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It was strangely quiet.

Anyone who worked in the law field could tell you quiet was nice, but usually a precursor to some kind of storm. I did not trust quiet. Quiet routinely screwed me over, so my sense of foreboding was justified.

Still, if I had quiet, I was going to take full advantage. It was Brew Day, and barely twenty minutes into an early workday, which meant other early birds were still going through mail or catching up from the previous shift. If I focused, I might be able to get something done this morning before the entrance to my office became a revolving door.

My priority this morning was to finally finish reviewing applications. The Queen’s Own was rapidly growing, and we needed all the help we could get. Quite a few more kingsmen who knew me personally wanted to jump ship, like Lewis and Moore. They were no-brainers, and I immediately signed off on their transfer. I knew how capable these guys were, and it wouldn’t take much training to get them fully up to speed.

A few police officers across several precincts had also submitted applications. They’d require more background checks and an interview, but just their résumés looked promising. I’d be happy to give them a shot too.

It wasn’t like crime had exploded in the city—just more crimes that fell under my jurisdiction. Or perhaps I should say the police precincts were happy to transfer over cases above their pay grade. The Queen’s Own handled the crimes that crossed jurisdictions, even continents, often magical in nature—it was literally what we were created for, so the increased workload was fine by me. Sometimes it just felt a bit overwhelming for a force I was still building. Hence the need for more people.

On this slow morning, the only sounds came from Phil and Tasha giving themselves baths on the windowsill, their backdrop a snow-covered garden. All I needed was a fireplace going. Not that my small office had the room for a fireplace.

A knock sounded at my open office door. I glanced up and smiled at the sight of the newcomer. Vonderbank smiled back and gave a little wave. The royal mage wore a scarf and his own version of a coat, a nod to the early winter chill that had invaded these past two weeks. I imagined it must be hard for a gargoyle to find clothes that fit around his expansive grey wings.

“Hi, friend,” I teased.

“Hi, yourself.” He came in, then barely caught himself when Clint zipped around his feet and tail to hop onto his bed on my desk.

“You have to stop doing that,” I scolded my cat. “You’re going to get punted one day, and I will have no sympathy for you when that happens.”

Clint just blinked liquid gold eyes at me as if he couldn’t understand why he was being scolded. “People see me.”

“Tsk. They see a purple blur, if that. Do not assume everyone has your reflexes.” It was an ongoing argument, so I gave up and invited Vonderbank farther in. “Anyway, come sit, distract me from my paperwork. Unless this is an emergency?”

He shook his head, the expression on his elongated face thoughtful. “No, no, nothing like that.”

“Good. I hate emergencies. Come to chat, then?”

“Come to chat and perhaps…ask for a little help.” He hesitated before speaking, as if phrasing his next words carefully. “You know I’ve been poring over Belladonna’s work ever since you led us to her cave.”

“I do, yes.” Vonderbank and Sherard had taken over reviewing her research after the death of Joseph Burtchell, a retired royal mage who been leading the project. Even Jules Felix had been involved a time or three. Belladonna had been a raving lunatic, but she had also been a genius in her own right. More than one breakthrough had come out of deciphering her notes.

Vonderbank continued, still carefully phrasing his words. “I took a particular interest in the potions and spells she used on you. At first to help Seaton stabilize you, naturally, but doing so piqued my interest in other ways. Her methods, while horrific, did produce results that might be beneficial.”

“You don’t need to be delicate about this, just speak plainly.” I tapped my finger twice against the desk. “I’m always interested in what you all have learned from her.”

With my encouragement, his hesitant demeaner washed away, and he stood a bit taller. “I think I’ve found another way to use Belladonna’s research for the greater good. Specifically, the enhancement potion she used to strengthen your muscular system.”

The unexpected words smacked me upside the head. Eh? Ehhhhhhh? “That’s possible?”

“Theoretically, very much so, but I did not like the rushed element of her design. As you’re painfully aware, her potion and the dosage she used caused…well, an extreme amount of change in a very short amount of time.”

My whole body briefly ached at the dark memory, and I winced. Belladonna had fed us many, many potions. The other five souls who’d been captured hadn’t been able to withstand the changes from any of her experiments. One by one, shock had shut their systems down, and they’d died because they couldn’t adapt fast enough to whatever they’d been forced to ingest. The last batch she’d forced us to consume, the one I’d coined Hulk serum, had killed the other remaining captive instantly. I alone had withstood the molten fire searing my insides, molding me anew, giving me the advantage I needed to kill my captor and escape.

Clint rose from his perch to climb into my lap, rubbing his head against my chest while purring, showing me unfettered love. I petted him in return, feeling better for the soft contact. Such a good kitty, this one.

“But,” Vonderbank continued in that scholarly, thoughtful fashion of his, “if we take that same potion and dole it out in smaller amounts over a greater length of time, it’s highly possible the body could adapt. No trauma or pain. That’s my conclusion after researching the limited material.”

I could kind of see where he was going with this but… “Why? Why study this?”

“Muscle atrophy.”

“Ohhh,” I breathed, the doors in my mind blowing straight open. Anyone bedridden for any length of time suffered from muscle weakness or thinning. Severe accidents, comas, you name it—regaining muscle afterward was a pain in the arse. But if this potion could restore muscle mass and decrease weakness, possibly prevent it altogether, then…oh, the possibilities. People could get back on their feet that much quicker.

Vonderbank rubbed the back of his neck, waiting for my reaction to the news. “How do you feel about this?”

“Honestly? I’m relieved. I know that sounds weird, but it’s like, if you can turn what I suffered through into something good, the pain could be worth it. What I survived wasn’t in vain. Am I making sense?”

He looked nearly bowled over with relief at my response. “You are. I’m glad you feel that way. I had hoped you would. I can think of a hundred ways this potion can help people, and if this succeeds, I can also create the sister potion she used to strengthen your bones.”

“Because the first potion is proof of theory?”

“Basically, yes.”

Somehow, this possibility made me feel better about what had happened in that cave. Also relieved some of my survivor’s guilt, strangely. The human psyche couldn’t always be predictable, I guess. Still, after three and a half years, I felt far more emotionally steady when remembering those dark months, knowing that good had come from my suffering.

I kissed Clint’s head as I organized my thoughts, wanting to give Vonderbank the approval he’d clearly come here seeking. “You don’t need my permission, you know, but it’s thoughtful of you to run this by me first. I’m all for it, friend. Do it.”

He gave me a brilliant smile. “Thank you. I didn’t want to step on toes so thought it best to get your blessing first. I can update you on the progress I see in the trials along the way?”

“Please do. I really want this to work.”

“I as well. There’s one more thing I’d like to ask, though. May I have a blood sample?”

“Ah. Um, my first inclination is to say yes, of course, but…needles.” I grimaced.

Vonderbank grimaced along with me.

One of the many changes Belladonna had wrought on me was making me practically impervious to anything man-made, magical, or designed to harm. Which was great when people were trying to, say, knife me or something. But in situations like this, it was really inconvenient.

Vonderbank wanted me to give a blood sample.

I wanted to give a blood sample.

Would my body let me?

Yeah, probably not.

Unless… “So, I do have a work-around that sometimes lets me do things? I can try drawing the blood myself.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Are you trained to draw blood?”

“Not in the slightest.” I shrugged. “You’ll have to guide me through this, but it’s worth a shot, right?”

He rubbed his chin. “I can’t see any other way of doing it. Let’s try.”

The Immunity Spell didn’t stop me from altering myself. As in, I could cut my own hair and nails, and things of that ilk. I had never tried to draw my own blood, but I knew I could apply sharp metal objects to my body and it would let me. In theory, this would work.

I kept my fingers mentally crossed as he tied a band around my elbow, sanitized the area, and had me pump my fist; all the usual things to prep for a blood draw. Then he handed me the needle but directed my hand so that I slid it into a vein.

Well, honestly, it took three tries for me to find the vein. Good thing I wasn’t afraid of needles.

Clint had shifted out of the way but watched this all with concern. “Okay, Jamie?”

