They were unfortunate, but recoverable. 

But Pasta Planet had been firebombed. It was as if the crime level had skyrocketed. 

“Nana, do you think we could be looking at two different people who committed these crimes?”

“Why would you think that?”

“The crime went from graffiti on a wall to setting a building on fire.”

“You could be onto something. But are they working together, or is it a copycat trying to get in on the action?”

A text from Logan popped up.

“Logan says to stay away from the restaurant. He’s there with a team.”

“Because it was hit?”

I replied to him and got a one-word answer. No.

“Looks like it’s safe for now,” I said.

Nana tsked. “Police presence will scare off the perp.”

While I wanted to find the culprit behind the attacks, I was happy Logan stepped in. Our restaurant was already struggling. I didn’t want it to go down in literal flames as well as figurative ones.

"We’ll still find out who is behind the attacks, Nana. It will just take some time.”

That wasn’t the answer Nana wanted to hear, but she was soon distracted by not only police presence but by a news team as well. They surrounded Piatto Perfetto.

“Looks like someone is chasing a story,” Nana said when we drove by. She was about to park in the alley, but the police blocked it off.

“There’s a spot at the end of the road,” I said.

Once she nabbed the spot, we weeded through the onlookers to the restaurant. 

“Do I look okay?” she asked. “Nothing in my teeth?”

“You look fine, but why the sudden concern?”

“As part owner of the restaurant, they’ll want to interview me.” She patted her yellow locks. “Got to look good for the sake of the restaurant.”

The reporter had already flagged down an onlooker to interview. She wore a Blanche Whitely signature wig. As we drew closer, we heard her say, “Like all Whitely fans, we are devastated that restaurants would blatantly steal Blanche Whitely recipes. I’m against violence, but these restaurants are getting what they deserve.”

A cheer from the onlookers erupted, and I had a bad feeling we were inside Whitely territory.

Nana nudged me and then pointed over to a different woman. She wore the same curly blond hair. In fact, half a dozen curly blonds were in the crowd, each with the same hairstyle.

“They’re everywhere,” Nana said.

“Let’s go inside,” I said, growing uncomfortable with the situation. 

“We are in a prime location to gather intel,” Nana said. “We’ll pretend we’re Whitely fans and mingle.”

Mingle? This wasn’t a cocktail party. But Nana was right. It was the perfect time to get answers.

“Who loves Whitely?” Nana hollered. The entire crowd enthusiastically responded. She then glanced at me with a sparkle in her eye. “We’ll have this wrapped up in no time.”

A tap on my shoulder had me turning to find Coby with his phone on record.

“Isn’t Aunt Dot upset you’re not at the dishwasher?” I asked.

“She’s more upset that the police aren’t letting people inside. She’s shutting down the kitchen for the night. I escaped. Unfortunately, Logan took the brunt of it.”

I winced but knew Logan could handle himself. Being best friends with my brother growing up, Logan had been around enough to know how to deal with Aunt Dot.

When I turned back to Nana, she was gone.

“Where did Nana go?” I asked.

“Don’t worry,” Coby said. “I see her hair. She’s closing in on the reporter. I wonder if the news station has any jobs available.”

He hurried after her, leaving me next to a woman in a blond wig.

“I take it you’re a Blanche Whitely fan,” I said.

“Love her!”

“Were you at the signing today?”

She nodded. “I go to all of them. So far, I have eleven copies of her books. All signed. They are going to be worth a fortune someday.”

“There are a lot of fans here,” I said, gesturing to the onlookers. “Do you meet up with any of them at the signings?”

“Oh. I don’t know anyone here,” she said. 

“That’s too bad. I was hoping to find Whitely-SuperFoodie.”

“I’m friends with her on social media, but I’ve never met her in person.”

“Then how do you know SuperFoodie is a female?”

“I saw a picture of her.”

“Where?”

She arched her brow. “Why are you so interested? Are you a cop?”

“No. Sorry. I didn’t mean to be intrusive, but I’ve been following SuperFoodie, and I’m just curious.”

“Oh. Well, I think I can find it.” She brought out her phone and scrolled through it. “Here it is. She took one with Blanche. I’m so jealous. I never got the nerve to ask for one.”

I glanced at the woman in the picture. Blanche and SuperFoodie looked like twins. “She’s got the wig, too.” 

The woman nodded. “Any serious fan will wear one.”

“Does Whitely sell them?”

“No. SuperFoodie sells them. This picture is on her storefront.”

“I didn’t know she had an online store. I’d love to buy a wig.”

After the woman gave me the link to the store, she excused herself.

It was no wonder I didn’t find the store. It wasn’t listed as Whitely-SuperFoodie. Instead, it was an unofficial website for Blanche Whitely fan apparel. 

According to the page, the trending items were the wig, the apron with Blanche’s face on the front, and a purple spatula.

I paused at the purple spatula. Didn’t the guy at Primo say there was something purple in an evidence bag? 

Perusing the website, I found a fan appreciation event planned for tonight. I glanced at the time on the phone and realized it had already started. 

Logan needed to know this information. When I called him, he answered on the first ring. “I see Nana with the reporter. I thought I said to stay away.”

He was behind the police lines, looking straight at me.

“In my defense, you know I can’t stop Nana. But I got information from a fan.”

“What is it?”

“Was a purple spatula left at a crime scene?”

“Why?”

“Just tell me so I know if it's good information or not.”

“Yes. There have been purple spatulas.”

“It’s a trending item at an online store.”

“That doesn’t help too much but send me the link.”

“Would it help more if I told you the store is owned by a Whitely super fan?”

“Maybe. Send me the link and head home. It’s not safe here.”

“I’ll leave,” I said. “But how mad was Aunt Dot when you shut her down?”

“If she had taken the news well, I wouldn’t be standing outside.”

He disconnected after repeating the order for me to leave, which I was happy to do. The crowd was getting thicker, and I felt uneasy as I overheard people’s hatred of a restaurant they probably had never been to before.

Weaving my way over to Nana, I hollered over the crowd, “Nana! It’s time to go.”

She spotted me and waved me over. “I was just telling this handsome reporter that our recipe was created in 1944 when the restaurant opened.”

“Are you a part of the restaurant, too?” the man asked, shoving the microphone in my direction.

“I’m a relative,” I said. “But we have to be going.”

“Nonsense,” Nana said. “It’s time to tell our side of the story. We never stole a recipe from Blanche Whitely. Until the attacks on the restaurants started, we didn’t even know she existed.”

“Liar!” a woman in a wig shouted. “You’re all liars!”

I tugged Nana away from the reporter. “I got information,” I said, hoping she’d take the bait and follow me out of Whitely’s fanatic den.

“What is it?”

“I’ll tell you in  the car. I don’t want anyone to overhear.”

 That was a good enough excuse. Nana pushed through the crowd and down the block to her car.

“Well, what is it?”

“Whitely-SuperFoodie sells apparel on a website.”

“So?”

“One of the trending items is a purple spatula. Logan confirmed they found purple spatulas at the crime scenes.”

“Brilliant. We need to find SuperFoodie.”

“I know where she is. But we have to do something about your hair.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

“It’s memorable. You were just on the news, and people will remember that shade of yellow.”

“Good thinking. I have a wig that might work. Let’s go to headquarters.”
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The wig was a 1960s flipped bob. We curled it to look like the Whitely wigs, but it wasn’t exact. When we entered the event space that was decorated with  Whitely banners, Nana received a few looks. Thankfully, no one recognized her.

On the other side of the room stood a woman who looked similar to Blanche. She must be SuperFoodie. I nudged Nana and pointed.

Nana nodded, and we closed in.

SuperFoodie had a table set up with information about her website and plenty of merchandise for sale. Not only did she wear the blond wig, but she wore a purple T-shirt with Whitely’s logo.

“Look at this,” Nana said, picking up a hat with the Whitely logo. “This is so cute. Are you a representative of Blanche Whitely?”

“No,” SuperFoodie said. “I adore her and want to spread the word.”

“So she’s okay with you using her logo?” I asked.

SuperFoodie eyed me. “Are you her lawyer? I’ll repeat what I said in the email I sent you. I will not cease and desist. It’s not an exact logo, so you have no grounds to sue me.”

“Blanche is trying to sue you?”

“You’re not the lawyer?”

I shook my head. “No. I was just curious.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped a little. “Sorry. Her lawyer has been badgering me to take down the website. I put a lot of work and love into spreading Blanche’s art. And all they do is send me letters and threatening messages.”

“Sounds stressful. I would be bitter about the situation. Why are you still a fan?”

“Blanche’s work got me through a really hard time,” SuperFoodie said. “I just wanted to give back. I don’t keep the profits. Every month, I donate it to her favorite charity. But it’s okay. After this event, I’m shutting down the store.”

“Oh.” Nana frowned. “But I was hoping to buy a purple spatula. I don’t see one on the table.”

“They’re sold out.”

“Many people must love them,” I said.

“I’ve sold a few here and there, but someone bought out my inventory, and I haven’t restocked.”

“May I ask who bought it?” Nana asked. “I’d like to reach out and see if I can get one.”

“I’m not supposed to give out information like that but let me see.” SuperFoodie took out her phone and a few moments later, she frowned. “Um. I have to get going.”

“But this is your event,” I said.

“Something came up.” She picked up her purse and hurried out the door, leaving her merchandise out on the table.

“That was weird, right?” I asked.

“Follow her. She’s up to something.”

“What about the table? People might steal her things.”

“Exactly. She left without a thought about her stuff, which means there is something big happening, and we’re going to find out what it is.”

Nana and I headed out to the sidewalk, but we couldn’t see the wigged woman. 

“Where did she go?” I asked.

Nana pointed at the discarded wig in the garbage. “What color are her eyebrows?”

“Brown, I think.”

“Okay. We might be looking for a brunette in a purple T-shirt.”

I pointed down the road. “She just went into that hotel.”

“Hurry!”

By the time we reached the hotel, we glimpsed purple entering the elevator.

“We missed her,” Nana said.

“Let’s see what floor she stops on.”

“There could have been other passengers on the elevator with her,” Nana said.

“Let’s just watch and see what happens. Worst-case scenario, we catch her on the way out.”

When the elevator stopped at the fifth floor and didn’t move, we knew we had her floor. Now we just needed to figure out her room number.

I pressed the elevator button. “It’s a boutique hotel. There are probably only a few rooms on each floor.”

When we reached the fifth floor, we stepped out and found it had four rooms. Two on the left side of the hallway and two on the right. 

“Start listening,” Nana whispered. 

She pressed her ear against the first door.

She didn’t have to listen for long. An argument sprouted from the next door over. 

“It was you!” SuperFoodie yelled. “Admit it!”

“I will not admit to anything. Get out before I call the police.”

“Go ahead and call them. I’ll tell them everything! I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out sooner. You used one of your company names to buy the spatulas. You wanted to ruin me!”

“Two birds with one stone,” the woman said. “I get you out of the way, and I create buzz for my cookbooks.”

“Blanche Whitely,” Nana and I both whispered at the same time.

“How much do you want for your silence?” Whitely asked.

“I want the truth. Did you steal those recipes?”

“Of course I did. Do you know how much stress I’m under to always create new recipes? It’s exhausting.”

“We believed in you.”

“Correction,” Whitely said. “You believed in me. And if I can’t buy your silence, I’ll have to make sure you don’t talk.”

“Is that a threat?” SuperFoodie asked.

“Shall I make it more obvious?”

SuperFoodie gasped. “You have a gun?”

“To keep myself safe from fanatics like you. You broke in. You threatened me. I feared for my life. No one will bother looking into it further. You’re a nobody.”

“Get my taser,” Nana said, handing me her purse. She then rapped on the door before I could stop her.

“Who is it?” Whitely asked.

“Housekeeping.”

“I don’t need anything.”

“There is a water leak on the floor above you,” Nana said. “I have buckets.”

I pulled out her taser and handed it to her. 

“Come back later.”

“Management won’t let me. It’s a serious water leak that will damage property. Even the fire department is on its  way.”

“Fire department?” I whispered.

Nana looked at me and shrugged. 

“Hang on!” Whitely snapped.

We listened but couldn’t hear anything. A paused moment later, the door flung open. She took one look at Nana’s wig. “Another fan?” she barked. “I don’t have time for this!”

She pushed on the door, but I wedged my foot in before it could close. The door bounced open, and Nana pointed her taser at Whitely. “Give up. We know everything.”

Whitely eyed the taser. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Glancing past her, I didn’t see SuperFoodie. “Where is SuperFoodie?”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“I’m giving you one second to change your mind,” Nana said. “Or I’m going to blast you.”

Whitely took the gun from behind her back and aimed it at Nana. “Not if I shoot you first.”

Nana pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.

“You forgot to charge it again,” I said.

Whitely smiled. “Looks like I win.” She waved us into the room with a flick of the gun.

As Nana and I slowly filed into the room, I reached into the bag to see if there was another weapon I could use. My hand clasped onto something heavy.

“Looks like I have a bit of clean-up to do,” Whitely said. “It’s good you’re wearing one of those stupid wigs. It will make my story plausible.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “The world doesn’t care about a few stolen recipes. Only a few fans are up in arms about it.”

“The world doesn’t care about cookbooks anymore. Thousands of recipes can be found online for free. The only people buying my books are fans. It’s not enough. When I got wind of Gershwin’s blog post, I found the perfect way to generate buzz.”

“By hurting small businesses.”

She shrugged. “They got attention out of it, too.”

“Planet Pasta is destroyed.”

“Which finally got the media’s attention. The other stuff was just filler content.”

“Now you get to go to jail,” Nana said. “Think of all the buzz you’ll get then.”

“I think you forgot who is holding the gun.”

“You might hold the gun, but I hold the . . .” I yanked the weapon out of the purse. “Cookbook.”

Whitely grinned. “I’ll sign it for you after I kill you.” She aimed the gun.

I chucked the cookbook at her. The spine caught her on the nose. She bent over, squealing in pain.

Nana lunged at her, snatching the gun. I tossed Nana the handcuffs from her purse and together we shoved Whitely to the floor and secured her.

Nana sat on Whitely for good measure, but I think the gun pointing at her head kept her in place more than Nana’s weight.

“We better call this in,” Nana said. “How about heading back to the restaurant after this? All this talk of food is making me hungry.”

“I bet there are leftover cannoli.” Opening the bathroom door, I found SuperFoodie huddled in the bathtub with her hands over her head. 

“You okay?” I asked.

When she looked up at me, relief spread across her face. I helped her to stand and then called Logan.

“Are you in trouble?” he asked.

“Not this time.”




* * *
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BLANK PAGES AND SPILLED INK




By Mary B. Barbee





THE NEWS







A chill hung in the air, and the sky was filled with menacing gray clouds. Clara Moon stared out the window from the warmth of her bed, a heavy quilt pulled up close to her chin. The fact that the weather matched her mood was not lost on her.

The conversation with her mother the night before played over and over again in her head. A tear escaped from her eye and streamed down the side of her face, onto her pillow. How was she supposed to go on without one of the most important people in her life?

Sadie Thatcher and Clara were two peas in a pod. Throughout Clara’s life, Aunt Sadie was always the first one she would call to share good news or bad. The two of them spoke every single day either with a phone call or multiple text messages. Clara was closer to her aunt than she was to her own mother, or anyone else for that matter, and she was pretty sure that the feeling was mutual.

Sadie had never married. She claimed her independence was more important to her than any man would ever be, and Clara, divorced at the age of forty-two, admired how her aunt could manage her relationships so well. Sadie definitely had her share of interested suitors over the years, but she would gently and politely decline any advances toward an engagement or more serious commitment of any kind. She would tell them she was already married to herself - and to her bookstore, of course.

When Clara heard her mother utter the word “murdered” as she was breaking the news over the phone, she immediately wondered if Sadie had broken the wrong heart. Her mom had mentioned that, according to the head detective who had delivered the news, the police had no immediate suspects and that there was no sign of forced entry into the bookstore, where she had been found murdered. After a bottle of wine and a full box of tissues, Clara worked late into the night reviewing all the text messages exchanged with her aunt and racking her brain to remember names of men that Sadie had mentioned in the last year.

Now, as she lay in bed, exhausted from her long, sleepless night, she ran through all the wonderful times she had spent with her aunt. As a child, her Aunt Sadie would bring Clara new books to read on the weekends, and on Sunday nights, the two of them would play games well past her bedtime. They shared private jokes from as far back as Clara could remember, and Clara remembered how her mother would become impatient when they couldn’t control their laughter at the dinner table.

As an adult, Aunt Sadie was there for Clara in all her important life events. On Clara’s first day of college, Aunt Sadie gifted her with an engraved fountain pen matching her own favorite one that she used all the time. Clara never liked using it to write, but she treasured it all the same. On her wedding day, it was Aunt Sadie that gave her something blue. Even though the marriage ended badly, Clara’s beautiful, dainty topaz earrings were still her favorite, and she wore them often. And, of course, it was Aunt Sadie that Clara leaned on during her tough divorce. Sadie had invited Clara to stay in her guest room and offered her nothing but loving support as she worked to get back on her feet after a few months of just moping around and feeling sorry for herself. 

Clara turned onto her side as her thoughts shifted to the last time she saw her beloved aunt. Just two days before Sadie’s death, Clara had visited her Aunt Sadie at the bookstore. She had brought her aunt a cup of her favorite chai tea latte and walked into the back office, knocking on the door with her free hand as she entered. She remembered Sadie had been writing with her fountain pen in a thick leatherbound book. She had closed the book, wrapping the leather strings around it and tying them in a neat bow before setting it aside and greeting her niece.