“Yeah, bud, I’m okay.”

Finally, I got it right, and he was able to fill up three vials before we stopped the blood flow. I handed the needle back as he undid the tie and put a bandage over my little puncture.

Vonderbank blew out a relieved breath. “I’m so glad that worked. I had no clue what to do if your idea failed.”

“I was calling Sherard if it failed. Or Henri. One of them can always figure out a work-around with me. Still, I’m glad it worked. Three vials are enough?”

“More than enough, I think, but I’ll come back for more if necessary. I mostly wanted a contrasting specimen for the blood trials.”

“Sounds good.” I had no idea what he meant by blood trials. Vonderbank would no doubt explain in detail if I asked, but I had to reserve my brain power for other things, not medical mysteries I wouldn’t get even if he explained. If he was happy, I was happy. Let’s go with that. “Then good luck and, seriously, keep me posted.”

“I promise I will.”

He packed up his goodies, gave me a quick hug—which was surprising; Vonderbank wasn’t really a hugger—and then trotted off, tail twitching excitedly, happy as a lark with a new worm.

He thought he could use Belladonna’s work for the greater good, eh? I’d love for this to work out. Maybe I’d mention Vonderbank’s theory on my next call home. Since I’d just had a call two weeks ago, I’d have to wait another six months, but hopefully I’d be kept busy enough the time would fly by.

Not just with creating and expanding the Queen’s Own, either. Henri and I were still house hunting and planning a wedding—the latter of which had been moved to next summer due to our crazy schedules—and generally staying busy. The house hunting was eating up most of our precious little free time. We were torn between building a house and retrofitting something. Building meant finding land and getting plans drawn up pronto because it’d take a good year to build it. We could make do by staying in my apartment—or his—after the wedding until it was built, but the idea just didn’t hold any appeal.

Although, at the rate we were rejecting the available houses on the market, it was looking more and more like we’d have to build.

Come on, perfect house. I’m sitting here and manifesting you. Appear already!

A knock sounded on my door before Marshall stepped halfway inside, overcoat in hand. The Queen’s Own uniform of a collared black coat, red vest, white shirt, and black pants emphasized his slender build. His brunet hair was lightly dusted with remnants of snow, pale cheeks tinted pink, so he must have just come inside.

With the graduation of my latest ducklings, I had formed my own permanent team which included myself, Henri, Eddy (still in training), Gibson, and Marshall. And our three cats, of course. My ward and fiancé were a given. Gibs, because he’d insisted on being part of my team, and I was always happy to play with my best bud. I’d chosen Marshall because he played well with everyone else and Henri was particularly fond of him. Also because the former kingsman wasn’t at all squeamish, so if Henri needed a helping hand with forensics, Marshall was ready and willing. Although I couldn’t imagine why he was buying up realty in my doorway this early in the morning, looking concerned.

“Just passed Vonderbank. Emergency?” Marshall asked.

“Huh? No, no, he just came in for a favor. I’m free…or should I not say that?”

“We’ve got a case.”

“You know, I was just sitting here thinking it was too quiet.”

Marshall made a face. “So you’re the one who jinxed us.”

“Sorry. I should have knocked on wood or something to ward off bad luck. My bad.” I rose, reaching for overcoat and cats. “Where, who?”

“Edith Vyner is the victim, location is Gracewoods Manor.”

I heard “manor” and alarms started ringing. “Was this woman an aristocrat?”

“No, she’s new money. She was knighted, though. You’ll know her business. She owns Gracewoods Shipping.”

I did indeed. It was a household name, as they handled all the shipping for crops and fruits, both by ship and train. The company was relatively new, meaning it had been developed two generations ago and had made the family stinking rich.

Still, “manor” implied a certain pesky something we all knew and loved. “So…Marshall. I’m assuming there are wards up around this house?”

“That’s my guess.”

We both shared a look and sighed. That meant this case was sure to get complex. Wards were supposed to prevent things like murders. It also meant Henri’s panties were going to end up in a twist at some point.

Crap on a stick, I already didn’t like this case. It was going to be a migraine for sure.

Sighing, I rounded up the cats and waved Marshall on. “Let’s just go. If we’re really lucky, this was an accidental death and only looks like murder to the untrained eye.”

“You trying to jinx us again?”

“Should I knock on wood?”

“I would.”

I knocked on my office door as I passed it. “You alert everyone else?”

“I did, you’re the last one told. Everyone’s meeting up in the parking lot.”

Clint tilted his head to look up at me. “Need vest.”

This diva absolutely loved his work vest. I was surprised he didn’t sleep in it. “Your vest is in the car.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Really sure?”

“How about you run ahead and check if you don’t believe me?”

Could cats pout? Pretty sure he was pouting. “But it’s cold outside.”

“You’re about to work in that cold. Just pointing this out now.”

“Work vest has two heating charms now.”

This was news to me. Since when? I knew precisely who had done it, though, without even asking. “Henri spoils you.”

Clint purred, shameless. “I deserve spoiling.”

Cats, man. No matter the universe, they stayed the same.
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I just fell in love with a house.

Even as I parked on the street, I recognized the building immediately. Gracewoods Manor was an older mansion, something from a more elegant time, and immaculately maintained along with the sprawling property. The house was rectangular in shape, the middle section a recessed covered porch with an arched front door. Each window in the front had its own small balcony of wrought iron, a high contrast to the white brick. The roof was a stunning slate blue, steeply pitched. I loved its stately elegance and always had, often pausing to admire it whenever I was in this area.

We were in the northern section of the city, an area I didn’t frequent as much in this era of my life. What a shame my first viewing of the interior was due to this situation.

It was also a rotten shame that with its owner having been murdered inside, the house’s reputation would never be the same.

I sighed forlornly at the thought as I put the car into park. Marshall, sitting passenger side, shot me a strange look.

“Something ails you?”

“I love this house,” I explained. “I’ve always appreciated the architecture. It’s a shame people won’t want to live here after this.”

“Because of the murder, you mean? I realize it’s a psychological thing, but it is sad.” He paused a moment before adding, “Maybe the family will keep it regardless.”

“Perhaps,” I allowed. “Well, let’s introduce ourselves first.”

Jamie had driven the other car, our team split between the two vehicles. As I unloaded, I helped both Phil and Tasha out, as they’d already complained about stepping in snow. I figured it would be quicker to set them on the cleared driveway before turning back for my own bag.

We weren’t the first responders on scene anymore. Naturally, if something happened, the nearest police precinct was called first, so beat cops had already arrived. I headed for the nearest person, a towering figure who seemed to be an orc, if his large build and grey-green skin were anything to go by. He caught my approach and paused his conversation with an onlooker, turning to face me.

Before he could get his mouth fully open, I displayed my Queen’s Own badge in all its sparkling gold with the official crest. I chose that badge deliberately, because displaying a royal mage’s badge made people panic. Likely because they thought something had drastically gone wrong. Our reputation for appearing during a crisis probably had something to do with that mindset.

“Agent Davenforth,” I said, extending a hand. “This is Agent Marshall, Queen’s Own.”

“Oh, of course, we’re expecting you.” His voice was mountainously deep, and his large, gloved hand enveloped mine like a child’s. “Welcome, sirs. Once we locked down the scene and did a sweep, we realized the victim might be under your jurisdiction. After some debate, we called you in and held off our unit from interfering with the scene. We’ve cordoned off the area and removed staff from the house.”

“Sensible, Officer. I appreciate it.” My eyes dropped to his nametag; the last name confirmed his orc heritage. “When were you called in?”

“About an hour ago, sir.”

Not long at all. “Officer Throgmorton, might I request some help from your people?”

“Of course, sir, just name it.”

“Can you canvass the area, speak with the neighbors, see if anyone saw anything?” Since we just had a team of five, his unit would help with the legwork.

“Will be a pleasure, Agent. Frankly, I don’t know if anyone’s seen much of anything. This time of the year, this neighborhood tends to be empty.”

I knew precisely what he meant. We were in a more affluent neighborhood, where the owners kept very seasonal habits. During the colder months, they would retreat to their country estates for the winter holidays. They’d only come back to the city come spring. Still, it was worth a shot, as Jamie would put it.

“I understand, but try anyway.”

“Will do, sir. Is that the rest of your team?” He jerked a chin toward the street.

I turned to look and, indeed, Jamie was walking up with the rest of our team. “So it is. Please let them through. I’m going ahead. Where’s the victim?”

“Main floor, sir, second door to your right. It’s rather…a sight.” His skin turned a tinge greener at his words.

“I appreciate the warning, Officer.”

I headed for the covered porch. Closer to the arched front door, multiple footprints crisscrossed the ground, likely due to a mixture of salty water dropping from the walkways and slush clinging to shoes. We’d had an unusually early snowfall this year, which no one had been thrilled about, so the footprints leading toward the door made sense.

Marshall and I both donned shoe coverings to preserve whatever lay beyond. Upon entering the spacious foyer, though, only a single set of obvious footprints trailed off along the runner on the tiled floors and into the room where I had been directed. I took only my main black bag with me, Marshall handling the black box and camera we’d use to record the scene before we started picking it carefully apart.

The second I reached the open doorway, I smelled blood. A great quantity of it. I paused Marshall with an uplifted hand and scanned the area. The entire room could be seen at a glance. This was a more informal living room, one meant for entertaining small groups of family and friends, with a camelback sofa, two button-tufted chairs, and a plush rug spread out in front of the fireplace. A fire still flickered, although it had mostly burned down to embers.

Sprawled atop the cream area rug and face down lay the figure of an elderly person—sans head. In a gruesome display, the detached head had rolled some foot or so away from the body, facing toward the far wall. Blood soaked the area under the upper torso, spreading out in a dark, coagulated pool, indicating the body had been there for several hours.

“Whoa,” Marshall muttered, expression both impressed and disgusted. “That must have been quite the blow to decapitate her like that. What was the— Oh, is that a sword?”

I shifted closer to his side to see more from his angle. One of the chairs had initially blocked my view, its back facing the doorway, but I saw the sword he pointed at and grunted. Likely the murder weapon, what with its proximity to the body and the way the body was beheaded, but there wasn’t a speck of blood on it? “Possibly? Marshall, give the room a good scan with the black box first. I’m going to step back out and get a list of which officers were in here, make sure any prints aren’t mixed up with the victim’s or perpetrator’s.”

“Understood.”

I also wanted a word with Jamie before she started in on staff interviews. Something about this murder, aside from the possible use of a sword, didn’t sit right with me.

Namely, the wards on this house—or the current lack thereof.

I made my way back toward the entrance and found her standing on the porch. I did take a moment to admire her, as she cut quite the dashing figure in her uniform, the sharp black material a complement to her dusky golden skin. Even her oddly tapered pants—which she claimed were common on Earth—tucked into black boots showcased her long legs. She was very athletic, my Jamie, her strength obvious even while standing around conversing. She’d opted for a low bun, her thick black hair slicked back, and while she looked professional, she always looked lovely to me.

Jamie paused her conversation with Officer Throgmorton to welcome me. “Henri, how’s the scene?”

“Gruesome. She was beheaded with a sword, it seems.”

Jamie’s eyes crossed. “Got to admit, that’s a new one.”

“I can’t confirm the murder weapon. The sword might well be a red herring; there’s no blood on it, so do keep that in mind. However, this gets stickier, I fear, but I’ll explain in a moment. Officer Throgmorton, I need a list of who exactly of your people went into that room.”

“Just me,” he answered promptly. “And I only stepped in about two, three feet before stopping dead. I wanted to confirm the death before finishing my sweep. As I mentioned, I figured with the identity of the victim, this wasn’t my case no matter how you looked at it.”

“I do appreciate your common sense. Thank you, I wanted to make sure your footprints weren’t mixed with possibly the perpetrator’s.”

“Part of why I stopped where I did. Also, my partner and I wore shoe coverings.” He pulled a bundle out of one pocket, showing off a cloth that looked like canvas. “Put them on at the front door.”

“Excellent. Thank you for the precaution. You said you cleared the house?”

“Yes, my partner and I did a quick sweep while the rest of our unit stayed with the staff and secured the perimeter. Felt we had to before I could call on you.”

Understandable, and also protocol. Before asking the next question, I gave Jamie a speaking look. “Who turned the wards off?”

“Butler did,” Officer Throgmorton answered, then scratched the back of his neck. “Honestly, it’s part of why I called this in. Wards didn’t look disturbed to us and our badges let us pass through just fine, so…either this was a very crafty break-in gone wrong, or an inside job.”

This fact already aggrieved me. Murders committed inside a ward were never easy to solve. Much to my dismay.

Jamie put a hand on my shoulder, a bracing and sympathetic gesture. “I can see the headache building already. Want Eddy?”

“Yes, in fact.”

“Go ahead and take him. I just want him back by the time I start staff interviews. I need to check in with Gibs first, once I figure out where he went.” She scanned the front yard, where local law enforcement maintained the perimeter.

“Obliged, my dear.” With a hearty sigh, I moved a few steps to the side, keeping an eye out for Felixes. I wasn’t sure what they were off doing. Hopefully finding us clues, though I doubted they’d flounce around for long without complaining about cold paws.

After a moment, I spotted my quarry. In the past few years of knowing Edward Jameson, the boy had shot up and could now look down at me. He still had that roguish look about him, as if he were a step away from mischief, but he’d recently cut his sandy brown hair in a clean, mature style. Alongside the baby fat leaving his cheeks and the uniform he’d started to fill out, he was beginning to look like a dignified young man.

I called him to me. He’d been waiting nearby on the walkway, looking the house over with a thoughtful expression. “Jameson. The wards were intact when the victim was killed.”

He blinked at me, then made a face at the house. “It’s becoming less fun when I hear that.”

Good. Now he knew how Seaton and I felt. “Look about and see if you spot anything, will you? I need to focus on the victim for now.”

“Sure.”

Our former thief often made observations no one else did, and I hoped this would be one of those cases.

Retreating into the warmth of the house, I rejoined Marshall in the living room. He’d finished documenting the scene and put the black box and camera to the side. I performed my usual scans with my wand and notebook, first and foremost to see what trace evidence lingered about. Normally, hairs, skin, and those sorts of things belonged to the victim and family, or in this case staff.

My spell found nothing except the victim’s blood.

Oh no. Oh dear, that was not good at all.

“Davenforth?” Marshall came in closer to read over my shoulder the basically blank page in front of me. “That was a diagnostic spell, right? Why is it only showing blood?”

“Someone’s used magic.” I cast again, specifically to see what magic had been used in this room in the past twelve hours. Aside from my own spell, cleaning charms featured prominently at the top of the list, and I scowled at their presence. “Sodding deities, someone has been quite clever in erasing their tracks here.”

“That’s not good. It means there was something to find.” Marshall frowned along with me. “No wonder the sword’s clean, though. Wait, if the killer used cleaning charms, why is there still blood around the victim?”

“Cleaning charms only work for thirty seconds,” I reminded him.

Marshall groaned. “Right, right, I’d forgotten that.”

Cleaning charms were very specific in their designs. You couldn’t keep a live charm up in, say, a kitchen because it would be cleaning nonstop, hampering any attempts to cook—it would clean the ingredients off the counter even as you set them down. Because of this, cleaning charms were designed to only activate when set on a surface, and only for the first thirty seconds. Personally, I believed the thirty-second limit was a marketing tactic made to sell more charms, as it often took two or three charms to properly clean a larger area, but that was just my own suspicion. A single cleaning charm also had a restricted radius of three feet, and with those restrictions in mind, this scene made far more sense.

“It must have been used right after the beheading.” I gestured to the area in general. “Considering the method, this scene should look a lot bloodier, but there’s no blood spatter. I can’t imagine a scenario where a sword hitting an artery wouldn’t result in significant arterial spray.”