“Whatcha up to?” Clara had asked, plopping down in the antique chair across the desk from her aunt.

“Ah, you know, just writing down all my secrets,” Sadie had said, with a wink. “I can no longer keep track of all of them in my head now.” She chuckled before taking a sip.

“Hmmm... secrets, huh? You know how dangerous that can be, right?” Clara had teased.

“Oh, yes. I definitely know the level of danger I’ve put myself in,” Sadie said. “And that’s exactly why I write everything down.” She patted the book gently.

Clara had thought she was just joking, but now she wondered if it wasn’t a joke after all. Maybe her aunt really was writing something in that book. Maybe that book held the answer to her murder. She shot out of bed and grabbed her phone, dialing her mother’s phone number.

“Mom, hi. How can I get into Aunt Sadie’s office today?”





THE SHOP







Clara paced back and forth on the sidewalk outside of the bookstore. She hated that she had to wait so long to get into her aunt’s office, almost as much as the cold shoulder she got when she visited the head detective assigned to her aunt’s murder case. He didn’t seem very interested or grateful for the notes she had taken and said that her Aunt Sadie’s murder did not appear to be a crime of passion. He wouldn’t elaborate any more than that, claiming that the investigation was confidential, and Clara felt as if he basically shooed her out of his office.

She would admit that she only knew first names of the men in Aunt Sadie’s life, and she had never personally met any of them, but she was hoping to find out more once she got ahold of that book of secrets her aunt had referred to just before her death. Since the detective was so rash in shutting her down, Clara decided to keep the book of secrets to herself and only share it with him if it contained something useful to the case.

Clara’s thoughts were interrupted when a gray four-door car pulled up to the curb in front of her. A man dressed in jeans and a plaid button-down shirt stepped out of the car and smiled at Clara, showing off his straight white teeth. He was tall and thin, his sandy brown hair tousled in a way that looked like he styled it that way on purpose, and Clara instantly felt her cheeks turn warm. She smiled back at the attractive man.

“You must be Clara,” he said, quickly walking around the front of his car and hopping onto the sidewalk, hand outstretched to greet her.

“Yes,” Clara said, feeling a sort of electricity when she placed her hand in his.

“Hi, I’m Henry Beauvais. I’m the estate administrator of your aunt’s will.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a single key attached to a keyring with a simple white tag.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, as Clara took notice of his kind eyes. “Sadie was a wonderful person, and she will be missed.”

Clara swallowed and blinked away a tear and released his hand, looking down at the sidewalk. She didn’t dare try to speak, for fear that she would just burst into tears.

Henry turned to the bookstore and said, “Well, let’s see if I can unlock the door.” He lifted the yellow crime scene tape and slipped under it, holding it up for Clara to follow. She stepped next to him and peered into the glass door. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but she found herself surprised to see that the bookstore looked exactly as it did the last time she visited.

Henry unlocked the door and held it open for Clara. After she entered, he closed it and locked the door again. He reached to the right and flipped the light switch. The overhead fluorescent lights hummed and blinked as if they struggled to wake up and shine brightly.

Clara took a deep breath. She loved the smell of books, both old and new, and she wondered what would happen to all of this now that her Aunt Sadie wouldn’t be here to continue running the store. The bookstore had a special place in her heart, and she would miss it terribly.

Clara envied her aunt’s life, spending her days working with customers to find their next adventure on the store’s specially organized shelves. Ever since Clara was a young adult, she had dreamed of working in the store alongside her aunt one day, but the reality was that the store never made enough income to support more than just her aunt, so Clara pursued her other passion in life and established herself as a photographer instead. Running her own business allowed her the flexibility to set her own schedule, and she often stepped in to help at the bookstore whenever her aunt needed to take time off for herself. Clara would also come in after hours and help decorate for holidays or count inventory. And as a result, Clara knew the little store like the back of her hand, and she loved every part of it.

Without a word, Henry walked behind the counter and turned on the computer. He pulled a small piece of paper out of his pocket and typed with one finger, looking back and forth from the keyboard to the paper.

“If it’s okay with you, I’m going to go into the back office,” Clara said. She wasn’t sure if she needed permission, but for whatever reason, it felt like she should tell him where she was headed.

Henry looked up from the screen and said, “Oh, sure.” And then, as if he just remembered that was where Sadie was killed, he followed with, “Do you need me to come with you?”

Clara shook her head. “No, I think I want to be alone,” she said. It was true that she wanted to look for the book by herself, but she also wanted to face the scene head-on without a stranger beside her.

Walking back to the office, she saw little numbered tags placed along the floor and around the doorknob and door frame. Pushing the door open just as she had a few days before the murder, this time not knocking as she entered, tears welled up in her eyes instantly as she saw the empty chair behind the desk. The realization that she would never again see her beloved Aunt Sadie greeting her with a smile, sitting in that chair, as she had seen so many times, hit her hard, and a knot formed in the pit of her stomach.

The familiar stain of spilled ink on her aunt’s mahogany desk was no longer visible, as it was covered with a larger, new stain that Clara knew without explanation that it must be from Aunt Sadie’s blood. The only real information that the detective did share with Clara was that Aunt Sadie was hit in the back of the head while she was sitting at her desk, so it wasn’t a surprise to see the aftermath laid out in front of her. It wasn’t a surprise, but nothing about this was easy, and as Clara looked around at the dozens more numbered tags placed around the room, she suddenly wanted to hurry, find what she came for, and get out of there.

Glancing at Sadie’s desk, nothing remained but what looked like a small pile of blood-stained invoices. She thought that Aunt Sadie would have appreciated the irony considering the blood, sweat, and tears that went into paying her bills each month with the small profits from the store.

She walked behind the desk and pulled open the top right drawer. More papers were stacked inside, but no books. A thorough search of the remaining drawers also led to fruitless results. Nothing. The leatherbound book was nowhere to be found. She looked around the office, but she was still unable to find the book on any of the shelves.

Clara headed to the front counter and began her search there, shuffling books and papers around on the shelves below the cash register.

“Is everything okay?” Henry asked, still sitting at the computer on the other side of the counter but turning on his stool to face her.

“Yes,” Clara answered without looking up or stopping her search. “I’m just looking for a special book that she had. It was kind of like a journal. She usually kept it in her office, but I can’t find it back there.”

“Hmmm...” Henry said. “Want me to give it a second look back there?”

Clara straightened up, fighting to not show her frustration at not finding the book and leaned her back against the counter, crossing her arms.

“No, but thanks,” she said. “I’m sure it’s not in the office. I looked really well. Maybe she took it home.”

“Ah, good point,” Henry said. “You know, if you can’t find it at her home, you could probably check with the police. If it was with her when she died, they may have collected it for evidence.”

Clara stifled a gasp. Her thoughts began racing. Maybe that’s why the detective didn’t think it was a crime of passion. Maybe he has the book of secrets! But, if so, why would he have told her mother that they didn’t have any leads?





THE SURPISE







Clara poured herself another cup of coffee. She sat on the couch with her long legs crossed in front of her, mindlessly petting her cat, Miley, who had proceeded to settle in her empty lap. Clara’s brain felt foggy. She had rescheduled all her photo shoots for the week, blaming a “death in the family,” but she still had a very busy day ahead of her.

She took a sip of her coffee and called Aunt Sadie’s phone again. She knew the police had the phone in their possession, but she didn’t care. She needed to hear her aunt’s voice, and the only way she could was on her voicemail.

“You’ve reached Sadie. Thanks for calling, but I can’t answer the phone right now. Leave a message, and I’ll call you back when I have time to chat!” Her voice warmed Clara’s heart. She decided to leave her a message.

“Oh my god, Aunt Sadie. I miss you so much,” Clara started, allowing the tears to flow freely. “I can’t believe that the family is actually gathering for the reading of your will today. It all seems like a really bad dream.” She paused before continuing, wiping away the tears on her cheeks. “I know I have to figure out how to go on without you, but I just don’t know what that looks like.” Before she could say another word, the phone clicked, and an automated voice said, “Message ended.”

Clara sighed and set down the phone, reaching for another tissue.

“I’ve got to get up, Miley,” she said quietly, rubbing the cat’s back from her neck all the way down the tail. Miley looked up at her as if to beg her not to leave, but Clara scooped her up and set her on the folded blanket beside her.

Clara had just finished getting ready and was walking out the door, keys in hand, when her phone rang. Her mom’s voice came through loud and clear instead.

“Are you on your way yet, Clara? You don’t want to be late for this.”

Clara cringed. Her mother drove her crazy. The two of them had very little in common.

“Yes, Mom. I’m headed out the door now. I’ll be there in less than ten minutes.” Clara worked hard to keep all frustrations hidden in her voice.

“Okay, well, I just wanted to make sure. You know you don’t have time to stop for a coffee or anything. They’re not going to start until everyone is there, and I just don’t want you to embarrass yourself by being late.”

Clara knew that her mom wasn’t really worried about Clara not being embarrassed. She was all too familiar with her mom’s obsessions with how people perceive her and her daughter. She grew up with that pressure to “act right” and appear perfect around other people. It was always hard for Clara to believe that her Aunt Sadie was her mother’s biological sister. They couldn’t be more different.

After Clara assured her mom she would be there, she hung up the phone and decided to sit down for just a few minutes before she left. She knew it was childish to make her mother worry, but she needed the time to sort her thoughts. She couldn’t go into this meeting with built-up frustration at her mother for not being more sympathetic with her and not even showing any kind of sadness over losing Aunt Sadie. She needed to do what her Aunt Sadie would want her to do. Go face the music and wrap this whole will-reading thing up with a smile on her face.

Fifteen minutes after the phone call, Clara walked into the lobby of the attorney’s office. Henry was standing at the desk, talking to the receptionist. When he saw Clara enter the room, he smiled and waved. She smiled and waved back, thinking he looked exceptionally handsome that day. He was wearing nice gray suit pants and a light pink button-down shirt with a neat striped tie.

The lobby contained only a few other people, all of whom Clara recognized. Her mother was there, and, thankfully, she had her back turned to the door and had not yet noticed Clara. She was chatting with Clara’s grandmother who sat patiently listening and nodding every few seconds. Her Uncle Arlo was there with his wife, huddled together. They seemed to be bickering under their breath, as always. And then, finally, their son and daughter, Mark and Lily, were sitting in upholstered chairs, staring at their phones, oblivious to anything else going on around them.

Clara took a deep breath and approached her mother, gently touching her on the elbow.

“Hi, Mom,” she said. Her mom flipped around.

“Clara!” She threw her arms around her neck and gave her a hug. Then instantly, as if everyone were watching, she put on a frowned face and said, “How are you holding up, dear?”

“I’m fine,” Clara said, then turned to her grandmother and bent down to give her a hug. “Hi, Grandma. You doing okay?”

Her grandmother nodded and wiped away a tear with a crumpled-up tissue. Clara reached over to the side table and pulled a few fresh tissues out of the box. She handed a couple to her grandmother and pushed the other two into her pocket.

“If everyone is here, then Mr. Beauvais is ready for you,” the young receptionist said, looking at Clara’s mother for confirmation.

“Yes, we’re all here, honey. Thank you,” Clara’s mom responded, again wearing the sad face she had put on just a few minutes before. Clara helped her grandmother to her feet and held onto her arm as they followed the receptionist to the back meeting room. The room was set up with a long table and just enough chairs for everyone. Clara settled her grandmother at one head of the table and then sat next to her in the seat closest to the door.

At the other end of the table was a closed brown file folder. Clara stared at it and felt her stomach turn flips. She didn’t want to be here. She didn’t want to watch everything that her dear aunt owned be assigned to other people as if they were meaningless. She fished one of the tissues out of her pocket and wiped away a tear before it sped down her cheek.

Henry entered the room and greeted everyone, introduced himself, and thanked everyone for coming. Clara felt a strange comfort from his presence, but it dissipated quickly when she turned and caught her mother watching her from across the table. She knew the look well and could easily interpret it to mean, “He’s cute. You should date him.” She returned the look with a glare and a shake of her head as if to say, “This is not the time for that.” Her mother shrugged and turned her attention to Henry who had already started reading the document in front of him.

After the whole “being of sound mind and body” part of the will, Henry explained how he was assigned as the executor of the will and had the responsibility to make sure that everything was distributed and carried out as Sadie Thatcher wished. He then read how Sadie had arranged for all her debts to be paid from her savings, of which there was enough to cover everything. Clara was relieved to hear that. Sadie would have been horrified to leave debt behind for anyone.

After a short pause, Henry continued. “I bequeath the remaining cash and assets, including my bookstore, The Story Keeper, to my niece, Clara Moon.”

Clara and her mother gasped at the same time. Their eyes met, but this time, Clara couldn’t tell what her mother was thinking. Her grandmother reached out and gently patted her on the back. She smiled and leaned in to whisper, pulling her close.

“I knew that was coming, sweetheart. Your aunt loved you so much, and she trusted you more than anyone.”

Clara was in shock and didn’t hear much of anything else for the next fifteen minutes except that Henry had asked her to stay behind to sign some papers. After the reading concluded, she watched, glued to her chair, as Henry spoke to Clara’s uncle and mother together in low voices at the front of the room. She said goodbye to her grandmother and stood on shaky legs to give her a long hug, promising to come visit soon. Her mother left, telling Clara to call her later, and her uncle Arlo and his family exited right behind them.

It was just she and Henry left in the room alone together.

“How are you holding up?” Henry asked as he pulled out the chair next to where he was sitting before and motioned for her to sit.

Clara found her voice and settled into the chair, leaning back and folding her arms in her lap.

“I’m okay. This is incredibly difficult,” she said.

Henry nodded. “Yes, I understand.” Then, after a pause, he said, “I wanted so badly to tell you the news the other day, but Sadie wanted the will to be read to the whole family. I think it was her way of saving you from having to break the news to everyone yourself. That’s not often easy.”

Clara nodded. She hadn’t thought of that, but it did make sense, and she sincerely appreciated that thoughtful gesture.

Henry pushed the papers her way.

“If you’ll just sign here, acknowledging everything you heard today, then I can give you access to her accounts and, of course, the keys to The Story Keeper.” He handed her a ballpoint pen.

Clara saw Sadie’s signature, and, looking at the pen in her hand, she said, “I feel like it should be a fountain pen.”

Henry smiled back and said, “Yeah, you’re absolutely right. Sadie is by far the only client I’ve ever had that brought her own fountain pen and ink with her to sign her will.”





THE BOOK







A week had passed since that dreadful night when Clara had received the phone call from her mother informing her of Aunt Sadie’s death, but it had felt like an eternity. Clara mourned her death whenever she saw or heard something that reminded her of her aunt, and she still called her voicemail every day to hear her voice. She didn’t always leave a message. She lived in fear that, one day, she would just get an automated message that her mailbox was full, so she decided to try to uncover her login information to pay her bill and extend her service. She wondered if the cops had already gained access to the voicemail messages and if it had helped them find any leads to Sadie’s killer.

Clara sat on the stool behind the computer at the counter of the bookstore. The door was unlocked, and the store was open, but things had settled down a bit since she first reopened. During the first few days, customers brought flowers and handmade casseroles and cookies and shared ways that Sadie had personally touched their lives. And, of course, Clara had customers coming in who just wanted to get a glimpse of the bookstore where the owner was murdered. They bought books, too, as a sort of weird souvenir. As long as they were respectful, Clara didn’t shoo them away and instead invited them to come back soon. She figured her Aunt Sadie would have done the same.

 Now, the store sat empty, and Clara searched on the desktop for the spreadsheet where Sadie stored her passwords. She found it and began scrolling to find the login credentials for her cellphone carrier, thinking that one of the next things she needed to do was to set up a more secure password storage.

She found the password and opened a browser to login to the website, but before she could copy and paste the username that Sadie had used, the bell on the front door chimed. Clara looked up and saw the detective walking her way.

“Morning, Ms. Moon,” the detective greeted her in a flat tone. He was an older gentleman with a shaved head and a strong jaw. Clara was pretty sure he didn’t smile much.

“Good morning, Detective,” she said, surprised to see him. She noticed he was carrying a small cardboard box, open at the top.

The detective got right to the point. “I have some of Sadie Thatcher’s things here that we don’t need anymore. That book and pen were tucked away in her lap under the desk when we arrived, and that’s her phone right there too. It was on the floor when we found her.” He set the box down on the counter and pushed it toward Clara. Clara glanced in the box and swallowed a gasp. The leatherbound book was the first thing she saw, along with her Aunt Sadie’s favorite fountain pen and her cellphone.

“Oh, my gosh,” Clara breathed. “Thank you so much, Detective, for bringing this to me. I’ve been looking all over for this book and pen.”

“Well, I hate to disappoint you,” the officer said, “but they have been no help to us in the investigation. We accessed the cellphone records and will continue to examine those, but we haven’t found anything there either.”

Clara wondered why he was telling her all of this when the investigation was confidential, and she got her answer with the next statement.

“Yeah, we’re pretty much considering this an unsolved case at this point.”

“What?” Clara exclaimed. “Are you kidding me? It has only been a week. Surely you have something to go on, right?” She had lost all inhibitions and failed to hide any frustrations.

The detective stared at her with hard eyes and a blank face.

“We haven’t had one lead since we started this case,” he said, calmly and matter-of-factly. “I’m not saying we’re giving up yet, but we’re stumped. We’ve talked to everybody who has ever known her, and no one has anything but nice things to say. There’s no motive, no murder weapon, no clues. The only thing we can think is that it was a random act of violence by someone she didn’t know, so we’re looking closely at fingerprints and DNA, comparing them to whatever we have in the system already.”