Marshall looked thoughtful, lips pursed. “I agree. So, this blood here pooled out of the body after the cleaning charms deactivated?”

“Indeed. Our killer likely threw several charms down.” They were smart enough to take the used cleaning charms with them, though, to not make it obvious they’d use one. Curse people for their thoroughness.

“Did you confirm the cops’ movements?” Marshall asked.

“He stopped just past the doorway inside the room. And he and his partner wore shoe coverings to prevent footprints while they cleared the scene.”

“Well, that was smart of them. Also tells us anything we find in the hallway isn’t our perp’s. With our suspect using cleaning charms, and the cops using shoe coverings, any footsteps we find will probably be the staff’s.”

“Indeed, they likely used multiple cleaning charms all the way back out the door.”

“Let me confirm that,” Marshall said, already turning for the doorway with the black box and camera. “I’ll go every possible direction and record other areas. Maybe they got careless at some point.”

I could only hope.

Weber passed Marshall as he came in, looking well rested for once. Normally dark bags hung under his eyes, but not today. His toddler must have finally been letting him sleep through the night. I waved him farther in. “Might as well start, there’s no trace evidence in here.”

Weber raised his eyebrows at my announcement, dark brown eyes going wide. “That’s never good news. Well, hopefully I’ll find something for you to work with.”

I let Weber start on the body itself and chose to focus on the rest of the room. A cup of tea sat on the side table, half drunk. A book lay carelessly on the ground, no sign of a bookmark. Because of the lack of blood, I had to surmise that the victim had been reading and enjoying a quiet evening when struck.

She was certainly dressed for comfort, with no signs she’d been planning to attend a dinner party or have company: fuzzy, well-worn slippers, a thick robe, and, interesting to note, her wedding ring. Odd that the murderer skipped snagging such a valuable item.

Now what of the sword?

I turned my attention back to the weapon, observing it from every angle before daring to pick it up, wearing gloves while doing so. The silver hilt was particularly ornate, with a gold crest set inside the grip, the pommel a beautiful display of intricate filigree. The blade itself was made of fine steel, double-edged, lethally sharp, but nothing suggested the weapon had ever seen any kind of use beyond display. It seemed more ceremonial than something actually used in battle, but it was obviously well cared for.

Where had this weapon even come from?

I heard footsteps approaching and paused in my examination to look up. Jamie entered the room, tugging gloves on, and glanced about.

“Staff is assembling for me, Gibs is rounding them up,” she explained. “Thought I’d take a look at the scene so I have better questions. But wow, she really was beheaded. Was that sword actually used?”

“Seems so. I’ll know more after Weber’s done his work, but it’s certainly sharp enough for the job.” I tilted the hilt so she could see it. “I do not recognize the crest nor believe this was meant to be used for anything but ceremonial purposes. Can you ask where this came from?”

“Sure thing. Anything else you can tell me? Seems a lot less bloody than I was expecting for a beheading.”

“A cleaning charm, or rather a series of them, removed all trace evidence and blood spatter.”

“Oh snap.” Her nose wrinkled up in frustration. “Never a good thing. So our perp was thorough. Weber, estimated time of death?”

“Time of death was maybe nine, ten hours ago. Rigor mortis has almost completely set in. Blow from the back, looks like, and fairly straightforward as far as weapon choice, so if it wasn’t that sword, it was something with a fine blade.” Weber rocked back on his heels to point at the victim’s hands. “I see some indications of livor mortis, but I’ll need to flip her to be sure. No signs of defensive wounds. At a guess, I’d say she never saw this blow coming.”

I pointed to the chair. “From her current position, I suspect she was sitting in the chair and reading. The book was definitely hastily dropped, but nothing else was disturbed. She may have been in the act of getting up when struck, but it’s hard to tell because the cleaning charms removed all blood from the chair and immediate area. I agree with Weber—I don’t think she saw her murderer coming. In fact, I doubt she realized anyone was in the room before she was killed.”

“Hmm, well, at least she went quickly. That’s a mercy in and of itself. From the way she’s dressed, she was in for the night, too. All right, now I have an idea of what to ask. Let me know if you find anything else.” Jamie paused and gave me a look askance. “Why are you looking around the room wistfully?”

“I’m quite fond of this house,” I admitted in a lower tone. “It’s always been a favorite of mine in this neighborhood. It’s the right size and location, too, exactly what we’ve been looking for. Is it wrong of me to hope the family sells it?”

Her eyes sparkled with amusement, lips ticking up as if fighting a smile. “Well, no, but I do think it’s a sign you’re tired of house hunting.”

We’d been doing that very thing for weeks now. Truthfully, I was sick of it. I wanted to find the right house, or at least something I could make into the right house for us. Why that was so difficult, I did not understand.

She leaned in to buss my cheek. “I’ve got a few things to follow up on, but I’ll be in the kitchens here shortly for interviews.”

Jamie had once explained the psychology of doing interviews in the kitchen. Kitchens were normally where family gathered, a place of warmth and comfort, so people felt the most at ease there when speaking. It helped soothe the people of interest during a difficult conversation. I’d never seen her rationale fail.

The interviews I’d leave to her for the time being. We’d have to ascertain whether Mrs. Edith Vyner had lived with family or not, and notify next of kin. But in this moment, I had a different question.

Had the murderer just waltzed in through the front door? Had they made use of a window?

And how in the world had they gotten through the wards without setting off alarms? Officer Throgmorton had said the butler turned off the wards this morning, so they had been on at the time of the murder. Why had they failed to protect the owner? Had one of the staff let the killer in?

Truly, beheading an elderly woman with a sword sent quite the message. Was this panic or passion? Had she done something to warrant this kind of hate? Or was the motive something colder and more calculating, something I didn’t know enough about to guess at yet?

Well, hopefully we’d figure out motive as we gathered the pieces to this puzzle.
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I made a few more stops before heading toward the kitchen, like checking in with Marshall to see what all he’d taken imaging of. He’d covered most of the ground floor already, so it should be safe for me to move things around after interviews were over.

The second was scrounging up a wayward teen who’d been standing out in the cold, staring at the house with a pensive expression.

“Uh, Eddy?”

“Wards,” he explained with a terse sigh. “Nothing looks wrong.”

“Uh-oh. Well, want to come with me? I’ve got some follow-up questions for our officer in charge, then I’ve got staff to interview.”

“Awesomesauce.”

The kid had been sticking around me too long. “All right, then, first step—let’s find a certain officer. I have more questions for him.”

Eddy followed me down the driveway until I found the officer in question and waved him over. “Officer Throgmorton, can you walk the lower part of the house with me? I want your take on things, and tell me if you moved anything in the process of clearing the house.”

“Of course, Director. In the meantime, your other agent requested our unit canvass the neighborhood and interview neighbors for you, but I’ve kept a few people back to maintain the perimeter.”

I liked him; he was proving to be both smart and helpful. “I appreciate it. My department is still short staffed. Wait, I thought Agent Gibson was interviewing neighbors?”

“I believe he was briefly sidetracked after gathering the staff, so he stayed with them a bit longer.”

“Ah, well, no worries. So, tell me more about the scene when you came in. You said you confirmed the victim’s death before calling us in. Did you do anything else? Aside from clearing the house.” We’d entered the front door by that point, each donning shoe coverings before Throgmorton led us past the room with the body and down the main hallway toward the back of the house.

“I also walked around the outside of the house before you all arrived. I found the back door was open, and one of the glass panels was broken.”

Oh? Very thorough of him.

Throgmorton paused before pointing toward the back door, which was cracked open by about a foot, sharp remnants of glass lining the space where a glazed panel used to be. “The door was like that when I found it. My people didn’t touch it, but you should confirm with the staff they didn’t use this door.”

“Noted.” I’d get Marshall over here to dust for prints and such just in case, once he was done with the second floor. Although, if they’d used a cleaning charm through most of the area, I wasn’t holding my breath. A broken panel and ajar door also explained why it was noticeably colder at this back end of the hallway. Open passages in the dead of winter would do that.

I stepped closer to the door, careful to avoid bits of glass. Despite my restricted view of the backyard, it looked spacious and stunningly well kept. There was a pool and pool house, both shut down for winter; hints of a garden to the left; a large, flat space likely used for picnics or outside games; and some smaller outbuildings toward the back of the property, half hidden behind frosted tree limbs. In spring, I bet you couldn’t see the buildings from the house at all—the leaves would block them completely. You could cut this yard up into four sections and still have enough room to build houses on them. This property must be very, very old, almost original to the city, to include this much land. The space was gorgeous, especially with the morning sun glistening off the blanket of snow.

I did note footprints in the snow coming from the left-hand side near the garden. Glancing back, I asked, “Officer Throgmorton, are those your footprints from your walk around the house?”

He nodded. “That’s me. I didn’t note any other footprints around or past the side gate leading into the backyard.”

Which led me to my next point. I stepped back and resumed my assessment of the door. Now, just standing here, this scene didn’t look right to me. This door featured three inset glass panels meant to take up a good third of the door, all along the top. The one broken was on the far left, closest to the doorknob. Hardly any glass shards littered the hallway, but when I carefully nudged the door open wider, I spied a large amount of glass on the outside stoop. A small awning shaded the first few steps, leaving only a dusting of snow, so the glass was very visible, no obvious signs of the shards being disturbed by multiple trips.

Eddy poked his head in beside mine, snorted, and withdrew. “Amateur.”

Leave it to my apprentice to sum it all up in a word. “This was staged.”

“Oh, for sure.” Eddy rolled his eyes, exasperated. Former break-in specialist that he was, he knew a shoddy job when he saw one.

Officer Throgmorton gave us both a look askance. “This doesn’t look like a break-in to you?”

“How long you been a cop, Officer Throgmorton?”

“Uh, going on eight months, ma’am.”

“Then come here, let us teach you something. First, glass is elastic, so when you hit it, that’s why it shatters both toward and away from the force of the blow. But! The majority of the shards will still go away from the blow. Now, most of the glass is where?”

The towering, muscled orc moved closer. Eddy and I quickly shuffled to avoid being squashed against the wall. Throgmorton glanced at both places, and I could see the light bulb over his head click on. “Cor! Outside.”

“Second thing,” Eddy tacked on, “is the glass panel itself. Look how high up it is. It’s a three-light door, so your arm would need to be stupid long to be able to reach the handle from up there. Even you—and you’ve got long arms—wouldn’t be able to reach the lock or the latch without some kind of tool aiding you.”

#proudbigsister

Officer Throgmorton shifted over and moved to put his right arm in position, but it was obvious in a second flat Eddy was right.

“It’s much easier to just jimmy the lock. A thick, flat card—like an ID card—is perfect for this kind of thing. Takes maybe ten seconds. It’s quicker, nearly silent, and leaves no trace. Plus”—Eddy inclined his head toward the front of the house—“our victim was only four rooms away from this back door, and you’re telling me she didn’t hear glass shattering?”

“Henri’s quite sure she didn’t even sense her murderer approaching, so there’s no way that’s the case.” I pointed at the door. “This was done after the fact to make it look like a robbery. Officer, has the staff mentioned anything being stolen?”

“So far we know of two paintings, both from this hallway.”

Eddy’s disbelief was mounting to a height Mount Everest would envy. “In this hallway alone, I’ve spied her purse and a bowl of loose change—right, Jamie?”

“Right on.”

Eddy snorted. “And you’re telling me the thief ignored those easy-to-go-for things and took paintings that’ll be hard to fence? Not to mention move out of here without catching attention.”

“Yeah, I’m not buying a robbery either. None of this is making sense. We’re not looking at a theft gone wrong, this is just outright murder.” I cracked my head to either side and mentally shifted gears. “Time to talk to the staff. Eddy, anything stick out to you about the wards?”

“They’re currently turned off, but nothing stuck out to me about the design.”

Henri really wasn’t going to be happy. Ward headaches were the bane of his existence. I might need to make him a favorite dinner tonight.

“All right, time for some interviews.”

I had a general layout of the house by now, so I shooed Officer Throgmorton out to canvass the neighborhood while Eddy and I headed for the kitchen. I didn’t spy Gibs, so he must have finished up his own questions and headed back out to canvass the area. A staff of four all sat around the kitchen table looking nervous and upset. Well, everyone was a little nervous talking to cops, so that was understandable. Upset because their employer died—gruesomely, no less—was also understandable.

“Hi, everyone. I’m Director Edwards, Queen’s Own. Sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances. This is Agent Jameson, my apprentice. Who’s who?”

The elderly man, and the only human of the bunch, cleared his throat. “I’m Ralph Perch, the butler. Also the driver, as Mrs. Vyner didn’t trust anyone else’s driving. This is Gus Leeford, he’s the gardener and general handyman for the house.”

Leeford looked elf to my eyes, with the pointed ears and all, likely Woodland Elf as he reminded me of Niamh and Róis with his tall, lean frame. It was hard to estimate an elf’s age, but I was guessing fifties? He also had dirt under his fingernails and a distinct tan line even in the dead of winter—odes to his profession. Poor guy seemed on the brink of tears and barely gave me a nod in greeting.

“I’m Comfort Chuffey,” the female kobold said, subtly wiping away a tear with a clawed hand, her sharp chin trembling. She wore a black smock and white apron about her short frame, but I doubted she’d done anything work wise today, as the uniform looked pristine. “This is my daughter, Viola, who’s the maid here.”

I noted names and positions in my notebook but teased Viola a little to see if I could break the ice. “You cleaned this whole house by yourself? Ma’am, you’ve got mad skills.”

She gave me a watery smile. “Mrs. Vyner made it easy on me during parties and such. Hired on independent temp help. She was easy to keep after.”

“Ah-ha. Now that makes more sense. All right, I have a slew of questions for all of you, so I’m just going to toss them out and you answer if you know, okay? Who was here last night?”

Perch the butler shook his head. “None of us were. We all left together at roughly five o’clock last night.”

“Was that normal?”

“Yes and no. I live here in the servants’ quarters. No one else does, and they return to their homes after six o’clock, but we all finished early yesterday. I’d gone out to stay with my brother—it was his birthday, and I ended up imbibing too much to think of returning, so I stayed at his house. I had taken today off in advance as well.”

“Do you mind if I have his name and address? Sorry, need it for your alibi.”

“That’s fine.” He rattled it off for me, then sighed long and hard, running a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “I now wish I’d been here. Maybe I’d have been able to prevent it.”

“I doubt you could have, if that makes you feel any better. More likely you would have been a victim too. So, you were out all night. Mr. Leeford?”

“I live closer to the docks with the missus,” he answered steadily, but his expression was still pained, eyes a touch bright. “She can confirm for me.”

“Okay. When did you return here?”

“Six a.m. I always…” His voice broke and he had to try again. “I always get in at that time during the winter to clear the walkways and stairs. Mrs. Vyner, her mobility wasn’t good, she was afraid of falling. Always gave her peace of mind if the stairs and such were clear of snow.”

“Ah. This included the back door?”

He shook his head, squeezing his hands together. “No, I-I never bothered with the back. Parts of it were covered with that awning, and Mrs. Vyner, those stairs made her nervous. It’s why I didn’t realize something was wrong.”

That broken glass would have been a dead giveaway otherwise. “Speaking of, what door do you all come through?”

Everyone pointed to the same door, the one leading from the kitchen to the outside.

“Easiest one for us to use,” Perch explained. “Also the only one we have a key for. The key was magically linked to the ward, to allow us to enter the ward without needing to bother with it.”

That also explained a few things and I made a note. “So, when you were called here today, did everyone enter via that door? No one used the front door? I’m trying to figure out who the footprints in the foyer belong to.”

The gardener spoke up. “Sorry, that was me. I went through that door when I heard Comfort scream, and then Viola ran to get me. I wasn’t thinking, and my shoes—I’m so sorry, they were dirty.”