Clara felt defeated. She wasn’t sure how she felt about this news. Did she want to find out it was someone Sadie knew? What did it mean if it was just a random murder?

“But you said there was no forced entry,” Clara pushed back.

“That’s right. It appears as if she let the killer in right through the front door.”

“Was there anything at all missing? No robbery, right?”

“As far as we can tell, there was no robbery. The cash register wasn’t even open, and neither was the safe in the office. She wasn’t wearing any jewelry, but I understand she didn’t wear jewelry much anyway.”

“It’s true. She didn’t even wear a watch,” Clara said.

The detective reached in his pocket and pulled out his phone, glancing at it.

“Well, duty calls. If I hear any news, I’ll let you know,” he said. Clara was surprised by the helpful gesture. She thanked him and watched as he left the store. After he drove away, she locked the door and flipped the open sign to show that the store was closed. She grabbed the box and headed for the back office.

She carefully took the phone out of the box and set it on the desk next to her. The battery had died, so she plugged it into the charging cord that ran along the side of the desk. The phone’s battery charge sign appeared, and Clara set it down, relieved that it would soon be working.

Next, she took the fountain pen out of the box and set it down carefully next to the box. Her heart raced as she reached in for the last item in the box: the book. The leather strings were long and untied, and she took a deep breath as she opened it to the first page.

“This book belongs to Sadie Thatcher,” Clara read aloud. She smiled. “Here we go, Aunt Sadie,” she said as she turned the page.

She gasped.

“What?” Clara exclaimed. “What is this?”

She flipped the pages quickly, scouring the book for information. All the pages were blank!





THE SECRET







Clara was perplexed. She knew that she saw her Aunt Sadie writing in the book that day. Clara wondered if it was the same book, but the odds were slim that there was another leatherbound book that looked exactly like this. She also remembered the detective stating that it was found in her lap. Clara could only assume that meant that Sadie was trying to hide the book from the killer.

She leafed through the blank pages one more time, hoping to see something she missed earlier. Still nothing.

She closed the book and picked up the fountain pen, holding it and rolling it between her fingers. She thought about all the times that her Aunt Sadie held this fountain pen and how much it had meant to her. For as long as Clara could remember, it was the only thing that Aunt Sadie used for writing. She had strategically placed little bottles of ink at the front counter of the store, at her home, and, of course, in her office.

Clara suddenly realized there was no small ink bottle on the desk. She opened the top center drawer and found it pushed way into the back behind some papers and other office supplies. How odd, she thought, that the ink wasn’t with the pen and the book.

She examined the pen closely and noticed that the tip was clean. There wasn’t any ink on the edge of the fountain pen at all, not even any dried ink. The pen looked as if it had been cleaned before it was found. Maybe the police cleaned the pen during the process of collecting fingerprints, she thought to herself.

She shrugged it off and pushed the chair out from behind the desk, leaving the book and the fountain pen sitting in the center of the desk. She walked toward the door, scolding herself for overanalyzing and overthinking things. She desperately wanted an answer as to why someone would kill her Aunt Sadie, but maybe the police were right. Maybe it was just a random, unprovoked murder.

She stopped in the doorway of the office as she again recalled seeing her Aunt Sadie writing in that book. Was there a small bottle of ink on the desk that day? She racked her brain trying to remember, but she just couldn’t recall if there was or not.

She shook her head. Let it go, Clara, she told herself. You’re no detective.

She reached beside her and turned off the lights, closing the office door behind her. She then headed to the front door, turned the lock, and flipped the closed sign to open. She returned to the counter and settled back down on the stool in front of the computer.

Taking a deep breath, she returned to logging into her aunt’s cellphone account so that she could pay the bill and extend the service. She couldn’t find anywhere online where she could reset the phone’s screen lock. She would have to bring the phone into a local store to ask about that, she figured. She did see where she could transfer the account into her name, which is what she would need when she took the phone in, so she felt like she had accomplished something.

After getting things in order with the phone, she returned to the list of documents to find the spreadsheet with the passwords. She was going to set up a secure password website for all the passwords in the list. She skimmed the list of documents and clicked on the spreadsheet file titled “Passwords.” She quickly realized she had mistakenly clicked on a different file name, and a document titled “Recipes” opened on the screen in front of her. She moved her mouse over to close it and open the correct document instead, when the name of the first recipe caught her eye.

It was a recipe for invisible ink. She paused and two seconds later, she exclaimed, “That’s it! Those aren’t blank pages! Aunt Sadie wrote in invisible ink!”





THE GIVEAWAY










The sun was shining through the front windows, and customers were lined up at the counter, selected books to purchase in hand. A sales banner was spread across the front table, offering a discount on a variety of books all selected as Clara’s favorites.

Clara exchanged friendly chatter with each customer as she rang up their order and encouraged them to fill out a raffle ticket for the upcoming drawing.

“I’m so excited for this,” one customer said. “I have always wanted to try writing with a fountain pen. What a great idea for a giveaway!”

“Oh, it’s very fun and easy to learn,” Clara responded. “You know, the previous owner, Sadie Thatcher, used to write with one all the time. She said it made her feel sophisticated and important.”

One customer after another filed through the line until the store was finally empty. Clara took a deep breath and began walking around, placing books left out of place back on their designated shelves.

The door chime sounded, and she called out, “Welcome to The Story Keeper!”

“Thank you. Would you happen to know where Ms. Moon is, by any chance?” a male voice called back in an exaggerated teasing manner.

Clara smiled and turned to see Henry standing there with a bouquet of colorful fresh peonies. He held them out to her.

“Oh, Henry!” Clara exclaimed. “They’re beautiful!” She buried her face in them before wrapping her arms around him in a hug. He leaned in and stole a quick kiss. A light pink color filled Clara’s face, and she felt butterflies in her stomach.

It had been only three months since her Aunt Sadie had been killed, and although she still missed her terribly, Clara had finally found a sense of peace and calm in her life.

It helped that the case was finally solved. Once she presented the book to the detective, explaining the invisible ink, they were quickly able to track down the killer. And Clara was right after all. Her Aunt Sadie had indeed broken the wrong heart.

Sadie had apparently said yes to a date with the wrong guy, a man she quickly found out was a bit too possessive and controlling. He was indeed not wanting to let her go when she tried to end things. He had been stalking her, and she was keeping track of conversations and red flags along the way in her book. 

The killer confessed that on the night of the attack, he had found a way to sneak into the bookstore unnoticed and stay hidden until after closing. He sneaked up behind Sadie, revealed himself, and hit her over the head, intending to kill her. It was a case of “if I can’t have you, no one can,” according to the detective. Clara and the detective also discussed that Sadie must have caught wind of the killer’s presence moments before the attack, and that’s when she hid the book and pen in her lap.

Overall, the killer admitted to everything and was charged with first-degree murder. On top of that, Clara had developed an odd sort of friendship with the detective. He was grateful and complimentary of Clara for helping solve the case, and Clara actually got him to smile with one of her witty jokes before it was all said and done. Now, he was a regular customer and sometimes came by to chat about the newest science fiction book on the shelves.

The detective wasn’t the only new man in Clara’s life, however. Henry Beauvais was her new love interest, and she was falling quickly for him. Unlike her Aunt Sadie, Clara couldn’t manage her relationships in a way that preserved her independence, and right now, she was okay with that. She looked forward to having someone in her life like Henry, and she looked forward to what might be next for the two of them.

Clara set the flowers in a vase and added water.

“Ready to go grab some dinner?” Henry asked.

“Oh, yes, I’m starving!” Clara responded. She grabbed her jacket, and Henry held it as she slipped her arms into the sleeves. The two of them headed toward the front door. As Henry held the door for her, Clara turned around and smiled.

It was a good day, she thought to herself as she turned off the lights and locked the door behind her.




* * *
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THE MENACE OF MONTMARTRE




By Adriana Licio





A QUAINT BOOKSHOP







This was not what she had imagined!

Not for the first day of her first ever trip to Paris. 

To be clear, it was not that Concetta Natale Passolina, otherwise known as Etta, had disliked the visit to the Musée de la Vie Romantique – the Museum of Romantic Life - that only her dreamy friend, Dorotea Rosa Pepe, or simply Dora, could have known about. It was more that she was quite bemused as she struggled to keep pace with Dora, who was trotting enthusiastically along the grey cobbles of Montmartre, the streets dotted with red awnings above the fronts of cafés and bistros, the smell of croissants drifting temptingly into their nostrils. It was winter, and puffs of steam rose in the air as the two women panted along their way.

“Ooh, look at that!” Dora stopped abruptly, clasping her hands together.

“It’s just one more cute café; they’re everywhere!”

“This is not just one café; this is Le Café des Deux Moulins. You remember when we watched Amélie?”

Etta remembered; of course, she did. She’d been obliged to see the movie quite a few times since they had decided to temporarily swap their home in the tiny village of Castelmezzano, perched in the mountains of Southern Italy, to take a holiday in a gorgeous flat in the heart of Montmartre. Preparation for any journey was, to Dora, as precious – and lengthy – a process as the actual journey itself.

Dora, of course, insisted on taking cappuccino and croissants in the café. She seated the third member of the party, the basset hound, Napoleon, usually called Leon unless his two biped friends felt the need to impress someone, near the window at the side of their table, then stopped a tourist to take a picture of the three of them from the street. It was as if she were Amélie in the movie, her lips, resting on her cappuccino mug, uplifted in a happy smile. Etta had sighed, Leon had sighed, but in the end, Dora had won.

Photo taken and tourist despatched, Etta decided to voice her thoughts. “I thought we were going to see Notre Dame, or the Eiffel Tower, or the Champs Élysées, or maybe the Louvre . . .” 

“We have ample time for that, but this is the first day in our new home. We’re not yet used to Paris, so I thought we could take in the nuances of the neighbourhood before we get too familiar with it and no longer notice them.” Dora smiled patiently, as if explaining something so simple to one of her more stubborn students – as she had done many times in her more than forty years as a French teacher before she’d retired. Leon, for his part, was busy licking French toast from the bowl a cute waitress had offered him. He didn’t care about the discussion going on between his bipeds as long as they walked with him, pausing only long enough to allow him to eat something delicious – like now – or meet beautiful she-dogs, he’d be fine. Frankly, he was indifferent to monuments.

When they left the café, Dora led her friends on a crazy zig-zagging walk, as if staying on the Rue Lepic and walking straight to their destination were a mortal sin. All the time, she kept up a running commentary on the things they were seeing. Etta thought, sardonically, that it was like listening to an audio guide. 

“. . . This is le Mur des Je t’aime – the Love Wall – where ‘I love you’ has been translated into more than two hundred fifty languages. This is the house of the beloved actress, Dalida. We will visit her tomb in the Montmartre graveyard later on. This is the Passe-Mouraille, the statue of a man emerging from a wall as described in the story by Marcel Aymé . . .” 

The sculpture shocked poor Leon. Always ready to change into a superhero if need be, he barked three times as a warning: “Worf, worrrf, WORRRF.” A chuckling Dora made him smell the sculpture to convince him there was no danger. 

Entering yet another winding, cobbled street, hidden from the gaze of the tourists that flooded the more well-known areas of the city, they hadn’t walked more than five steps when . . .

“Look at that!” Dora cried.

“My neck is in pain, and my eyes are bulging out of their sockets,” grumbled Etta. “Look at what? As I’ve done exactly that at least a thousand times this morning . . .”

But it was too late. Dora’s hands were clasped, her jaw dropping, and her salt-and-pepper fringe blowing gently in the breeze as she stopped in her tracks. It was a pose Etta and Leon were only too familiar with, and usually heralded a frustrating ten-minute wait for Dora to come out of her rapture.

A framed Tiffany glass window showed them that they were in front of a small bookshop. According to the iron sign above the door, it was called Librarie du Dandy. On top of the sign was the portrait of a man wearing a bowler hat, glasses, and bow tie.

Reanimated in the blink of an eye, Dora ran inside.

“We’d better follow her, just in case,” Etta muttered, but Leon was reluctant. He had spotted an elegant little white dog coming towards him – what if he missed the chance to meet a lovely Parisian she-dog ready to fall in love with him?

The ever-patient hound sighed. Goodbye, my first Parisian love, he thought. Duty calls and bassets are too conscientious a breed to indulge themselves.

The bookshop, which had looked tiny from the outside, was very long and thin inside, and apart from the three newcomers, it was completely devoid of customers. Most of the walls were obscured by piles and piles of books, but on the few patches of plaster still visible, sentences from Cyrano de Bergerac, The Three Musketeers, and Around the World in Eighty Days referred to the importance of being brave and a free spirit.

“Hello, is there anything I can do for you?” An old man, almost as long and thin as the shop, approached them. Wearing a blue waistcoat over a lime-green shirt with a turquoise bowtie decorated with tropical fish, he had rolled up his tight blue jeans smartly to reveal trendy brown leather boots. 

You wouldn’t expect, Etta considered, a bookshop owner to be this fashionable.

“Yes, please,” Dora answered without hesitation. “I’d love a copy of Pippi Longstocking, possibly an old edition with nice illustrations. In French, of course.”

“Just a moment,” the man said, slaloming nimbly around books piled along the sides of the thin corridor between the bookshelves until he reached a section obviously dedicated to children’s literature. He sifted through yet another stack of books, then returned with two mass-market editions. 

He must have read the disappointment on Dora’s face. “Are you only here for the day?” he asked.

“No, we’re staying in Montmartre for a few weeks.”

“That’s good,” he said, pulling a chain hanging from the left-hand pocket of his waistcoat to reveal a large golden watch. “During my lunch break, I intend to look through a few boxes of books I’ve just had delivered from the library of a large family house. The new owners of this grand home don’t want the books – they take up too much space, is what the stupid people said. But the previous owners had five children, so I’m sure we will find what you’re looking for: a nice illustrated edition. Yes, I believe I spotted one before placing my offer.”

“That’d be awesome!” said Dora, her mind’s eye already able to see the precious book. “I collect a copy from every place we visit, and I’ll be delighted if my Montmartre edition is a special one.”

The man nodded in approval. He offered Leon a couple of biscuits from a large metal tin covered with a fancy design, then chatted for quite some time with the women, congratulating the two former teachers on their command of French. As any self-respecting Frenchman would, he appreciated them making the effort to speak in his native tongue. 

“I understand Shakespeare made English the global language . . .”

Did he? thought Etta, but for once, she refrained from speaking her mind.

“. . . but French is still the most romantic language in the world. A pity more people don’t realise this. By the way, I’m Charles D’Artagnan.”

“Really?” cried Dora in surprise. “Are you a descendent of . . .”

“I don’t think so, but my father loved Dumas and called me Charles after his favourite hero.”

As they talked about bravery, chivalry, and old values, even Etta was drawn into the discussion. So engrossed were the women in the conversation, they forgot to introduce themselves until the very end. The man, of course, loved the basset’s name.

“Such a fine moniker for a worthy hound. May I ask you where are you heading now?”

“Our home-swap hosts gave us a gift card for a lunch at L’Hôtel Charmant de Montmartre, so we’re heading there.”

“That’s a fab place. Make sure they sit you in the winter garden.” Etta’s brow furrowed into a frown – why would she want to sit in a garden in the middle of winter, even one named after the season? She didn’t get a chance to ask as the man carried on talking. “You know how to get there? It’s a bit tricky. Have you booked? They don’t like people just to turn up . . .”

As he gave them directions, Etta, as much as she didn’t like to admit it even to herself, started to feel a bit anxious. She wasn’t used to posh places where she invariably felt she was doing the wrong things at the wrong time in the wrong order. But Dora – nope, she hadn’t wanted to wait a single day before using the gift card. 

As if reading her friend’s mind, Dora spoke up. “It will be the experience of a lifetime for two budget travellers like us.”

“They will stare at us down their noses, knowing from the moment we walk through the door that we don’t belong there,” Etta argued. “We won’t be dressed like the other guests; we won’t behave like them. I’m sure there will be ladies in their seventies who are completely comfortable in terrifyingly high heels and a few kilograms of jewels as . . .”

“Mrs Passolina, are you telling me you’re scared to enter a restaurant?”

“I’m not scared!”

“Sure,” Dora replied, sounding uncharacteristically insolent. Then she reverted to type, gazing fondly at Leon. “But don’t forget we have our own precious jewel.” Leon solemnly raised himself up on all fours, his nose in the air, his chest inflated. At least he was ready to go.

Etta banged her forehead with her hand. “Maybe they don’t allow dogs in . . .”

“They do. I asked when I booked our table.”

Mr D’Artagnan had been looking from one woman to the other as they bickered. Etta felt a bit embarrassed; the man was so fashionably well-dressed and smart, he was exactly the kind of person she feared she’d find in the hotel. Of course, in the surroundings of his shabby bookshop, he was hardly intimidating, but now he knew one of her weaknesses. And Etta had spent her entire life trying to convince every human she met – and every non-human, for that matter – that she had no weaknesses whatsoever. But travelling, as she had learned in the past year or so since she and Dora had started their home-swapping adventures, pushes you out of your comfort zone, breaking down all the tricks and defences you’ve built up over years of practice in your own environment. 

She sighed deeply and resigned herself to her fate, wondering how she’d know which among the five gleaming forks she was supposed to use for which course and how she’d cope with the horrors of a dish of oysters. Or, even worse, escargots. She hoped she would be able to skip both options.

“Come back late this afternoon and see if I’ve found the book,” suggested Mr D’Artagnan as the two women bid him farewell.