“No, no, that’s fine, I just had to figure out who used that door.” One mystery solved, at least. “Mrs. Chuffey, where were you last night?”

“Viola and I live together,” Mrs. Chuffey answered. “Our whole family does. We went home after dinner dishes were done and didn’t return until seven this morning. Our husbands can attest to that.”

I’d have to verify that myself, but honestly, so far I saw no reason not to believe them. “Who first realized something was wrong?”

Viola lifted a shaking, clawed hand. “Me. I normally went up to wake her in the mornings and help her get up. She was losing strength as she got older, so sometimes I had to help her rise from the bed. Especially on days like this, when it was very cold. Plus, I ran a hot bath for her in the mornings and helped her get dressed. This morning…I couldn’t find her, and her room showed no signs of her being there last night, so I was alarmed. I came down and told Momma, and we scoured the house looking for her, which is when we noticed the back door.”

“I found her,” Mrs. Chuffey whispered. She had to pause, swallowing hard, visibly staving off strong emotion before she managed to continue. Her thin voice cracked as she said, “I-I wish I hadn’t. It’ll haunt me, that image.” Viola wrapped an arm around her, silently comforting her mother.

“I’m so sorry. It is gruesome, and I encourage you to seek therapy. Don’t let that weight sit on your mind, all right? So, you found her in the informal living room, and then what?”

“I screamed, and Viola ran to fetch Mr. Leeford, who was clearing the front steps. I was in such a state, I could barely speak. It was Mr. Leeford who supported me until I reached the phone. We called the police. The three of us waited in the kitchen for them to arrive. Oh, we had to wait a little longer then, for Mr. Perch to arrive; I’d called him right after the police.” Mrs. Chuffey looked angry all of a sudden, nostrils flaring and pointed teeth bared. “He’s the only one who can disarm the ward. That useless ward, so fancy and pricey and it didn’t even keep the thief out!”

Hmm, yeah, I’d be beyond mad too in her shoes. “Trust me, we’re going to figure out why that ward didn’t react. Top priority. But, Mr. Perch, you’re the only one who can turn the ward off?”

“Myself, Mrs. Vyner, and the magician who installed it in the first place.”

“No other kin?” Awkward looks were passed around the table. Now that was an interesting reaction. I shot my own look at Eddy, who seemed intrigued by their reaction.

Perch refocused on me. “No. Her grandson…well, he’s not the reliable sort. Her cousin has her own house, so there was no need for additional kin so long as I had the ability to manage it.”

“Are grandson and cousin the only family she has?”

“Living, yes.”

I noted that down as well. “What are their names? Have you notified them?”

This time he frowned, a disapproving glint in his eye. “The grandson is Paul Billinghurst, and no, I haven’t been able to reach him. He went skiing yesterday afternoon. His friend group always goes skiing after the first snowfall. A tradition. Ms. Miriam Vyner is a little hard of hearing, I…didn’t want to try telling her anything over the phone.”

“Fair enough. I assume Ms. Miriam and Mrs. Edith were close in age, being cousins. I’ll notify her of the death myself after I’m done here. All right, hard question: Did anyone want your employer dead?”

Vigorous headshakes all around.

“Mrs. Vyner wasn’t like the other rich folks,” Viola said softly, voice choked, arms still wrapped around her mother. “She grew up poor; she remembered what it was like to not have enough. Always paid us more than a fair wage, and we got bonuses once a year. She was a dream to work for. She wasn’t controlling or abusive or anything. Only time any of us heard her yell was at her grandson.”

Mrs. Chuffey snorted. “And he gave her a lot to yell about. I was tempted to yell at him sometimes too.”

I kind of knew the picture of this, because third-generation wealth tended to produce brats more often than not, but I had to ask. “Entitled or out of control?”

“The young master is a man now—turned twenty-five this year—but he’s not changed since he was twelve.” Perch massaged his forehead. “It got worse when he met his university friends. Then he started acting even more stubborn, entitled, more interested in playing than working. Showed a weak character, too, after that. When the young Lord Zebediah called, he flocked right to him. Thanks to Lord Zebediah and the others’ influence, he was dismissive toward us staff, treated us like air, which Mrs. Vyner didn’t like one bit. She threatened to cut him off more than once because of how entitled he acted, unwilling to help with the company. Mrs. Vyner had to hire a manager to run the business as she just doesn’t—didn’t—have the health for it anymore. Still, her grandson wouldn’t step up.”

“Where are his parents?”

Perch looked crestfallen again. “We…lost them both to a boating accident some eight years ago.”

“So his grandmother finished raising him?”

“She tried. He wouldn’t listen to her.”

Yup, had a feeling. “Was their relationship so bad he would want her dead?”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Leeford asserted, both hands held in a gesture of denial. “He had dinner with her regularly, often bringing her flowers. He could be sweet to her sometimes, they just didn’t see eye to eye on his carefree lifestyle.”

More practically, Perch added, “I don’t think he wanted the responsibility of the business, either. He’d have preferred she live past a hundred to avoid taking over. He’d have nothing to gain from this except the responsibility he was desperate to avoid.”

“I gotcha.” I put a question mark next to the grandson’s name. He was still a person of interest until I spoke with him. “Anything unusual happen the past, say, month? Any sign of someone staking the house out, or just anything at all?”

More headshakes.

“It was as routine as could be,” Leeford stated.

No hints there. Okay, different tactic. “Was the sword from the house?”

“Oh, yes.” Perch clenched his fists. “It was given to Mrs. Vyner by the former king many decades ago. Technically, she’s Dame Vyner, as she was knighted for her humanitarian efforts. This was shortly after her business flourished. She was awarded a title almost five years after that for her work as well. The decree of her title was framed and hanging in her study, and the sword was displayed underneath it.”

If memory served, “Study was opposite side of the hallway, near the back door, correct?”

“Yes. She spent most of her time in that room.” Leeford looked both sad and wistful. “She liked the view of the gardens from there. I always paid extra attention to them no matter the season so she’d always have a beautiful view.”

Wow. Had to hand it to this staff, they were definitely some of the most loyal I’d ever seen, which spoke volumes about their employer. On the other hand, the sword in the study meant our murderer knew the ceremonial sword was hanging in that back room, hence them coming in through the back door? Or at least made it look that way. ’Cause right now, other than the shoddy cover-up job, I saw no signs of a break-in.

Someone had to be familiar enough with this house to know where to go for the perfect murder weapon. Not to mention get past the wards. Also, someone had to be aware of the staff’s schedule to know the single night when the victim would be home alone.

This smelled of an inside job, somehow.

“Mr. Perch, who was aware that you wouldn’t be home last night?”

“I’d told several people I’d be attending my brother’s birthday.” His thin shoulders slumped forward, hands splayed on the table in a helpless gesture. “It was no secret.”

Of course it wasn’t. That’d be too easy. “Who knew you were the only employee who lived here? Or no secret on that either?”

“Correct.”

I needed a freakin’ break here. Someone throw me a bone. “Does the full estate go to the grandson?”

“I believe so. There wasn’t anyone else to leave it to.” Perch thought on that for a second before adding, “As well as several charities she supported. Oh, I think some personal items went to her cousin. I’m not sure on the details.”

I figured as much.

Eddy piped up next to me. “What about the two missing paintings?”

“Oh, those were replicas. The originals hang in her country villa. She liked them so much she had duplicates painted to keep here as well. She’s generally not in the city in the winter and summer, and she split her time between here and the villa.”

Looked more and more like the theft of the paintings was a red herring. Any true art thief would recognize a copy.

“If she was usually in the villa at this time of year, why was she still here?”

“She had a meeting with a charity owner set for two days from now. She was only here this week for it.”

So, we had a suspicious murder when a) the victim typically wasn’t home during the winter but just so happened to be yesterday; b) it was a night where she was home alone when she typically wasn’t; c) our perp chose that night to strike, but tried to stage a theft? Yeah, no, the timing was too coincidental.