“Such a lovely man,” Dora said when they were out in the street again.

“For once, I agree. He’s not like the usual morons we encounter.” 

They had not even gone as far as Rue Lepic at the end of the street before a screech of tyres made the trio turn around. In front of the bookshop, a large black car had come to a halt, and two men in suits as dark as the vehicle had leapt out, opening the door to a third man dressed in light brown. The two women and one dog had already gone too far up the road to make out their facial features, but there was something almost theatrically ceremonial in the way the two men in black accompanied the third one as they moved away from the car in formation and disappeared into the bookshop.

“So, he has other customers after all,” said Etta.

“Of course, he has; it’s a lovely little store.”

“Humph,” humphed Etta. She preferred airy modern bookshops.




* * *




They were finally back in Rue Lepic with its white buildings shining in the winter sun, the last leaves falling from the trees and the chatter of tourists and Parisians alike that seemed to pervade all areas of Montmartre. At a crossroads, the view opened up on to the white-and-blue arches of a restaurant, above which stood . . . a wooden windmill!

“That’s the restaurant Moulin de la Galette, featuring one of only two windmills left in Montmartre,” said Dora as if she’d lived in the eighteenth arrondissement her whole life. 

The woman is a walking guide book, muttered Etta to herself. She found it too boring to read about a place before visiting it. In her opinion, tourist guides were as compelling as a phone book: a long list of must-know names, must-find addresses, must-see paintings, must-do activities . . . 

Definitely too many “musts” for the rebel in her.





L’HÔTEL CHARMANT DE MONTMARTRE







In Avenue Junot, the beautiful but rather grand buildings gave way to smaller houses, more trees and gardens, and different styles – red bricks, Art Deco, and English-looking villas. Dora went so far as to mention a Dadaist building by a certain Adolf Loos, but Etta didn’t much like it, preferring the ivy- or wisteria-covered houses with wrought-iron balconies painted in lively green or blue.

Maybe it was because of the chatter or the distractions offered by the cute houses, but they ended up at the other end of the road without having spotted the hotel. They tried again, paying more attention this time, but found nothing. Which was weird, as in the pictures, the three-storey, nineteenth-century building didn’t look like something you could easily miss.

It took a good twenty minutes before a reluctant Etta agreed, under pressure from two pairs of angry eyes, to ask for directions. They discovered that the entrance to the hotel was accessed via an anonymous black gate you’d hardly notice on the showy avenue. After pressing an equally anonymous intercom button, they were asked if they had a reservation. They gave their names, and the gate opened up to something rather unexpected.

Dora was already starting on one of her wows of raptured wonder at that urban jungle when a harsh voice from behind grabbed the trio’s attention. They peeked around a huge trunk and saw two men deep in angry discussion. Actually, it was more a monologue than a discussion, as a beige-suited man was doing most of the talking – or rather, shouting. The other man was dressed in a blue security guard’s uniform; despite being far taller and more muscular than Mr Beige, he seemed to be cowering away from the onslaught. As his frightened eyes darted around, he caught sight of the two women and one dog staring back at him.

Following the stare of the guard, the furious Mr Beige turned and spotted the trio. But it didn’t stop his tirade; in fact, he actually took the man by the collar, giving him a good shake as he continued his shouting.

“Now, you will recognise my face next time you see me. You don’t treat customers like this. Understand?”

The guard nodded, and the man in beige let him go, pushing him into a bush. He then ran his hands over his suit jacket as if to smooth an imaginary wrinkle, and Etta noticed a large ruby gleaming from a ring on his finger. The crucifix around his neck looked to be made of solid gold. Once he’d regained his composure, he smiled at a blonde lady the watching trio hadn’t noticed thus far. As tall and thin as a top model, she walked gracefully alongside the man in beige towards the large building.

Leon barked a protest at the man’s back: “Worf, worf, WORF.”

“Keep your mouth closed,” hissed Etta. “There won’t be much we can do if he decides to make sausages out of you.”

The kindly Dora went towards the shaken security guard, Etta and Leon in tow. Evidently embarrassed, he explained he had made the mistake of asking the man if he was a guest at the hotel.

“You see, sometimes random tourists manage to slip in, perhaps by piggybacking a guest, perhaps because someone has left the gate open, and we haven’t had a chance to check it. And as he doesn’t look like our typical customer, I simply enquired if he had a reservation . . . I hope he won’t complain to the director. They’re only too quick to sack you in Paris.”

“So, now you know who that man is?”

“I think he’s known as Lerusse or something like that.”

Le Russe – the Russian, thought Etta. She was intrigued. “He doesn’t look Russian, though, does he?”

The man shrugged. “Not sure. All I know is that I haven’t seen him before. How about you? Are you staying at the hotel?”

“We’re just here for lunch,” explained Dora, looking around the garden.

“Then this is where you want to go,” he said, escorting them along the path.

The whole of the white nineteenth-century building came into view, a symmetrical triumph of French windows and shutters contrasting beautifully with the wild garden. At the sides of the cobbled path, a few wrought-iron tables and marble statues were baring themselves to the winter sun.

Once inside, Etta recognised the casual look of real luxury. This place had no need to show off; instead, it was decorated in engaging warm colours. The bar’s walls, red-papered lower down, portrayed lavish images on their upper halves of parrots and other tropical birds in a real jungle. A lamp on one of the desks was carved into the shape of a magnificent owl. But the real moment of awe came when they were admitted into the winter garden, which to Etta’s relief was housed in a warm and cosy conservatory.

Red velvet chairs stood proudly on a black-and-white chequered floor. The tables were placed under gorgeous giant kentia palms, barely contained in their pots, but it was the view from the large windows that really took their breath away. The trio gazed out on the back of the garden, where more tables sat under ancient trees. Although skeletal at this time of year, the trees stood tall and majestic, illuminated by the warm glow of patio heaters.

“We’ve reserved this table for you,” said the waiter. “Unless you’d rather sit outside.”

“No,” Dora almost implored. “We will stay in here. We’re somewhat used to parks, but we’ve never enjoyed the inside of a place such as this.”

Etta flushed. Did Dora always have to admit to everyone how poor they were? Well, they weren’t really poor, but how else would a mere mortal feel in such opulent surroundings? To her surprise, though, the stiff waiter almost melted, smiling conspiratorially at Dora.

“I see. Maybe you can have your lunch here and move outside for your coffee. Shall I bring some water for the dog?”

Even supercilious Parisian waiters couldn’t resist Dora’s charms, not to mention Leon’s. The man returned immediately with a bowl of water for the basset and menus for the two women. Thank goodness! It seemed Etta would have to suffer neither escargots nor oysters.

A starter of tomatoes, fresh goats’ cheese, and pistou – a sort of pesto – made the two women wonder how similar Provençal and Mediterranean flavours could be. Etta loved her octopus cooked the Galician way with simple olive oil, sweet chillies, and potatoes, while Dora went for the classic sole meunière, seasoned with herbs and served with mashed potatoes. For some reason, the dish reminded her of Inspector Maigret.

“And I’m reading Maigret at Picratt’s, set entirely in the eighteenth arrondissement. It makes me feel so Montmartre-ish . . .”

But poor Leon, how he had to suffer. Being a public-spirited dog, he forced himself to do the honours to a steak, cooked rare, that the waiter had saved from an unhappy customer who insisted he’d asked for it medium rare. The meal included potatoes, peas, and carrots; the hound had initially decided to move the veggies gently to the side of the plate, until he realised they’d been dipped in a delicious meat sauce. 

Even carrots and peas can have some appeal after all, he thought, happily munching away.

The desserts, a raspberry and vanilla custard Napoleon cake in honour of the basset and the first Ile Flottante – meringue in custard with pralines – the women had ever tried, sent them into complete ecstasy as they took it all in: the winter garden, the sparkling white wine, and the subtle jazz that provided a soundtrack to the meal. Almost wearied by the delightful assault on her senses, Etta went in search of the ladies’ room. Possibly, she misunderstood the waiter’s directions, as she ended up in a small dining room with just one table. And there sat the Russian and the blonde lady, sipping from champagne glasses.

“I’m so sorry,” she muttered, embarrassed and frightened in equal measure. “I was looking for the ladies’ room.”

The man laughed. “Don’t you worry, old momma, you will find it eventually,” he said. There was something oddly familiar about him. What was Etta missing? But no, she was sure she’d never met the man before today.

At least he isn’t going to shake me like the security guard, thought Etta, grateful to get away from his penetrating gaze. 

As soon as she rejoined her friends, the trio went to sit in the heated garden to enjoy their coffee. Dora read some chapters aloud from Maigret at Picratt’s, until light snores from both beneath and above the table let her know that her two companions had fallen asleep. Before she could shake them awake again, Dora found herself being caught unaware by Morpheus. The winter sun, which had risen as far as it was going to rise in the sky, was unusually benevolent, and the heated courtyard was defended on all sides from currents and draughts by high walls. An observer – and indeed there was an observer – would have seen two rotund sexagenarians slumped precariously in their chairs, snoring gently as they tried not to sink to the ground and join the basset hound at their feet.

“Ahem.” The observer cleared his throat, and the red-haired lady awoke abruptly. 

A delicious smell of coffee hit Etta’s nostrils. She opened her eyes, wondering where she was. A jungle? A forest? Who was this man smiling at her and nodding? What was he saying? What language was he speaking?

She glimpsed the veranda then the coffee pot. They were enough of a clue for the shrewd Etta.

“I thought you might enjoy a second pot,” the waiter said, then discreetly disappeared. When a woman smiled sympathetically at her from the next table, Etta decided it was time to wake her two companions. 

“Well, I never thought you two would waste your time in Paris by napping,” she grumbled.

Dora wasn’t fooled. “Mrs Passolina, you fell asleep before I did.”

“Guilty as charged.” Etta chuckled and served their coffee. “Bless that man. I really need a cup right now.”

“Oh, my goodness!” said Dora, looking at her watch. “We need to return to Mr D’Artagnan’s shop before he closes.”

“If the worse comes to the worst, you can go tomorrow. It’s not too far from our home, especially if we use a direct route for a change.”

“But what if someone snaps the book up before I do? I’d rather go today.”

Gulping down her exceptionally good coffee, Dora sprang to her feet. But Leon, stubborn as ever, decided he deserved a little more rest. After all, doesn’t a good nap help digestion? The heated garden was cosy, and a nice white she-poodle was sitting at the next table. So far, she had pretended not to see him, but he could easily win her affections if the two hags gave him enough time. Delicate matters of the heart cannot be rushed . . .

But in the end, for once, the two evil humans won, and the basset was forced to say goodbye to his second Parisian love. Back on the cobbled streets, the going was slow; when Leon sulked, he had a tendency to dawdle, smelling every single stone in the pavement, every blade of grass, marking the trees along the roadside one by one, but only after an extensive examination with the nostrils. Exasperated, Etta pulled at his leash, but she knew immediately she’d made a bad mistake. Not only did this attract the disapproving stares of the Parisians passing by, shocked at the harsh treatment of such a sweet, tired dog, but even worse, it caused the hound to sit. 

The two women looked at each other in horror. When Leon sat, he stayed where he was. One of the basset’s many hidden superpowers was that he could increase his twenty-five kilogram weight to order. And not simply double or triple it; he could increase it at least tenfold. Not even the combined efforts of the two desperate women could budge him a millimetre.

“We will be here until Christmas!” cried Etta in dismay.

“We will be known as the ‘stayers-on-pavement’ attraction of Montmartre,” agreed Dora, comparing their predicament to the sculpture of the man emerging from the wall they had seen earlier. This was terrible. Her precious Pippi Longstocking book could be sold at any moment.

Then fate intervened. Ahead of them, the long, elegant silhouette of a she-basset appeared and disappeared in the crowd. Leon raised his ears, as much as a basset hound can, a shiver running down his spine. That glimpse had been enough. He had just seen his one true love: the most charming she-basset in all of France. Europe. The world. A handsome guy deserved nothing less to be his life companion.

He sprang up on all fours and was off like an Olympic sprinter. It was all the two women could do to hold him firmly enough to ensure they weren’t dragged all the way to Rue Lepic. 

“At least we’re going in the right direction,” commented Etta, not quite believing their luck.





WORDS ON FIRE







“It’s locked!” said Dora in disappointment, trying once more to push the bookshop door open.

“But it’s not yet closing time,” said Etta, looking at the business hours near the glass door. The two women then stared at their troublesome canine companion, who ignored them and looked around their legs, just in case the wonderful creature he’d glimpsed earlier passed by.

“Maybe the shopkeeper went out for a cup of coffee. We can return in a few minutes.”

Dora nodded. Giving the door one last try, she then peered in through the glass, using her hand to shield her eyes from reflections.

“There’s a light on, coming from the right-hand side . . .”

“Maybe he’s gone to the loo then. Or he has to bag up some cash, ready to deposit at the bank, and locked the door to make sure no one enters while he has the till open. Let’s wait here.”

They waited, but Leon was restless. He’d sit for a few moments, then get up and sniff around, complaining all the while. He wasn’t really barking, more whining or yelping for no apparent reason. Then a distinctive scent reached Etta’s nose. Flaring her nostrils, she started to act not too dissimilarly to the dog, until what her subconscious was trying to tell her reached her conscious mind.

“Can’t you smell that? Something’s burning.”

They glanced around until Etta realised that the smell was coming from inside the bookshop. Using her hands as shields just as Dora had done a few minutes ago, she, too, peered inside. There wasn’t much to see. Although . . .

“Oh, my goodness! Shoes! Feet!”

“What?” asked Dora. She squeezed into the shop’s porch alongside her friend, the two rotund women almost getting wedged into the tight space, and peered through the window again.

“There!” said Etta, pointing to the right. And Dora saw them too: brown leather boots, the tops of lime-green socks visible in the gap between them and the legs of rolled-up jeans. There could be no mistake.

“Mr D’Artagnan!” cried the two women in unison.

“Is he asleep on the floor?” asked Dora.

“He might be ill,” said Etta.

“And the smoke is coming from behind him.”

“There’s a fire!” 

Not one single soul was passing along the little street.

“I’ll call the emergency services,” said Dora, grabbing her phone, grateful that all over mainland Europe, there was just one number to dial: 112. Unfortunately, the responder asked all sorts of silly questions, including the exact address of the shop. While Dora did her best to describe its location, Etta ran to the end of the road to read the street sign. Such was her speed that she crashed into a large man who she immediately recognised as the security guard from the hotel.

“Hellllp!” she cried, pointing towards Dora who was still on the phone. The man followed her without hesitation as she explained the situation to him. After a glance at the shop, he took Dora’s phone from her and explained what was happening and where. When he finished the call, he announced that the fire brigade was on its way, as were the police. In the meantime, the smoke had become thicker; Dora and Etta could no longer see Mr D’Artagnan’s feet, but they kept knocking on the door in the vain hope he would hear them. The security guard even tried to break the glass, but it resisted his many attempts. 

Finally, the fire engine arrived, the crew inviting all those present to stand back as they accessed the shop. At the sound of sirens, a crowd appeared from nowhere, watching the firemen battering down the door. 

“On the right, on the right,” cried Etta. “He’s lying there.”

Not even two minutes had passed before one of the fire crew came back.

“Where did you actually see the man lying on the floor?”

“Just beyond the first aisle of books on the right. There was a light on . . .”

“The lights are off, and we can’t find anyone.” The fireman had to grab Etta, who was ready to storm into the shop to show him. “Wait, madam! Luckily, it was not a serious fire. We arrived in time to contain it, but you can’t go in yet.”

The police arrived and questioned Dora and Etta, then the security guard, but even from the little the officers revealed, Etta realised that Mr D’Artagnan really had vanished.

“I didn’t see him either,” the guard explained, “but I arrived after these two ladies, and the smoke was too thick to see anything at that point.” 

Once the fire crew had pronounced the place safe, a police officer asked the two women to go inside, but only so far. From a short distance away, Etta pointed to the exact spot where she’d seen Mr D’Artagnan’s feet. Now she could see for herself that no one was there.

The police officer reluctantly explained that there was a fire exit at the end of a narrow corridor that led to a little study at the back of the shop. He then took statements along with contact details, from all three witnesses, while his colleagues cordoned off the scene of the fire.

“I wonder what happened to Charles,” said the security guard as the three witnesses (four, if you count the basset) left the scene, once the police confirmed they were allowed to go.

“You know him?” asked Etta in surprise.

“Of course. Montmartre is like a little village that happens to be in Paris. It’s a community for those who live and work here. How about you? Did you know Charles, or did you just happen to be passing by?” 

Dora told him about the book and how the man had asked her to return later that afternoon, once he’d had a chance to look through the boxes from the family library.

“I see,” the man said. “Still, I can’t understand what happened.”

“Do you think he fainted?”

“Possibly . . .” 

“But when he came around, why didn’t he call for help? Why would he leave?”

“Maybe he was confused; Charles is a bit peculiar . . .”

“Peculiar? In what way?”

“Don’t get me wrong, he’s a good man; he just tends to live in the pages of the books he loves so much. He’s not too good – how should I put it? – at living in the real world.”

“You think he might have run home, leaving his bookshop on fire?”

“Maybe he’s in shock. But no, he hasn’t gone home.”

“Why?”

“Because he lives above the bookshop. If he were there, either he would have come downstairs when the police arrived, or they would have gone up to talk to him.”

“That’s so strange,” said Etta. Then, realising that in the excitement of their two encounters, they hadn’t yet introduced themselves, she told him their names and informed him about the home-exchange scheme they had joined.

“I’m Italian too,” the man said, switching to their native language with a laugh in his voice. “All this time, we’ve been speaking French! I guess we were distracted by the fire and everything. My name is Cosimo Cassano.”

“Cassano?” asked Dora. “That’s a common name in Apulia, a region close to where we live.”

“That’s where my parents come from – Barletta, to be exact. I was born and bred in France, but at home, we speak – and eat – Italian.”

After they’d chatted for a while, the man looked at his watch and announced he had to go.

“Don’t you worry about Charles, he will pop up again,” he told them. “I’m sure he’s fine. Enjoy your stay in Paris. And if you see Charles, or you need to speak to me again, give me a ring. Here’s my card.” 

As Dora tucked Cosimo’s card into her bag, she and her friends decided it had been a rather full day. It was time to make their way home.





SPOTTED!







It had finally arrived: the day Dora allowed her companions to see at least one of the Paris tourist attractions. Le Sacré Coeur was Montmartre’s most famous church; actually, it was a Basilica. Nonetheless, they didn’t go there straight away. Inevitably, a rather long detour was involved.

“Why don’t we go and see the Place du Tertre and then visit Le Sacré Coeur?” Etta asked naively, thinking that as they were living on the northern side of Montmartre, this would be the shortest route.

“Because we want to get there slowly, as if we have just got out of the Abbesses Métro. It’s as much about the journey as the destination.”

“With that attitude, we’ll be lucky if we see the Eiffel Tower in the next year or two.”

Dora laughed. “Tomorrow, we will head to the city centre and I promise a typical tourist day.”

But once they were on Rue Lepic, the two women and one basset were compelled by a mysterious irresistible force to head – between the (ladies’) chat and the (dog’s) umpteenth pee – to the bookshop. Not only was it closed, but it was cordoned off, and a few police officers were on guard.

“Good morning,” said Dora politely. “Is there any news about Mr D’Artagnan?”

One of the police officers recognised the two witnesses and shook his head.

“He’s disappeared. If his insurance company decides he deliberately attempted to burn down his own bookshop, then he will be in deep trouble.”

“But why would he do that?” asked Dora.

“For the money, of course,” the policeman answered, as if that was patently obvious.

“But he didn’t seem badly off,” insisted Dora as Etta looked on approvingly.

“No one ever has enough money; human beings tend to be greedy. If he gets the insurance money, he could close this place and retire to the Côte d’Azur.” 

Etta silently surmised that was actually the policeman’s dream. 

The man’s demeanour showed the time for polite conversation was over, and he needed to get back to work. Dora and Etta turned and led Leon to the Rue des Trois Frères and, finally, Abbesses, one of the few tube stations with its own green Art Deco entrance decorated with wrought-iron branches and glass canopy. Dora had to stop three different tourists before finding one who could take a picture of them all without cutting off either their heads or their legs, but finally, she had her photo, and they could walk to the funicular at the bottom of Montmartre Hill. 

Before Etta could join the queue, Dora reminded her they had one more visit to make: the Halle St-Pierre bookshop.

“I won’t buy my copy of Pippi Longstocking there, as I hope Mr D’Artagnan will come back, but I’d still love to have a look around . . .”

“If Mr D’Artagnan shows up, Monsieur le Gendarme will probably take him straight to prison.”

“Oh Etta, I’m sure there’s a plausible explanation.”

“I agree.”

“I mean, an explanation other than an insurance scam. He seemed to be a law-abiding man.”

“I just keep wondering why he was lying on the floor. Was he sick? Or was he pretending to be dead? If so, he must have known the police would soon discover his body wasn’t there. And he could hardly cash in on the insurance if everyone thought he’d died, so I really can’t see the point. On the other hand, if it was an arson attack, there are better ways to set fire to a bookshop, and you’d do it in the middle of the night, making sure no one was around to call the fire brigade. Nope, the whole thing has been done so clumsily, it must have been Mr D’Artagnan who tried to set the place on fire . . .”

“I’m sure if that was his intention, he would have done a much better job.” 

This, Etta had to acknowledge, was a good point. Mr D’Artagnan may have looked a bit odd, but he was clearly not an imbecile. 

While Etta was musing, Dora, as if she had always lived in Paris, strolled across the busy Place St Pierre. It was crowded with tourists taking selfies near the old-fashioned carousel with the white church in the background, and Etta and Dora too, stopped to take in the sight. The green park in the centre opened up the square onto the beautiful steps up to the church, crowned with the shining white domes of Montmartre.

“So Bohemian! I can just imagine the artists of old, sitting in the cafés, chatting about their discoveries, arguing about life and art . . . but also enjoying a good laugh.”

“They enjoyed more than a good laugh, being so close to the red lights of Pigalle.” Etta felt it was time to bring Ms. Rose-Tinted Glasses back down to earth. But Dora just chuckled, winked at her, and walked away briskly to arrive at an elegant iron and glass building. It didn’t put Etta in mind of any of the top-ten or top-twenty, or even the top-fifty must-see things in Paris.

“Musée d’Art Naïf – Max Fourny,” she read out loud, wondering why she was stuck there when there was the Louvre, Musée D’Orsay, Versailles, and all the other wonders Paris had to offer.

“I wanted to see this charming building,” Dora tried to justify her choice. “And there’s a bookshop . . . and a café too. I’m sure most tourists are in too much of a hurry to visit this hidden Montmartre gem.”

They walked into a beautiful, airy bookshop with tall windows that reminded Etta of an Art Deco pavilion used for world exhibitions or for covered markets of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They browsed through some strange art books, but as Dora approached the children’s literature section, Leon turned around abruptly and barked. Loudly. The two women silenced him, reminding the hound it was not polite to shout in such a quiet place, then Dora went back to her happy browsing. 

Etta held a book in her hands, but she wasn’t really reading it; she had the uncomfortable feeling she was being observed, but every time she turned around, there were no eyes on her. As for Leon, he seemed restless; usually, the mere sight of Dora exploring a bookshop would resign him to his waiting fate, and he’d take a nap.

“They have a nice illustrated copy of Pippi Longstocking,” said Dora, replacing a hardback book onto the shelf as Etta caught her up, “but I’d rather wait for Mr D’Artagnan’s . . .” Then, she returned to the children’s literature section.

Etta sighed and rolled her eyes. 

Finally, they left the bookshop – “Empty-handed,” one grumbled, “But with beautiful memories,” the other argued – and walked back to the funicular. When Etta’s eyes cut through the crowd in Place St Pierre, though, she still had a feeling she was missing something. As for Leon, he was pulling the two women along, his nose in the air, his ears pricked – as much as floppy ears can be – as if searching for something specific. Unusually for him, he didn’t even take any notice of the many dogs around him. He and Etta only relaxed once they were in the tranquillity of the funicular.

“I must say, I’m surprised you didn’t insist on climbing the hill.”

“I’ve chosen another climb for this morning,” was Dora’s reply. Although her voice was quiet and her demeanour relaxed, her words were enough to send shivers down Etta’s spine.




* * *




The two women had to take it in turns to visit Le Sacré Coeur as a member of staff told them dogs were not allowed inside. 

“I wonder why!” Etta protested. “Wasn’t Jesus Christ born in a manger with an ox and a donkey by his side?”

The dismayed staff member pointed out a sign informing visitors of the things they weren’t allowed to do within the church. No eating gelato; no inappropriate clothing; no flash photography; no phone calls; no dogs. 

“He’s not a dog; he’s a donkey camouflaged as a dog.” Etta, as always, enjoyed making people feel uncomfortable.

“Looks like a dog to me,” replied the man without a hint of humour.

“Then I won’t go in myself. I don’t want to encourage inequality of any kind.”

“Oh, Etta,” Dora complained, “we’ve dreamed of visiting the church, and Leon will be more than happy to wait outside with you or me. I’m sure he won’t mind.”

“I know, but people like this take pleasure in inflicting a long list of no-nos on visitors without any real reason behind them.”

“I know. The world will change, and we’ll do everything in our power to change it, but in the meantime, allowing people to think that dog owners are argumentative and stroppy won’t help.”

As Dora was speaking, a flash of orange somewhere in the crowd in front of them caught Etta’s eye. She turned her twinkling green gaze in that direction and for a split second focused on . . . but then it disappeared. The flash of colour at neck height had turned into two little dots of orange near the floor, dwindling into the shadows as they moved away from her. 

“There he is!” Etta cried. Leaving Leon with Dora, she followed the shadow along the left side of the church, then lost it.

Where has he gone? Was it really him, or did I imagine it? Etta wondered. Her body carried on, moving of its own accord until she spotted a ticket booth. Beyond it, she again caught a glimpse of the orange dots.

Hastily, she paid for her ticket, only then realising that she was heading into the dome; not advisable if your heart can’t sustain the effort of climbing a few hundred too many steps, and there was no lift. But Etta barely noticed; she grabbed her ticket and started to climb the dark, narrow spiral staircase. At any other time, it would have made her feel extremely claustrophobic. 

After what seemed like hundreds, even thousands of steps, her heart was threatening to jump out of her mouth, and she felt like she would collapse anytime. Still, she noticed the difference; earlier, she had heard him climbing ahead of her, but now all was silent. The dome was not as popular an attraction as the rest of Le Sacré Coeur. She hadn’t seen anyone else enter – apart from the orange-dotted man, that is. Why could she no longer hear him? Had he stopped? Was he waiting for her? What if he charged – would she tumble down the steps? Most likely, her rotund body would get stuck in the tiny spiral . . . meagre consolation. 

She moved forward bravely, just more slowly in an effort to reduce her heart rate. As she got to the stage where she believed she could no longer put one foot in front of the other, she came to a wooden door. She had arrived at the top. But should she open the door? Here, in the almost darkness, with the old, bare stone walls all around her, she felt as if she were in one of those stupid nightmares when you always do the wrong thing at the wrong time . . .

What was waiting for her on the other side?

Come on, you can’t really be this frightened! What will he do to you? An unhelpful inner voice, of course, came up with an answer. Maybe set me on fire. Maybe he’s a mad arsonist. The man might be more dangerous than he looked. 

She banished the thought and slowly . . . Slowly . . . opened the door. 

A stream of bright light blinded her completely for a moment. Then her eyes confronted a horror worse than her worst nightmare coming true.





PARIS MONSTERS







A blindingly white horned demon leered at her, its tongue sticking out, its cruel eyes staring savagely at her. She let the door go, and it shut in her face, making her stumble back a step or two. Luckily – as she had foreseen – her plumpness came to her rescue for once. Her fall stopping sooner rather than later, she became wedged between the narrow walls, a few bruises on her flailing arms, her back stiffening a little in an effort to keep her balance, but nothing worse.

As she inspected her bruises, her determination returned with a vengeance. Wrath seized her as she climbed back up to the door and pushed it open. Again, it took her a few seconds to get used to the bright light, but this time, she was prepared for it. Once her eyes adjusted, she realised she was staring at – or rather, she was being stared at by – one of the devilish gargoyles that decorated the upper reaches of Sacré Coeur. 

“Stupid beast!” she grumbled and moved on.

Looking around, Etta realised she was not at the top of the dome, but on the roof between the lower domes. Some steep steps lay in front of her, possibly even narrower than the spiral staircase, and because of the light rain that had been falling on and off all morning, they looked mighty slippery. On her right, where a sheer drop plunged to the ground far below, was a protective iron rail to hold on to for dear life. She passed some murky passages behind iron grills, saw more dark staircases probably leading up to a labyrinth of paths to the smaller domes. As they were all shut off, there was only one way she could go: forward across the roof. She barely noticed the magnificent view over Paris. 

A slam came from within a little Gothic porch ahead of her. She was sure she’d caught a flash of orange just before the door closed. Opening it again, she found more stairs, more passages, more stone walls, more spirals, more darkness. Then above her head, a series of small arches let the daylight in. She kept climbing until she was outside on the main dome. 

This time, her eyes looked around. She distinguished the bell tower of Sacré Coeur, the smaller white domes below her, and the park next to the funicular. And on all sides, the city spread out with its zinc roofs and light-grey buildings. In the distance, the unmistakable shape of the Tour Eiffel rose up above the sprawling metropolis; she was in Paris for real. 

“Hello!” said a voice from behind her.

She turned and finally faced him. A royal-blue tartan tweed jacket; an orange woollen scarf at his neck; a blue porkpie hat with a pastel orange band; tight rolled-up blue jeans; brown boots; a pair of bright pumpkin-coloured socks. 

“Mr D’Artagnan, why the heck were you playing hide and seek? What’s happened?”

In reply, the man handed her a little packet wrapped in cheerful light-blue paper, tied with a honeybee-patterned grosgrain ribbon. He had taste, no doubt.

“What is it?”

“It’s the book for your friend; I wasn’t sure how to get it to her.”

“Maybe by keeping your shop open rather than running up here.”

“I know, but there’s some dangerous folks around. And I’m not sure what the police would do with me if I returned now.”

“Do you plan to hide away for the rest of your life?”

“That’s the idea.”

“The police will catch up with you sooner or later.”

“Not if I’m just another one of the homeless.”

Etta looked at his stylish clothes. “Dressed like that?”

“Should I try to . . . lower my profile?”

“I doubt you could even if you wanted to. How did you manage the change of clothing, by the way?”

“I packed a small bag, just the essentials, before leaving.”

Looking at the man’s elaborate outfit, Etta decided to leave the subject of his clothing at that for the time being, focusing on the more pressing subject of the fire.

“But why? Why did you try to burn your bookshop down?”

Mr D’Artagnan sighed, and then did something that scared Etta more than the confrontation with the gargoyle earlier on. His eyes became far too watery for her liking, and he started to sob. Etta stood speechless as the man took a large handkerchief from his pocket – of course, it was orange to match his scarf and socks – and blew his nose with an unexpectedly resounding snort.

“Come on, it can’t be that bad,” Etta muttered, still frozen to the spot. If the man didn’t stop crying, what should she do?

Why isn’t Dora here?

“It is that bad.”

“What happened?”

And between another sob, another sigh, another vigorous blow, the man told her how a certain gangster had been extorting protection money from him for some time. This gangster had slowly increased his requests until, finally, he’d demanded D’Artagnan burn his bookshop to get the insurance money and hand it over to him. That is, if he didn’t want his facial features to be rearranged.

“And you didn’t report the threat to the police?”

“He said he’d break all the fingers on my hands and the toes on my feet, one by one, if he ever saw me speaking to a cop, even if it were to ask for directions.”

“But why were you lying on the bookshop floor yesterday?”

“I was hoping someone would see me and think I had been overcome by the flames.”

“But the police would have discovered there was no body.”

“At home, I have a skeleton. It came with a collection of things sold by the descendant of a surgeon . . .”

“The police would have realised it was an old skeleton; forensic techniques are quite refined nowadays. Don’t you read murder mysteries?”

“Nope, just poetry and classic literature,” the man answered proudly.

“But it wasn’t even a serious fire . . .”

“I couldn’t think of anything better.” The man sighed once more. “Truth is, I just couldn’t bear the thought of my shop and all its books going up in flames . . . I’m afraid I’m such a failure.”

“From someone called Charles D’Artagnan, I would have expected a bit more bravery. But who is this gangster?”

“Mr Lerusse,” the man replied.

“You don’t mean,” Etta gulped, “a squat dark-haired man with a large ruby ring and a golden crucifix around his neck?”

“That’s him.” Mr D’Artagnan didn’t seem surprised that Etta had heard the gangster’s name. It was as if Mr Lerusse was just another Parisian attraction like the Eiffel Tower.





A BOOKY TRAP







“There’s only one person we can ask for help,” said Dora once she’d heard the full story.

“Who?” Etta asked. They hadn’t been in Paris long enough yet to make any friends.

“Cosimo Cassano, the security guard of L’Hôtel Charmant,” Dora replied. Etta nodded in approval, surprised she hadn’t thought of it herself.

“You know Cosimo?” asked Charles D’Artagnan, who had returned with them to their flat. “He’s a good guy,” Mr D’Artagnan went on after Dora had told him how they had met Cosimo. “Not really a customer – I don’t think he reads books – but he often pops by, checks to see if I’m doing OK. On Fridays, we even drink a glass of red together at the Lapin Agile. And he’s Italian, so he’d know how to deal with Lerusse.”

“Why would an Italian know how to deal with a Russian?”

Mr D’Artagnan burst into a good, hearty laugh, his light-blue eyes sparkling with mirth from behind small golden-framed glasses. So different was he now from the broken man Etta had seen on Le Sacré Coeur dome.

“Lerusse is Italian, but we French have a tendency to change foreign names to suit our tongue . . .”

“Lorusso? Do you mean he’s really called Lorusso?” Etta asked.

“That’s it!”

“Now I understand the protection money, the threats, the bragging. It’s all too familiar to those of us from the south of Italy . . .” 

“Cosimo certainly has good reason not to like Lerusse . . . I mean, Lorusso,” added Dora, thinking of the gangster’s aggression at the hotel.

“I wonder, though, if he will be brave enough to accept the challenge,” Etta said. “He rather cowered away when Lorusso was yelling at him.”

“He must have the right sort of friends among the other security guards,” Dora said. “Once he has friends around him and he’s not at work, I’m sure he will find the courage.”

D’Artagnan nodded approvingly. Etta looked a bit more dubious, but after some thought, she, too, agreed. 

“Yes, I believe Cosimo might be the right man in the right place at the right time.”




* * *




It was a clear night in Montmartre. Under the full moon, Le Sacré Coeur shone brilliantly white, but the cool winter air kept most people in their cosy homes, tucked up in their beds.