This case smelled, all right. If I could just figure out the motive, maybe the rest of the picture would come into focus.
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After half an hour of reviewing the scene, Weber began preparing the body for removal. A gruesome task indeed, but necessary. He could not do anything beyond a precursory examination in the living room.

Partway through our prep, Jameson bounced into the room. He took one look at the victim and made a face. “Bit gruesome, innit?”

“A succinct summary of the situation indeed. Is Jamie done with staff interviews?”

“Yup. Question, did her head come off in one blow?”

Leave it to Jameson to ask the morbid questions.

Weber surprised me by saying, “No, actually.”

I glanced up to look at him, as I’d quite thought otherwise. “Did you find evidence to suggest this?”

“Indeed. Er, Eddy, you’re not squeamish, I trust?”

“Not a bit.” Jameson came around the chair with a quick jog.

I bent alongside him, while Weber pointed to the back of the victim’s neck—or, I should say, to the jaggedness along the flesh. “The first strike was clean indeed. See that clear, downward angled line? But the force behind the swing wasn’t enough to decapitate the victim. They lost momentum with the spinal column and layers of skin in the way. Frankly, I’d be surprised if they’d managed it with one swing, unless the attacker was incredibly strong or one of the stronger species, like an orc or werebear.”

His theory certainly made sense.

“Plus, while the blade is incredibly sharp, I tested the edge; it’s not sharp enough to manage this in one strike. This sword is about as sharp as an axe, which can do damage to flesh but not make the clean cuts like a butcher knife could manage. Wrong tool for the job. What I think happened is the murderer snuck in, found the victim in the chair, and struck her from behind, killing her with the first strike, then realized it wasn’t the dramatic blow they wanted. She dropped her book as the force of the blow knocked her forward into this face-down position. To get the result they wanted, I believe the killer would have needed to brace her body in order to completely decapitate her. Once the body was braced”—Weber gestured to a midline point on the neck—“they made a sawing motion with the sword to get the head completely off, indicated by this second, more level line.”

I winced as my body gave a sympathetic twinge of pain. “Cold-blooded indeed. Theatrical effect, maybe?”

“Must have been. This person had a plan before they ever entered the house, and it was going to look the way they wanted it, no matter what they had to do. There’s no way this was a break-in gone wrong.”

“Oh, I knew that,” Jameson said. “It’s why I came to talk to Henri. Henri, the back door was monkeyed with to make it look like a break-in, but it’s amateur and we suspect a red herring. I think whoever came here already had access, as the wards are fine from what I can see. We should double-check with them fully activated, but nothing in the design indicated a weak point.”

“So, our victim likely knew whoever did this,” I murmured to myself. “Jameson, how did the interviews go?”

“Jamie’s fact-checking right now, but staff claim they’ve got alibis. Next of kin for victim is only grandson and an elderly cousin. Cousin lives across town, grandson’s been skiing since yesterday afternoon.”

“Interesting.” Who had motive for this? This was cold-blooded, but it also smacked of having a strong motivation to create a gruesome scene. Then again, some people only killed for the potential fame, and this scene would certainly make headlines if the press were to find out.

Weber stood while asking, “Did you learn where the sword came from?”

“The house. Henri, I came to fetch you, actually. Butler wants to show you where the sword is normally displayed.”

“I’d love to see that.” One could hope that perhaps the murderer hadn’t used a cleaning charm there, too. The thrice-cursed lowlife had been very thorough everywhere else. “Weber, do you need more assistance? I can ask Marshall to help you. He should be wrapping up.”

“If you would.”

“Of course.” I pulled the pad from my pocket and scribbled a quick note to Marshall. As I followed Jameson out of the room, I realized that since arriving at the mansion, I’d lost track of three very important beings. “Jameson, have you seen the Felixes?”

“Nope.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “Kinda worrisome.”

“That’s a gross understatement. Hopefully they’re just wandering about looking for clues, but it’s rarely a good thing when they’re not underfoot. Especially with how cold it is.”

“I’ll go look for them after I see where the sword should be. I’m curious.”

“All right.” A five-minute delay hopefully wouldn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.

We were almost to the end of the hall when Jameson snapped his fingers. “That reminds me, we did learn the killer stole two replica paintings, but Jamie and I think it was a red herring, made to look like a theft. Especially with the shoddy job they did of making the back door look like a break-in.” He pointed to the door ahead of us, one of its glass panels broken, and then at the floor. “See? Not enough glass inside.”

Interesting indeed. “Good find. Certainly an odd choice to cover up their movements.”

From behind us, an aged voice called, “Gentlemen?” I turned to see a tall, distinguished looking elderly man standing in the hallway a few feet back. His blue eyes were red rimmed—a clear sign of distress—but he greeted me with a shaky smile. “Director Edwards said I’d find you here, Royal Mage Davenforth. It does my heart good that you and your colleagues are on this case. Please let me show you where the sword should be and know that I’m at your disposal. I’m Ralph Perch, the butler of Gracewoods Manor.”

“Thank you, sir, and I’m sorry for the loss of your lady. Now, I apologize if my colleagues already asked this, but please tell me about the sword.”

“I do not mind repeating the information, sir. The sword was ceremonial in nature, awarded to Mrs. Vyner decades ago by the former king. Here, come this way.”

He moved past me and paused before entering the study to explain, “The sword has always hung in her study, under her title and the awards she’s gained over the years. Some were because of her charity work, others because of how she changed the infrastructure of the country. She was an incredible woman in many aspects.”

“That makes her murder all the more egregious. Was she a fair employer?”

“Generous to everyone who worked for her. She had the best wages and employment contracts in the country.”

So this being done by some disgruntled employee was unlikely. Not impossible, because some people wanted the moon without having to earn it, but I didn’t give it good odds.

We entered the study at that point, and I paused a moment to get a good look at the place. Bookcases took up two of the four walls, with a large bay window looking out over the back garden, a single delicate desk with a thickly padded chair, and one wall completely overtaken with awards, pictures, and trophies. I saw immediately where the sword used to hang. The sheath was still there, the brackets for the sword hanging empty directly above the sheath.

“Pause here for a moment, if you please.” I pulled out my notebook for this case and cast the diagnostic spell. Of course, nothing. A cleaning charm had once again been used.

I was truly starting to hate this person’s cleverness.

Snapping the notebook closed, I glowered at the room in general. Nothing even looked disturbed. “Mr. Perch, who knew the sword was here?”

“It wasn’t a thing generally discussed, if that’s what you’re wondering. Close friends, family, anyone who cleaned in here. That’s about it.”

So, the murderer had come into the study deliberately just to get the sword? Nothing else? “Is there a safe in this room?”

“No,” Jameson answered promptly.

My eyes cut to him. That was a suspiciously quick answer.

“Don’t hold my checkered past against me,” he tacked on with a gamine grin. “But it’s obvious in a glance.”

I begged to differ. I certainly couldn’t tell in a glance. Moving on… “Mr. Perch, is there a safe at all in this house?”

“Well, yes, but there’s nothing inside it right now. Mrs. Vyner had moved everything out and into a temporary vault at the bank in anticipation of having a new security system installed, which is scheduled for next week, although…I suppose there’s no point in that now.”

No, sadly, there wasn’t. “Thank you, sir. I’m going to canvass the area a bit more, but you can return to my partner.”

“Of course, sir.”

The man left the room like he had glass in his shoes, every movement pained and slow. I had the feeling his employer had been a friend too, and my heart went out to him. Knowing she’d been so ruthlessly murdered had to haunt him, and likely would for years.

“Had to be an insider,” Jameson muttered, glaring at the empty spot on the wall. “Someone hated the old lady a lot to do this.”

“Sadly, I agree with you. Let’s look around the house and see if we can’t find a certain troublemaking trio. I’ll take the left side.”

Since no one had seen them inside, I followed a hunch and went outside. The parlor had French doors that led onto a patio. They were locked from the inside, so I dared to hope I could exit through them without disturbing any evidence. The distinct lack of footprints on the paved terrace reassured me. A fence surrounded this spacious side yard, but I was most curious about the back.