Not everyone, though. In one of the small back alleys, a large black car slammed to a halt in front of Librarie du Dandy. Two men in clothes as dark as their car leapt out and opened the door to a third man, a squat figure who emerged from the back. The two men remained outside on the pavement near the car while the third walked towards the bookshop, boldly pushing the unlocked door open and heading for the small corridor leading to the back. A light was shining from the study. 

“Where are you?” Mr Lorusso asked.

“Here,” a hesitant voice called from behind a pile of books, as if its owner were hoping to shelter from the stocky man invading his space. 

“And where’s my money?”

Mr D’Artagnan emerged, a bright orange bowtie around his neck, and pointed to a brown leather briefcase on a pile of books halfway between him and his unwelcome visitor. Lorusso grasped the handle as if to take it away, then seemed to change his mind.

“I’d better check it here.”

“It’s the exact amount you demanded: 100,000 euros.”

“I know,” the man said, “but ‘trust no one’ is my motto. It’s nothing personal.” Lorusso sneered, then opened the case after some fidgeting with the push-and-turn catch. He took one of the wads of money and scrolled through it, then did the same with a second and a third. “Well done,” he said finally. “I thought you’d screw it up this time. How did you get it without burning down your shop?”

“I took my life savings out of my bank account; I couldn’t destroy my own bookshop.”

“That was obvious from that ridiculous little fire you set at five o’clock in the afternoon.”

D’Artagnan nodded tentatively. “I hope we’re settled now.”

“We’re settled . . .” Lorusso paused for effect, “. . . for now, but be ready for the next round.”

“The next round?” D’Artagnan cried.

“As long as your shop is open, you need to pay me.”

“But I emptied my account; I’ve no more money left, and the bookshop only earns me a modest living.”

“I told you to burn it down, so I hope you’ll do a better job next time and get the insurance money. You will still be left with the building . . .”

“But I’ve paid my debt . . .”

Lorusso made a sudden jump forward. As bulky as he was, he could move fast. Some piles of books fell onto the floor with a sinister thump, and within a second, Lorusso was on Mr D’Artagnan. With a single arm and no apparent effort, despite being the shorter of the two, he lifted the poor trembling man from the ground by his collar. Two bright orange socks started kicking in the air.

“Let him go!”

“Who said that?” Lorusso roared, shaking Mr D’Artagnan so violently, an observer – and there was at least one observer – might have feared the man’s head would roll onto the ground any moment.

“I said that,” Etta announced from the study door as all the bookshop lights went on.

“And I second that,” said Dora, appearing from behind one of the many stacks of books, her phone’s video app recording everything.

“Woof, WORF, WORF!” Leon announced, not to be outdone by the bipeds.

The man looked incredulously at the three of them before bursting into loud laughter.

“Can’t you see how afraid I am?” he sneered.

“You’d better be,” replied Dora, still recording. “You’ve been filmed all along.”

“So?” The man let go of D’Artagnan, who fell onto a pile of books but managed to maintain some kind of dignity.

“Once the police see this, you’re done,” Dora continued.

“Have you not considered that I might ask you to hand me that phone, or I will have to come and take it from you, and that will hurt a good deal? Are you aware my men are waiting outside?”

“They will let us pass,” announced Cosimo Cassano, popping up from behind a pile of books between the two women, the powerful gun in his hand pointed at Lorusso, “if I hold you as a hostage, don’t you think?”

Cosimo slowly proceeded towards Lorusso.

“Haven’t you told them the truth?” the squat man asked, still sneering.

“Not yet, I didn’t want you to miss out on the fun part.”

“That’s nice of you, Cosimo.” The three other people in the room, who must already have been a little baffled by the exchange between the two men, were wide eyed as Cosimo handed the gun to Lorusso. “You see,” said the gangster in a cheesy voice, sounding like a magician about to share his favourite trick with the audience, “Cosimo is one of my most loyal men. We might have a little . . . difference of opinion every now and then, but it certainly fooled you two old busybodies, didn’t it?”

As Lorusso leered first at Etta and then Dora, Cassano nodded in approval. 

“And with this wretched musketeer’s gun,” he waved a languid hand at Mr D’Artagnan, “you can have fun blowing off the heads of all three . . .” 

“WoRRRf,” protested Leon.

“Ah yes, all four. I had forgotten the hushpuppy.”

“It seems a cumbersome weapon,” said Lorusso, looking along the piece in his hand, “but it will do for these four musketeers. Thank you all, by the way, for providing me with this fun sideshow along with the money. A pity two Italian mommas had to get involved,” he touched a tattoo on his arm, which said in Italian “I love my momma”.

“Traitor!” cried Etta, no longer able to contain herself. 

“But Cosimo’s always been a friend,” cried Mr D’Artagnan in dismay.

“No, I’m afraid not,” Etta went on to explain. “He simply needs to know everything that’s going on in this community – how much everyone is earning, what their weaknesses are – so he can pass this info on to his boss.”

“How clever,” Lorusso looked at her in admiration. “I’ve always said Italian mommas are the best.”

“How many shops have you threatened so far?” Etta enquired.

“If you mean how many we haven’t threatened, this list would be far shorter.” Lorusso guffawed. “But as good as it is to chat, now it’s time to go. I will start with the red-haired one, as you seem the most troublesome,” and he slowly pointed the gun at Etta’s head. “O-ne, t-wo, th- . . .”

“Raise your hands above your head!” Three police officers in uniform appeared from the far end of the bookshop, running through the narrow corridor, the lead one pointing a gun at Cassano’s back.

“In case you haven’t noticed,” Lorusso said laconically, the gun still trained on Etta, “I’m aiming at her head.”

“You didn’t think we’d let Cosimo Cassano loose with a loaded weapon, did you?” said Etta, smiling quite literally disarmingly. The two men looked at her without understanding, even Lorusso’s confidence seemed to slip. Why would she be so calm when her life was being threatened? 

“You see,” Etta explained patiently to Lorusso in her best I’ve-told-you-a-million-times-you-donkey voice, “we knew he was working for you. All we needed was the full confession.”

“It’s not even a real gun,” added Mr D’Artagnan, laughing. “I bought it from a theatre company after their run of The Three Musketeers had ended.”

“But thanks for being so open with your confession,” said Dora.

“Your men outside,” one of the police officers announced coolly, “have already been handcuffed and taken to the police station.”

Lorusso looked at Cassano, and Cassano looked incredulously at Lorusso.

“I told you, man,” said Lorusso, switching to Italian as he slowly let the gun drop to the floor and raised his hands above his head, “Italian mommas are the most dangerous creatures on earth.”




* * *




“How did you come to suspect Cassano?” one of the police officers asked Etta.

“Once Charles told me Lerusse was, in fact, Italian, I thought it likely he too came from Apulia. Both Cassano and Lorusso are common surnames there. That’s when I understood why his accent sounded so familiar when he spoke French. But then I pondered on the coincidence that he and Cassano would come from the same place. I remembered the two men having their quarrel at L’Hôtel Charmant. There was something weird about that – why weren’t they arguing in Italian? Was it possible they hadn’t realised they were both from Italy? Montmartre is a small community, Cassano had declared, so how wouldn’t he have known such a showy man as Lorusso? The only conclusion I could come to was that it was all for show.” 

“So their lies and play acting came back to haunt them,” concluded the officer. “Well done! But you, Mr D’Artagnan – what if these two ladies hadn’t come your way? You should have told the police about Lorusso’s threats straight away. Let this be a lesson for the future.”

Poor Charles D’Artagnan was purple with embarrassment. His eyes dropped to his orange socks as he murmured, “I wish I was as brave as my name suggests, but I have learned my lesson . . .”

The police officer was clearly a fair woman. “I guess I need to tell my colleagues to interact more with the locals and gain their confidence. Then we’d know what is going on in the community, even in a busy, touristy arrondissement like this.”




* * *




It was almost dawn on the cobbled streets of Montmartre. A fierce wind was blowing, bringing with it a reminder of how harsh the early days of winter could be. It was unlikely there were any more than four souls walking on Rue Lepic at that particular moment. A happy woman holding a precious copy of her favourite book: a beautiful, illustrated edition of Pippi Longstocking from 1926. A scarily intelligent red-head, for once praised by the local police for her shrewd observations. A man who had almost, both figuratively and actually, lost his life and then had it returned. And finally, a poor basset hound, wondering why his soulmate wasn’t yet at his side for such a romantic moment. 

Then the smell of croissants and freshly baked bread pervaded the street. Matters of the heart could wait for Leon; right now, his attention was focused fully on his three companions as they led him to the closest bakery.




* * *
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THE DEMON'S IN THE DETAILS
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I’m having a lovely lazy Sunday with Lianna. We met up at the 10 o’clock Mass and went into town for brunch at Dino’s – cappuccino and bruschetta. To Lianna’s disgust, as we’re leaving I get a morning roll with two fried eggs, to savour as we head out to The Barrows. 

“Honestly, Màiri, you eat far too much! No wonder you’re fat.”

I think that’s a little unkind. I’m not exactly fat. A little plumper than I’d ideally like, yes, but we can’t all have Lianna’s gorgeous figure. It depends what kind of body your genes are set for. All the Maguire women are small and plump with milky skin and masses of curly auburn hair. You can’t fight your genes.

Brenda’s a little taller and slimmer than me (not much). Morag’s about three inches shorter. Katriona and I were as like as two peas in a pod until she met Iain, but true love and an early pregnancy mysteriously caused her to lose weight – after she’d had Niall, I mean. Obviously she put on weight when she was carrying him. 

Then when she lost Iain in that awful disaster at the mine head, my poor sister grew frighteningly thin. Morag’s still not convinced that our Kat’s a healthy weight even now, three years after the funeral, but she fusses too much. Although Kat’s not just as plump as Morag and me, she’s got more flesh on her bones than Lianna has, but I mean, who hasn’t?

“I’m not exactly fat, Lianna,” I murmur defensively “All the Maguire women –”

Lianna doesn’t let me get any further. She honestly thinks I could look like her if I tried. That’s nonsense of course – nobody’s as lovely as Lianna. Especially not a plump wee Maguire lassie. But Lianna doesn’t agree. She’s tossing her long glossy black hair and glaring at me out of huge curly-lashed eyes which are usually a melting blue, but right now they’re more like a furnace-flame blue.

“Don’t give me that genes rigmarole, Màiri,” she sniffs “It’s just an excuse. You eat far too much and you don’t exercise enough. And with Christmas coming you’ll stuff yourself silly and put on another 10 lbs, don’t tell me you won’t.”

She gives me that stern you’ll-do-this-my-way look she sometimes gets, and I can guess what’s coming next. 

So I hastily take as large a bite of my fried egg roll as I can, side-stepping away from Lianna dead fast. We’re just passing a bin, and she makes a spirited effort to snatch the remnant of my roll and toss it. But thanks to my quick thinking, she misses the grab.

I grin at her with my mouth full of roll, and Lianna, who’s got a strong sense of the ridiculous, gives in with a matching grin. 

“Oh, Màiri,” she sighs, but there’s laughter in her voice that says she doesn’t expect me to listen, “Haven’t you ever heard of cholesterol?”

 	“A freshly baked roll and new-laid farm egg doesn’t have a cholesterol profile that would hurt anyone” I say, conveniently ignoring that it’s two eggs. I end the argument by popping the last bite of roll into my mouth.

Lianna stops walking and hugs me to show that my too-active appetite has been forgiven, but she’s shaking her head too. “How you could want to eat a fried egg after bruschetta . . . Never mind, I’ll make you a Christmas eating plan.” 

And that isn’t the least bit funny, because she’ll get Kat on her side in a heartbeat with all this foolish talk of cholesterol. But Morag’s my secret weapon, she thinks no-one in the family eats enough, so instantly I decide that it’s Morag’s turn to host the Christmas gathering, aye, and the Hogmanay dinner too. Morag’s baking is to die for. My mouth’s watering just at the thought of it.

“Come on Lianna, if we don’t get to The Barrows soon all the best stuff will be gone.”

If you’re not from Glasgow maybe you’ve never heard of The Barrows? It’s as good as a night at the Alhambra, with the added benefit of bargains mixed in with your music hall gags.

I hear that in the beginning, The Barrows was just a double row of barrows, or pushcarts as the English call them, but that must have been quite a number of years ago. 

Now it’s a long wide street with a gigantic arched sign over the road at each end saying The Barrows, and the whole street just crammed to bits with poky-looking wee shops sandwiched in like you wouldn’t believe, at least a hundred of them, and they’re not poky at all once you get inside, they go back and back and widen out.

It's an exercise in advanced topology, so it is, how such giant shops can have teeny-weeny shop windows and wee narrow doorways. And every inch of those insides jam-packed with marvellous things to buy. Not all bargains, mind you. The Barrows are famous for bargains, but a lot of the time the things in the shops are very dear. 

The barrow-boys (all the sellers in The Barrows, even the shop assistants, are called barrow-boys, although there’s hardly a barrow to be seen) say that despite those high prices, their goods are still bargains, because they’d cost a lot more elsewhere. Which I doubt. Because I’ve never seen stuff like you see in The Barrows shops anywhere else. 

The shop sellers won’t bargain with you, they get wide-eyed and disdainful if you try to haggle. But it’s a different thing in the street outside. There aren’t any barrows – well hardly any – but there are more pitches than you can count. Wee totie platforms like miniature stages, with a table at each end displaying the merchandise and a showman in the middle. 

Showman’s the word, believe me. The patter they shout out has you splitting your sides. 

And then they get to their pitch “.. and dinner sets like these would cost you 40 pun or more in House of Frazer’s. But Ah’m no’ askin’ 40 pun. Ah’m no’ askin’ 30 pun. Ah’m no’ askin’ 25 pun. Ah’m no’ even askin’ 20 pun! For just 19 pun, 50 pence, youse can a’ hae ane superb dinner set! Jimmy, show the ladies and gentlemen the dinner set.” 

Jimmy brings out a sauceboat with a big chip in it. 

“Ye’re havering, lad! Thon’s no’ a quality dinner set!” He tosses the sauceboat into a box at the back. 

Jimmy produces a cup and saucer. 

“Ah dinnae ask for a tea set, Jimmy.”

“Yon’s no’ a tea set, neither!” cries a voice at the back of the audience. With awful sarcasm the heckler continues “Dinnae gie ye a tea set! Ah should think no’! Ah bought ane o’ they tea sets last week, and the haunel fell offie the cup first time Ah washed it. Ah brung it back.” She holds up a teacup with no handle on it. 

“Oh, madam, we cannae hae that! Nae unhappy customers at Barrow Boy Billy’s! Perish the thought. Jimmy, hand me thon teacup!” 

Jimmy hands over the teacup. The showman expertly smashes it against the side of the table, separating cup and handle, both whole. He holds up the perfect handle. 

“Jimmy, gie the wumman her teacup haunel.”

The crowd is in stitches. 

“Just ma wee joke, madam. Jimmy, bring the lady a new tea set.” 

Jimmy produces from nowhere a superb tea set packaged mostly in see-through plastic, and comes down from the stage, displaying it to everybody in the crowd as he makes his way to the shill at the back. 

Meanwhile, Billy starts his closing pitch again, and the crowd surges forward to get the dinner sets. Which are good value. I bought one myself, last year.

The amazing thing about The Barrows is, somehow they got around the Sunday Trading Laws. How, I don’t know. But technically, every establishment inside The Barrows is a barrow – even when it’s a shop – and for some reason, you can sell off of a barrow on a Sunday, even although you can’t open a shop. Not unless you want to get slammed in the pokey. A shop outside The Barrows, that is. 

So, theoretically me and Lianna are Christmas shopping, but really we’re just having fun. Although, of course, if we happen to see a good present, we’ll snatch it up while it’s still there. 

We come to a bookshop. One look in the window and we decide to go in. Because the window’s full of antiquarian books, and who can pass up the chance to drool over exquisite old books? We can’t buy them. The prices will be sky high. But we can have fun looking.

Once we’re inside, Lianna wanders over to a bookcase near the back of the shop, but my eye is caught by a gorgeous old volume sitting on a small table all by itself. It’s got a thick black leather cover with intricate scrollwork. 

I see a pattern of heavy dragon wings, and a staff, and a mountain, and some rolled parchments, all gorgeously inlaid with teeny wee red leather insets in the scrollwork, which is also inlaid with gold leaf in other parts, with gold gleaming from the slight creases in the red leather. 

The edges of the pages are deeply gold-leaf encrusted. There’s a heavy strap with a big fancy brass lock on it, and a small curvy key inside the lock. The title is inlaid jet, beautifully shiny, but it’s hard to read the words, black on black. It’s that funny parchment-style writing, medieval, and it almost looks old enough for that to be authentic, but it’s too smooth and beautiful. 

No marks on it, time hasn’t dulled the patina. So it can’t be really old. But it’s such a stunning reproduction, incredible workmanship. 

I’m surprised that it isn’t in a display case. 

I long to touch it. Well, maybe I can? I look around for an assistant to ask if I may, but there isn’t one in sight. Shrugging, I open the book. 

The title page is a bit easier to read, even though the “paper” is thin leaves of parchment with intricate embossing in gold and red, and huge illuminated capital letters at the beginning of each of the three words. It’s in Latin. 

I put on my reading glasses and try to decipher the elaborate curlicues.

The middle word is Maleficum. I’m trying to make out the other two words properly when the shop assistant turns up behind me. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

For some reason, I feel guilty, as if I shouldn’t have opened the book. But why not? It’s just sitting there on a table; it’s not locked up. It’s not even in a closed case. 

“Gorgeous” I agree.

“Yes, a lovely thing.” He smiles at me in a way I find unsettling. “Very modestly priced.”

If you’re a millionaire, I think. But because I feel guilty, I smile back. 

“It would be too dear for me, though. I’m just a teacher. I only wish I could afford beautiful books like this one.”

I close the book. I’m about to turn away, but he’s still talking to me.

“Without teachers, who would learn to read books? We give an educational discount. A big one. How does £5 sound?”

Unbelievable, is how it sounds! £50, maybe, and a bargain at that.

“£5?” I choke out.

The barrow-boy has gone over to the little desk where the till sits. He brings out brown paper and string, to wrap up the book. 

“Oh, yes. It’s slightly damaged, you see. Not the original key. And the replacement key doesn’t fit quite exactly. It’s a teeny-weeny bit too small. But you don’t mind that, do you?”

I have the weirdest feeling that I ought to mind; that I ought to say “No, thanks” and walk straight out of the shop. Lianna comes up just then and catches a glimpse of the book. She looks a question at me. 

“It’s a beautiful repro handmade leather-bound book.” I say “Only £5.” 

“Wow! What’s wrong with it?”

The barrow-boy answers before I can say a word. 

“The key doesn’t quite fit. It can’t be locked properly. But who’d want to lock up such a lovely book? You’ll be reading it, right? No need for it to be locked, is there? And I’m not sure it’s a reproduction, it might well be the original.”

When he began speaking, I had the odd feeling again, that I ought to refuse the book and leave the shop fast. But the words “It might be the original” decide me. He’s giving me the old Barrows patter, the showman’s sleight-of-hand pitch. That book can’t be antiquarian. 

But what a bargain! I dig out a five-pound note. The barrow-boy surprises me again.

“Would you mind awfully paying with coins? The proprietor doesn’t like paper money. Terribly old-fashioned! He’d ask for gold guineas if I hadn’t persuaded him they’re not legal tender anymore.” 

Now his smile is just the shared smile of two sensible people humouring an old man. I smile back. When I root around for pound coins, I only have four. But luckily I also have six half-crowns – a lot of the old coinage is still in circulation, decimalisation being so new – and a couple of 10p pieces and a 5p piece. 

So I hand over all the coins, taking the neatly wrapped parcel he’s made of the book.




* * *




Lianna had given up her flat in Langside Road when we set off for Istanbul together in August, so her brother Andrew’s been storing her things in his house. She’s staying with him over the Christmas holidays. It suits Andy fine. He lives alone, so he likes having Lianna around for a bit every now and then. 

But today the Infirmary called Andy in for a double shift, so we have the whole house to ourselves. It feels a bit empty, Andy not being much for pictures and that.

Lianna makes us some tea, but no biscuits! Not even an Ayton Sandwich! She means it about me losing weight. I’d been dreaming about Glasgow’s Ayton Sandwich chocolate biscuits the whole time we were in Europe. And now they’re easy to get but Lianna won’t let me have any! 

We drink our tea and share the gossip we’ve picked up since getting back to Merrylea, and chat about the Christmas parties we’ll be going to. 

But I’m so excited about my handmade book that it’s hard for me to wait any longer to take another wee peek at it. 

My eyes meet Lianna’s. 

“Shall I open it now?” 

She nods. 

To make sure that no drops of no tea spill on it, I’m careful to put the parcel onto a side-table beside me before I unwrap the brown paper. Remembering that the curvy key doesn’t fit quite right, I jiggle it a wee bittie. 

Before I can even get the book fully open, though, there’s a thunderous rat-ta-ta-tat on Andy’s door knocker.

    Lianna goes to answer the knock, leaving the sitting room door open, so I hear the visitor talking from the doorstep. 

“Hello,” says a deep musical voice, that puts me in mind of golden syrup flowing over warm liquid chocolate. “I’ve come to see Màiri. My name’s Dagon, but you can call me Dan. May I come in?” 

I look up, and a drop-dead gorgeous man is already standing in Andy’s sitting room. Tall, but not so impossibly tall that I’d feel awkward dancing with him, and oh! that one glance makes me long to dance with him. Dark, aye, with the stunning Black Irish look to him, coal black hair, sapphire blue eyes, milk white skin, a six-pack you can see right through his shirt, which is open at the throat, displaying his strong, kissable pillar of a neck, and his mouth, oh his mouth. . .  

My mouth falls open, I can’t help it. My legs are pulling me to my feet without any command from my brain, all ready to walk me across the room to him.

Lianna’s simpering at him, her hand on his forearm, and Lianna never simpers. 

He takes a step toward me, Lianna’s hand falling from his arm. 

“Hello, Màiri. I came as soon as I got your call.” 

The instant he says my name, I’m frozen in place, so thrilled by the sound that I literally can’t move. 

Now he’s reached my side, and in an old-fashioned courtly gesture, he takes my hand and carries it to his lips. 




* * *




“Màiri, Màiri, you’ve got to talk to me!” I open my eyes. Lianna’s leaning over me anxiously, chafing my hands, strung out, her voice high and far too loud. 

I blink at her.

“Oh, thank God! You’re still alive!”

“Why wouldn’t I be alive?” I’m still blinking. My mind is moving sluggishly, and my words are slurred. My eyes aren’t tracking properly on Lianna, I’m trying to blink away some sort of film over them. “What happened?”

“You almost got swallowed by a demon.”

I sit up a bit straighter, galvanized by irritation. 

“Talk sense, Lianna.”

“I am talking sense! The demon Dagon came out of that book!”

“Nonsense!”

“You just listen to some sense from me now, Màiri! You paid for that book with six pieces of silver! It’s the real thing – you heard the shop assistant say so – and the demon Dagon came out of it and tried to eat you. 

“It’s a lucky thing that it was my brother’s house you summoned him to. It’s not my house, so me letting him in wasn’t a cast-in-stone always-open invitation; and it’s not your house, so he couldn’t stay with you after I sent him packing.”

“What do you mean, six pieces of silver? I paid £5.” 

My mind’s still all fuzzy. No doubt that’s why I’m focusing on this irrelevant nonsense about silver coins instead of concentrating on bringing Lianna back from cloud cuckoo land to the real world. She’s terribly superstitious. Always has been.

Undeterred, Lianna continues laying down the law.

“You handed over six half-crowns, there’s silver in those old coins, and six half-crowns is a Triple Crown. You opened that book inside the shop, didn’t you? And you knew the lock was broken! You knew it was a bloody spell book, didn’t you?”

“Lee-anna! Language!” Then I pull myself together. 

“Lianna, you know better than to say that. I didn’t have a clue what the book was about, I still don’t; but it was too good a bargain to pass up, a gorgeous leather-bound handmade book for just £5. There’s no such thing as spells that really work, you know that! And the only real demons are in Hell. Next thing, you’ll be wanting me to call Father Damien to come exorcise this imaginary demon!” I snort.

Lianna deflates. 

“Well, Màiri, whatever happened, you need a bit of a rest. Andy will be back in half an hour. He can look you over then, and if he says you’re OK, I’ll walk you home, alright?”

    I’m not myself just now, that much is true. 

    “Alright.” 

“Right. I’ll make some more tea.” 

Lianna bustles out to the kitchen to put the kettle on. 

A moment later she’s back, holding out a glass of water and two aspirin.

“Here” she hands them to me and whips up the brown paper

and string from the table, dropping the paper over the book

“We don’t want water spilling on this.” 

    The book’s covered in paper now, and Lianna picks it up, moving across the room to where a sideboard sits. 

“I’ll just wrap it up again, ready for you to take home.”

And she does. 

I swallow the aspirins and lean back against the sofa.




* * *




LIANNA narrates

Andy comes in dog tired from a 16-hour back-to-back driving one of the Victoria Infirmary’s old ambulances, but he’s willing enough to check Màiri’s vitals when I tell him she’s taken a turn. 

He seems to think she’s OK, which is a relief.

“You look alright to me, Màiri, but you should get your doctor to give you a proper check-up tomorrow. I’m only a First Aider, I might miss something.”

Màiri nods. But she has no grasp at all of the true facts, and so it’s up to me to rescue her. I’m taking her home now. Consigning Màiri to Kat’s care is fine; Kat takes good care of everyone around her, that’s her nature; but just the same Kat needs to be told about the dangers. Told enough about the dangers, anyway, to keep Màiri safe. Perhaps I won’t tell her quite all about Dan the Demon.

So we walk round to the nice wee house where Kat and her schoolboy son Niall and Màiri all make their home together, and as Màiri wearily wends her way to her bedroom, I’m pulling Kat back into the hallway. 

“Watch Màiri like a hawk, Kat. She’s gone ga-ga for a nasty young man called Dan who has horrid designs on her. He’s good looking and very charming – but whatever you do -Don’t let him into the house!”

Kate needs no more warning than that. She’s been worried all along that Màiri is just putting a brave face on the heartbreak Brian dealt out to her, and no way is Kat going to stand idly by whilst poor Màiri gets her heart broken a second time. Kat’s fierce protective side has come to the fore, and I’m satisfied. 

My friend is as safe as can be managed for now – it’s time to send for the cavalry. 

Back at Andy’s, I get on the phone to Father Damien.

    “Father, what you were saying this morning in church about welcoming new parishioners with a house Mass was very interesting to me. You know our Andy never comes to church these days.” 

Father Damien sighs. He knows it. It’s a sad thing when a cradle Catholic leaves the faith.

“So how about we have a house Mass here? We can time it so we’re just beginning when Andy gets home. He’d never be disrespectful of the Mass, Father, and once the Host is under his roof, he might have a moment of grace and be inspired to start coming to church again.”

Father Damien agrees. We’ll have the house Mass on Tuesday. Alright! No demon is any match for Our Blessed Lord Jesus Christ’s felt presence in the home. That Dagon won’t be coming here again. 

Next line of defence, coming up!

Well, a temporal line of defence was the idea. But after more than an hour of being shunted from one international police force to another, I’ve just about given up hope of ever reaching Major Peverel. 

However, it seems that he doesn’t give out his card often, and that his staff think it’s important when he does. The young woman at the other end of the phone promises me that she’ll find him and get him to ring me.

“It’s very urgent. Please tell him Màiri’s in colossal danger.”

“I promise you that he’ll call you the minute I can locate him.”

He certainly does! At 2 a.m. the piercing racket of the ringing telephone brings Andy out of bed before I can pull on my dressing gown and get down to the hall. Naturally, Andy thinks a phone call at 2 a.m. is about some medical emergency he’s being called in to help with.

My brother is not best pleased that his sleep has been disturbed by a stranger looking for me, but he hands over the telephone receiver without a word and goes back to bed. 

Playing to what I know is practically an obsession with the Major, I tell him that one of Harry Brown’s cohorts, a handsome and charming young man called Dan, is in Glasgow preying on Màiri - and that she seems to be entangled.

“Ah ha, a new member of that gang. Don’t worry, Lianna. I’ll catch the gun-running devil.” the Major promises “I’ll be on the first plane. Expect to see me in time for a late breakfast.”

Well satisfied with the fruit of my endeavours, I climb back up the stairs to my bedroom.




* * *




    Next morning I meet up with the Major at the Central Hotel a little after ten o’clock. I’m surprised to see him in such ordinary surroundings; he usually stays at pure dead brilliant super-ritzy places. 

    He’s tucking into bacon and eggs whilst I sip a cup of tea. Not at all healthy for a man of his age. The Major is over fifty, and he has a bad leg. I think he got injured when he was working with the Resistance in France, during the war.  But I don’t say a word about it. I don’t know him well enough to talk to him about his health, and anyway, Major Peverel is as tough as old boots. His kind can eat anything and thrive on it. Instead, I concoct a story about the demon Dagon being a gun runner. The Major swallows that hook, line, and sinker. The man’s got gun runners on the brain. 

    “Let’s consider our options, dear lady,” he says. The Major is one of the high heidjins in an international effort to stop terrorism. I’m not sure exactly what it is he does. Or whether he works for the secret service, maybe, rather than the British part of Interpol. 

   “We need to spring a trap. Now, how do we entice this young man to step into the noose, hmmm? Do you have any way to contact him?” 

    Since I have, of course, been careful to keep hold of the grimoire myself so that Màiri can’t call up the demon Dagon, accidentally or on purpose, I assure Major Peverel that there’s no difficulty on that score. 

    To my surprise, his plan is simplicity itself. My part is to bring Dagon to the Central Hotel. The narcotics squad will be lying in wait there to arrest him.

    “But, Major” I protest “What makes you think that he’ll have drugs on him?” 

    “Oh, he probably won’t” the Major blithely waves away my concern “That’s just a ruse to bring him into the local nick, where I’ll hold him as a terrorist threat. Easier for me to induce the narcotics squad to take immediate action than the local constabulary, m’dear, that’s all.” 

    This is rather worrying. Only cold iron will hold Dagon, and the poliss are unlikely to arrive carrying manacles. 

    I say nothing, but of course the Major can see I’m worried. Just like a conjurer, he produces, seemingly from nowhere, a rather worn and heavy-looking set of handcuffs. “Don’t worry, m’dear. I’m not relying on the locals. I’ll clap these on him the instant I clap eyes on him. Good solid stainless steel. Never had an escapee, dear lady, not once in the last thirty years.” 

    So that’s all right.




* * *




Back to Màiri

Our Kat’s taken Niall to get fitted for a new school uniform, so I’ve got the sitting room all to myself. 

I’m still feeling spaced-out and shaky, ready for a bit of a rest, so I plop into my favourite armchair by the fire with a cuppa and a giant tin of Quality Street. 

But after I’ve eaten a few of the purple toffees with the hazelnut in the centre, only six or seven, I’m feeling more myself. Ready to curl up for a nice soothing wee read. 

Right that moment, there’s a swirling in the air. I look up from my book – Jane Austen’s Emma – to find Dan standing in front of me. 

“Hello, Dan” I smile “What a nice surprise. I didn’t hear you come in. Come to think of it, how did you get in? Our Kat’s out shopping with Niall for his new school clothes. Who answered the door to you?” 

I was talking to myself more than Dan, but although I’m pleased to see him I get just a little uneasy when I stop to think about that. How did he get in? And as I’m looking up at him, I grow still more uneasy. He isn’t smiling. In fact, he looks annoyed. What’s going on?

“Ah, Màiri. I am devastated that you don’t pick your friends with a little more care. Are you aware that Ellis Peverel had the nerve to cause me to be incarcerated in what I believe you call a ‘pokey’?”

“I didn’t even know the Major was in Glasgow. I’m sorry that he’s got you mixed up with whoever it is he’s trying to put in jail, Dan. But you’re here now, so –”

“I am here, Màiri, because I broke out of jail. Your Glasgow jails are Hell on earth.”

I bristle just a little. No Glaswegian likes to hear our historic and scenic city disparaged.

“I’m sure Glasgow jails are no worse than any other jails. And better than most!” I add defiantly. “But I don’t understand any of this, Dan. What’s –”

Again he interrupts. “I am here, Màiri, for revenge. Tit for Tat. Your friends put me in your pokey, so I’m going to put you in mine.” 

Dan smiles very unpleasantly, which puts me in mind of the bookshop clerk who’d sold me the Maleficum grimoire. That’s unkind of me, because there’d been nothing unpleasant about the clerk’s manner. His smile had made me uneasy, though, and Dan’s smile is making me uneasy right now.

“But don’t worry, I’ll play fair.” 

Dan grins down at me in a very nasty way indeed. 

I have a sudden premonition that I’m not going to like his version of playing fair.

“These are the Rules. 

“1. You must work out where you are. 

“2. You must name where you are.

“3. You must understand why you are in that Place and not another.

“4. You must say out loud the words which tell the Powers That Be those three things, and it must be words of that Place which you say. 

“Only then will you be released. And believe me, Màiri, if I had my way you would never be released! 

“But you’re a believer” he adds sulkily “So I am compelled to give you a way to win your freedom. I don’t have to make it easy for you” he snarls on.

 	“Of course, I’d much rather have eaten you – but they wouldn’t let me do that either! Just because you were wearing that stupid cross when we first met.” 

By now Dan is sounding very put upon indeed. I realise that Lianna was right all along – she’d said that a demon had tried to swallow me, and it’s becoming clearer with every word that this is not a man speaking, but a demon. 

So much for the modern church’s insistence that the prayer invoking St Michael the Archangel for safety from demons wandering the earth is just allegorical, hah! 

Although in fairness, this demon hadn’t been wandering the earth, he’d been locked up in an antiquarian book, in a grimoire. 

There’s the germ of an idea in that, but before I can get it clear in my head, all around me the sitting room fills with smoke swirls, and as they eddy away Dan vanishes and I’m in a strange bedroom, staring at a redhead who has the kind of looks that Lianna thinks I ought to have, and a statuesque black lady, and a tiny blond pony-tailed teenager, all three of them sitting at card tables counting huge piles of money.




* * *




More swirls of smoke, and now I’m in a factory where they’re making red lipsticks in fancy gold cases – and the slim pretty redhead’s there with me. 

The factory fills with swirls of smoke. 




* * *




I’m back in the strange bedroom now. The women there do not look at all happy to see me. It’s actually a cheap hotel room, I realise. American. There’s something vaguely familiar about it. . .

Looking around again, I realise that the money which is being counted doesn’t belong in this room. 

People count money in banks and shops and occasionally in offices, but not ever on folding card tables in seedy motel rooms in the middle of the night.

Am I in Hell?

I start to pray aloud

Holy Michael the Archangel, defend us in the day of battle, Be thou our safeguard against the wickedness and snares of the devil 

Before I can get any further in the prayer, the pony-tailed blonde strides over to me, planting small fists on her slim hips.

“Hey, you! Just who are you calling a devil? And how did you get in here, anyway?”

It’s going to be a long night . . .




* * *




Lianna narrates 

The Major is perfectly calm, which surprises me. I’m fit to tie, myself. We trap the demon and then those idiots at the poliss station hand him his freedom on a silver platter. 

    I might have known that would happen. 

    The poliss put him into a cell before the Major even gets to the station, and as soon as they do, they take the handcuffs off of him. So Dan just waits until their backs are turned, and then he de-materialises. That’s demons for you. 

    Of course, the Major doesn’t know about how important it is to keep Dan within an iron circle, that is, cuffed, but I still thought he’d be spitting fire. 

    But he’s smiling. “No use crying over spilt milk, dear lady” he purrs, stroking his moustache “We must do the best we can with what we’ve got.”

    “What have we got?” I ask, suddenly suspicious. He knew this would happen!

    “Oh, I’d say we’ve got a direct line to wherever he’s hidden those weapons.” the Major murmurs nonchalantly “I planted a Find-Me bug on him. I rather thought, you see, that some of the locals might be” he coughs “shall we say, a little slow to suspect an escape attempt.” He smiles at me. “Very quick and clean getaway too.” he adds “Our friend knows his onions.”




* * *




Back to Màiri

It’s quiet in the hotel room. The blonde pony-tailed woman – she’s not quite a teenager, I realise when I see her close up, maybe early twenties - has manoeuvred me into a seat in a corner and given me some coffee. 

The women are all watching me but they’re not aggressive. There’s something vaguely familiar about the sight of the three of them sitting there together, surrounded by piles of money. . .

And I can’t shake the feeling that I know these women, even although I’m certain that I’ve never seen any of them in my whole life.

The redhead says to the others “Let’s get back to counting.”

The other two nod and pick up packets of money.

    “OK, Jackie,” says the pony-tailed blonde. 

And like a lightbulb going on, I know who they are and where I know them from. 

The demon Dagon is imprisoned in a book, permanently. The Maleficum. Being in the pokey in Glasgow for a wee while was just a change of scene for him. His real prison is still the grimoire.

So for my imprisonment, he’s sent me into a book. 

A book called Lucky Pierre

I’m sitting here looking at the Ms Squad. 

The trouble is, I don’t remember much about Lucky Pierre except that three women rob the Pierre, which is a high-class hotel in New York. But I’m pretty sure that nowhere in that book do they sit in a cheap motel room counting cash at card tables. They never left New York. 

All the action in Lucky Pierre is in New York; and they all live in New York. They have condos. Each of them has her own lovely condo. I remember that much. They none of them go anywhere near any motels.

Jackie. She’s one of the high heidjins in a cosmetics empire called – what was it now? Madame something . . . Was it a Russian name? No, not Russian. Well, never mind. Jackie reports directly to the president of the company. He’s a rotten boss. She’s clever, very inventive. She’s angry because her life isn’t going the way she wants it to, and all she thinks about is what she wants. She doesn’t go to church, doesn’t have any family. Never tries to lighten the load of those less fortunate. Selfish, through and through.

Ponytail is a gymnast. Pammy something. I can’t remember anything about her except that she’s sex-mad and she thinks that she doesn’t earn enough. She’s very, very strong. She never goes to church either. Does she have family? I don’t remember. But she’s just as angry as Jackie, and just as selfish.

The other one is a singer. Famous, but not hugely famous like, say, Billy Fury. Just sort of, a wee bit famous. She sings in dinner cabaret and casinos and stuff. She’s angry because the mafia holds her contract. So she has to sing whenever and wherever they say. They take a huge chunk of her earnings and so she’s always broke, even although she gets high-paying gigs. And she has big expenses; a maid, and a dresser, stuff like that.   

Unlike the other two, she has a genuine grievance that goes beyond money – it can’t be any fun being “owned” by the mob. And she’s black. Being at the beck and call of the mob must feel like being a slave to her. I bet it brings back all that racial pain. 

But just like the other two, she’s angry and selfish. She’s got a good life, despite being in thrall to the mob. And she never thinks of her brothers and sisters in the New York projects, the almost-ghetto of Harlem. She never tries to help those unfortunates. . .

Am I sure these women are the Ms Squad?

“Excuse me,” I gush at the singer, the way I think that a fan of hers would “Are you playing somewhere near here? I’d love to catch your cabaret act.”

She startles, and any tiny doubt I might have harboured vanishes. 

This is the Ms Squad. 

And we are not in Lucky Pierre. 

So where are we? There’s no second Ms Squad book. There was talk of a second book, so I looked for it in the Books in Print catalogue, because I didn’t want the school librarian to put books espousing values like that into Kelvin Academy’s library. 

The Ms Squad’s books are not at all suitable material for nice young Catholic girls to come across at an impressionable age. That kind of reading gives them entirely the wrong idea about how to conduct themselves in their communities. And you know what librarians are. If you want them to buy a book – or NOT to buy, like this time - then you should give them the catalogue numbers. 

But it hadn’t been published. There isn’t any second Ms Squad book in the 1973 Books in Print catalogue. 

The demon Dagon has somehow managed to imprison me in a book that hasn’t even been written. . .




* * *




Lianna narrates 

    As the Major had expected, trapping Dan was very simple. Astonishingly so. I sat in the Central Hotel’s coffee bar and opened the grimoire - and there he was in the doorway.

And there the Major was, right beside Dan, slipping on the handcuffs. Game over. It happened so fast I barely caught sight of the cuffs going on out of the corner of my eye as I looked up from the grimoire. 

Seeing Dan in cuffs, I grin and happily close the book. The Major’s narcotics pal reads the demon his rights and they’re offski to the poliss station. To my surprise, the Major doesn’t go with them.

Smoothing down his moustache, the Major winks at me.

“Do have another cuppa, dear girl. You’ve earned it. And I must see what the hotel staff can tell me about our friend before you and I toddle down to the station together.” 




* * *




Back to Màiri

Well, it doesn’t matter. I know where I am. Dagon didn’t say I had to name the establishment I’m in, after all. He didn’t say one word about trapping me in a book, written or unwritten. Which is where he’s outsmarted himself. 

I can play this game by his Rules and win!

“1. You must work out where you are.” 

Well, I’ve done that. I’m with the MS Squad, inside a book that hasn’t been written yet.

“2. You must name where you are.”

That’s a little bit trickier, because the book hasn’t been published, which means that it doesn’t have a name. It hasn’t been christened yet, so to speak. But I’m rescued by Rule Four.

“4. You must say out loud the words . . . they must be words of the Place.” 

So all I have to do is get Jackie, who is in charge of everything in this space-time fiction-continuum, to tell me what name she calls this place, and Bingo! I’m home . . .  But not quite . . . There’s still Rule Three

“3. You must understand why you are in that Place and not another.”

    Give them their due, the three women are quiet enough in the expression of their stunned horror at finding me in their midst, so to speak. In fact, they don’t express what they feel at all in words or obvious changes of expression, but masks have come down over their faces, like 5A when one of their number has been caught mid-prank, and the rest of the class is determined to prove no prank is in progress.




* * *




    Back in Glasgow 

Major Peverel is feeling very pleased with the way his op is progressing. Trying it on with Màiri, was he, the slick film-star-handsome young whelp? When I’ve done with him, the Major thinks to himself, he’ll be in deep solitary with no chance of trying it on with any woman for decades. 

Thought he’d got away, did he, the cretin? Hah! Not with Gimlet on his tail. Ellis Peverel reaches up to twirl his moustache, as he used to in the days when they called him Gimlet, but he has a different shape of moustache now. 

Fleetingly, Ellis wonders whether to grow out his moustache so he can twirl it. Perhaps not. Màiri might not care for a handlebar moustache. It’s an old-fashioned style and she’s a modern-thinking woman.




* * *




Back to Màiri

I wait until they’ve calmed down a little, then make my move.

“Ladies, ladies! We can help one another. I don’t belong in your world, you know that. One minute you were all sitting here quietly counting your ill-gotten gains, the next I was in here with you! You locked the door, didn’t you?”

Like puppets whose strings have been pulled, they all nod in unison. They had locked the door. They all double-checked it before they sat down to count. They’ve all checked it again since I appeared in their midst.

“And the door is still locked, isn’t it?”

Jackie and the singer nod. Pammy, the pony-tailed blonde, rushes over to check. It’s still locked. 

“So how did I get in here? And none of you have ever seen me before, have you? You don’t know anything about me! How come I know all of you?”

“You don’t know us.” says the voluptuous black lady.

“Oh, yes I do! You’re the Ms Squad”
They’re all working so hard on not staring at each other, 

it would have been less noticeable if they had stared.

“Jackie, you’re a chemist. You work at a cosmetics company. You hate your boss. 

“Pammy, you were an Olympic athlete. You make TV commercials now. You don’t make anything like as much money as Mark, Mark . . .”

“Spitz.” Pammy says before she can stop herself. 

“Spitz.” I turn to the singer. “And you’re a singer. I can’t remember your name, but the mob runs you. You hate it, but there’s nothing you can do. 

“You all robbed the Pierre Hotel. You all met James Bond.”
“Stock.” that’s Pammy again.

“Sorry. Here he’s Stock. In my world he’s Bond. Don’t tell me you hadn’t worked out yet that I’m from another world?”

They’re all saucer-eyed, but not saucer aficionados. They’re not buying that I’m from another world.

“I’ll put it another way. You robbed the Pierre Hotel. How do I know that?”

“Who says we robbed anybody of anything?” the singer again.

“I do. Look, it’s clear as crystal --” Jackie winces, and I remember that’s her surname, Cristal, “that I know you all! Can we move on now to how we can help each other, ladies, please?”

Slowly, they all sink back into their chairs. 

Thankfully, I sit down again too.

“Now, we all want the same thing. Which is me gone. I’ve been sent here by a demon and to get back home I have to play by his rules.

“I’m stuck on Rule 3. Before I can go home, I have to discover why I’m here and not, for example, in a fifth form study stealing cream cakes with Billy Bunter. I’m a teacher. It’s a safe bet I’m here to help you to learn something. What might you need to learn?”

    Pandemonium. According to them, it’s the men around them who need to learn. And only the men. 

    When they stop talking I try again.

“If you ask me, you ladies need to learn two things. That even in the classless ‘70s men are still on top and that will only change very slowly. And that there’s no joy on earth like the joy of giving. 

“You’re trying to revenge yourselves on men, to prove that you can do anything better than any man. 

“Where’s the fun in it, though? You can’t tell anyone what you did. 

“Youse three stage elaborate heists just to prove that you’re better than men. 

“Well, we already know that. Women are born knowing that. We just let men think they’re better ’cos their egos are too fragile to handle the truth. 

“It’s not as if you need the money. So why not give it all away?”

“To you, I suppose!” sneers the singer.

“To give dying children in the Congo a malaria cure that costs $3 per child. To give clean water to the kids dying of thirst in Liberia, at a dime a cup. To fund book-buying for kids in Harlem. 

“It’s nearly Christmas. You want to prove that you’re better than any man? Outgive Santa Claus.”

The statuesque black lady shrugs. 

“You’ve sold me, honey. I’ve more of the loot from the Pierre stashed away than I can ever safely spend. My share goes for water at 10 cups the buck. Let’s say 5 million cups of water. The rest can go for something to help out in the projects. Although that’s probably money thrown away, hun. Drugs.” She shrugs again “But I’ll give it a go.”

Ponytail goes over to her and grabs her hand, squeezes hard. “Me too, Deena. Water. But they need a way out of that life too. Just water isn’t enough. I’m gonna get my agent to lay on an African tour for me. See what we can do.”

They smile at each other, Ponytail trying to hide tears. Because she knows that Deena would love to come with her on that tour. There’s no chance her ‘managers’ will allow it.

Jackie’s eyes narrow. “Then that’s it? We’re just gonna abandon the Ms Squad?”

“No way!” Deena and Pammy shout. 

“But we can be like Robin Hood, can’t we?” Pammy adds. “Come on, Jackie. The ghost of Christmas Future, here,” she gestures at me, “is right. We don’t need the loot.”

Jackie bites her lip.

“I’m keeping my share of the take to finance future Ms Squad capers. That includes your African tour, Pammy. Find us a caper while you’re there. The loot gets spent in-country.” 

Deena and Pammy can tell that’s as close as Jackie’s ever going to come to admitting in words that she’s with them, heart and soul. They give her a high five. 

As one woman, the three friends turn to Màiri.

“Okay, Florence Nightingale, what do you need to get you home?”

“This robbery, erm, this adventure,” I hastily amend “that you’re in the middle of – what do you call it?” 

They look at me blankly.

“I need to be able to name the Place I’m in, before I can go back to the place where I belong” I explain humbly.

“Oh, well, we don’t really have a name for it. It’s the 25th anniversary of the Brink’s robbery and we’re re-enacting it, that’s all.” Jackie shrugs.

“Oh,” I say, “You’re on the Brink–” but before I finish what I’m saying the smoke swirls suddenly grow opaque and I can feel myself begin to fade out of that fiction-continuum “..’s caper”.




* * *




I come out of the smoke swirls to see Father Damien saying Mass in a sitting room that’s crowded with people.  

At first I don’t catch on that it’s Andy’s living room, because I know he doesn’t go to church anymore, so I never expected that there’d be a Mass going on in his house! 

But Lianna moves across the room to be beside me and when I see her, that’s a really nice surprise. 

After the Mass, we bring each other up to date. I have to laugh at how cleverly she tricked the Major, making Ellis think that the demon Dagon was a gun-runner!

“Aye, but the laugh’s on me, Màiri. He is a gun-runner. Major Peverel found a huge gun cache right after he arrested Dan.”

“Don’t call him Dan,” I beg, shuddering. “It makes him sound so nice and normal. Tell me how the Major was able to get him into a jail cell?”

“Oh, it was the luckiest thing! You know how fast the Major can move when he feels like it!”
    I nod, remembering his antics on the train from Le Havre to Paris. Ellis had looked as if he could hardly stand, yet he had moved far faster than anyone else, as fast as thought.

“Well, before you could say Boo! the Major had handcuffs on that demon. I think he took Dagon completely by surprise. And of course, once Dagon had his hands caught in circles of steel, of iron, he was trapped. It was only when they took the handcuffs off him in the jail, that he was able to get free.”

“Yes,” I say ruefully. “He came straight to my sitting room and hurled me into a book that hasn’t even been written yet. He was furious!”

“I’ll bet,” Lianna gives me a hug, “but you got free.”

“Yes, it was a good laugh in the end. I’ll tell you about it when we’ve got time. Right now we need to find a way of getting that demon back into his grimoire.”

Lianna’s shaking her head. “That won’t hold him. It’s the wrong kind of key, remember?”

“Well, let’s change the key. For a steel key, with an infinity loop in the wards. You said trapping him in steel circles imprisons him unbreakably, didn’t you? That goes double for an infinity sign.” 

I pause, a new idea forming in my mind.

    “So maybe we could hold him forever with a nice strong steel chain.”

Lianna knows about all that kind of thing. She’s very superstitious. She seems quite enthusiastic about the idea.

“Yes, that would work, Màiri. And we could get a good length of thin steel chain, too, like jewellery chains, and loop it round and round the book. He couldn’t get out then.    

“But how could we get him into the book?” she queries me plaintively.

“You go get some chains, Lianna, and the special key cut with steel wards. I’ll figure out how to get him back in the book” I murmur, grinning like a cat who’s just eaten a big bowlful of cream. “And when you come back, bring one of your brothers with you, one that does still go to the Mass.”

In the end, when the three of us got Dagon safely back inside the grimoire, all wrapped up in steel chains and warded with the infinity sign cast in steel, I threw that beautiful old book into the Clyde. I don’t want to take any chance that the demon Dagon will escape again and come back to haunt me! 

It’s a shame to ruin a truly beautiful old book like the Maleficum by getting it all water-logged. But after all, that’s how Dagon caught me – by being inside a gorgeous book. I don’t want to take any chance that he could play a trick like that on someone else. 

Especially since his next set of victims might not have a superstitious genius like Lianna to suss him out and keep them safe.

It wasn’t just the Ms Squad who learnt a very important lesson through me being imprisoned in their book. I learnt an important lesson too. A lesson about the need for tolerance and harmony; about the need to be respectful of other people’s beliefs. A lesson to me that I must always to keep in mind that they’re not necessarily 100% wrong, even when I happen to believe something radically different. 

Without my Lianna, clever and caring, who knows if I’d ever have broken free of that demon? So I need to be more respectful of her beliefs, even if they are a load of tosh . . .

How did we lure Dagon back between the covers of his book? Well, it was quite simple really. There’s a special patron saint for situations like that. A special prayer.

“Holy Michael, the archangel, Defend us in the day of battle. Be thou our safeguard against the wickedness and snares of the devil. May God rebuke him we humbly pray. And do thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Host, by the power of God, thrust down to Hell Satan, and with him all the wicked spirits who wander through the world for the ruin of souls. 

Except for the demon Dagon, whom we pray be imprisoned in his grimoire forever.” 

It helps to know the right thing to say. It helps to know the right “people” to ask. To know that good can come out of evil. And most of all, it helps to remember that although you are only one tiny cog in a vast machine, Baby Jesus loves you. 

Happy Christmas.




==========   with apologies to Mercedes Endfield, writer of the MS Squad books, Lucky Pierre (1973) and On The Brink (1975), for the liberties I have taken with her heroines.
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