The second I reached the back walkway, I spotted a tiny pawprint leading toward a second, smaller iron gate, already open. Ah-ha, this was where they’d gone. I followed the tracks, taking note of the well-maintained garden. I hadn’t realized just how much property came with the house, as it was deceptive from the front. Edith Vyner must have bought up several lots, because the yard just kept going, no back fence in sight, with several amenities sprinkled throughout the space. There was even a greenhouse tucked behind the garden, pots visible through the stained glass.

I became wistful all over again. Maybe the family would consider selling the house to me? This was the perfect amount of space for all my needs and Jamie’s.

Shaking the thought off, I focused on following pawprints. Past the snow-covered garden I spied a black spot among the sea of white. Phil was partially camouflaged, being a tuxedo pattern, but his golden eyes and black fur stood out in the field of snow. Plus, the black-and-red work vest made a high contrast.

“Phil, whatever are you doing?”

His head tilted to look back at me before answering in his childlike voice, “Sniffy.”

“Oh?” My heart thrilled a little because, finally, maybe the murderer had left some trace of themself behind. “What sniffy?”

The second I was close enough, Phil launched himself into my arms from a dead start. Felixes could shame professional athletes in their leaping ability. I caught him handily, having no doubt he wanted in my arms not for affection, but because his paws were cold.

“Magic sniffy,” he explained, snuggling under my coat.

In a flash, I knew what he meant. “Cleaning charm?”

An emphatic nod. “That.”

Ah-ha! So, the murderer had used so many of the charms that the smell stuck to them? The Felixes were clever enough to pick up on this and track them. I glanced about but saw no other signs of a Felix. “Tasha and Clint?”

“They chased the sniffy.”

“Where did you pick up the scent from?”

“Side door.”

“Were you looking for more sniffies? Or footprints?”

“Yes. But didn’t find any back here. Other side of house.”

Tasha and Clint might well be able to track the perp to a certain extent, but I had no faith they’d be able to do it for long. It was too cold out here and they loathed walking in snow.

I kept moving, spying the back door with its broken glass panel, and then walked along the side of the walkway to the other side of the house, which was rather hard on my leather shoes, but I’d do a cleaning spell on them later. I didn’t want to interfere with whatever the Felixes had found by adding the smell of more magic.

The pathway I was on connected to the right side of the manor, which led to a converted carriage house for vehicles. A parking pad next to it led directly to a side door. Likely how members of the staff normally entered instead of the ornate front door. The murderer had seemingly left this way, but instead of walking normally, they’d shuffled in a way that had disturbed the snow but left little in the way of footprints. Clever of them, curse it. I didn’t see signs of either Felix but did spy tire tracks in the snow and no vehicle. Still, they had followed something and given me a possible clue, so I’d seize the opportunity.

Namely, finding tracks from the vehicle the murderer had left in.

I stepped back and eyeballed the tire tracks in the snow, but it was obvious in a glance that this was not your average work or family vehicle. In fact, quite the opposite; the back tires were very wide, the front narrower. I could only think of one type of vehicle with tires like this: the sports cars that had grown popular among the younger crowd. They’d debuted thanks to Jamie some two years ago and had increased in popularity over time. The vehicles were expensive and not something the average person could afford.

This might well be a vital clue for us.

“Phil, stand guard here and—” I broke off when I realized Clint was loping back our way from the direction of the road. He seemed pleased with himself, and I was curious if he’d found a clue. “Clint?”

“Found something!” He slowed his pace, walking the last few feet. His golden eyes sparkled with victory. “Found some paintings.”

“Did you really? Where?”

“Three blocks over. Thrown out like garbage in alley.”

I whistled low and long. Jameson had been right—the paintings were indeed a red herring, meant solely to throw us off. “Good work, Clint. They’re definitely part of this crime scene.” I called Jameson on the pad and he picked up the call immediately. “Jameson, where are you?”

“In front of the house, why?”

“The Felixes found the paintings.”

“No kidding?”

“Speak with staff and see if anything else is missing.”

“Got it.” He hung up.

I instructed Clint, “Go grab Jamie, show her where those are.”

Clint didn’t so much as budge. “Heating charm on window blankie?”

This incorrigible creature. I snickered and promised, “I’ll renew it for you. You’ve earned the treat with that find.”

Pleased with himself, he loped toward the house. I followed his direction, running through a mental checklist. I’d need my forensic kit to lift the tread off those tire tracks. Hopefully, Jamie would be able to lift some evidence from the discarded paintings as well. Upon entering the house, I spied Jameson entering through the kitchen door and hailed him.

“Did you find Jamie? Good. Jameson, I still want you to go outside and guard the tire tracks. Make sure no one disturbs them. I’ll be right back.”

“You got it.” He gave a casual salute.

Our murderer was a clever sort, no doubt about that, and had done much to obscure both their intentions and presence here.

They were not, however, cleverer than a Felix. And that might well be their downfall.
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I followed Clint over a few streets and assessed the situation. The whole scene was odd, seeing two ornately framed paintings—even if they were fake—just sitting next to some trash cans in an alley. No footprints, just very disturbed snow, like someone had deliberately scuffed out their tracks. I hated clever criminals.

Eddy and Henri were having fun chasing down the evidence the cats had found, so I marked off the scene while waiting for them and then left the boys to it. I was juggling multiple balls. Marshall and Weber were carting the body back to the office, so I took Gibs with me to notify next of kin. It was never a pleasant thing, having to inform family of a loss. Unfortunately, I did it all too often in my line of work. I just tried to give these poor people as much sympathy and grace as possible.

The cousin was Ms. Miriam Vyner, of the same social and economic class as our victim, from the looks of her house. I gave the front door knocker a good rap before looking about. The house reminded me of our victim’s—all the white brick and terraced windows gave it a stately, French château feel.

Someone answered promptly and, from the uniform, I was going with butler here. She wore one of those elegant suit-dresses, silver hair up in a strict bun. Part goblin, unless I missed my guess. The short stature, dark green skin tone, and pointy ears were a dead giveaway.

“Hello, I’m Jamie Edwards, director of the Queen’s Own.” I flashed my gold badge. “Can I speak with Ms. Miriam Vyner?”

“Of course, come in.” She looked worried, and rightly so. “If you’ll just wait a moment in the parlor?”

“Sure.”

I went into the room directly to the right, and for once such a room didn’t look entirely unlived in. Usually, parlors were only for entertaining guests and had an empty air about them the rest of the time, but this one showed signs of recent activity. A child’s coloring book and crayons lay abandoned on the table. Interesting. Was this okay, or had a kid snuck in here to play? Had a feeling it was the latter.

Gibs and I settled on one of the couches and he gave a grumpy sigh. His huge stature made me feel like I was sitting next to a sighing bear. Gibs was one of the few people who could make me feel small on a daily basis.

“What gives, Gibs?”

“I don’t like the feel of this case. It’s icky already.” He rubbed his eyes, the mannerism weary.

“Yeah. Smacks of an inside job, which means the poor lady trusted someone she shouldn’t have. It’s sad when that’s the case. I mean, getting attacked by someone who’s a stranger is bad too, but it’s somehow worse when betrayal’s in the mix.”

“I did call and verify all those staff alibis, so I know it wasn’t them. Beat cops said the nearest neighbors didn’t notice anything, but hardly anyone’s at home right now. They’re all off in sunnier climates.”

The clack of shoes on the parquet floor alerted me, and I turned to look even though I knew it would be another minute before she’d appear. Instinct got me every time. You’d think I’d be used to the super hearing, and I kinda was, but some things still tripped me up a little.

When Miriam did make an appearance, she seemed rather spritely. No cane in hand, despite being in her late seventies, and white hair with little pops of grey worn in a chic style so that it curled around her face. She was wrapped up in a warm looking shawl and house slippers which, with this cold, I didn’t blame her for a bit. I’d be dressed the same if I had a choice.

She entered the parlor and offered a hand. “Miriam Vyner.”

“Jamie Edwards, director of the Queen’s Own. This is Agent Gibson.”

“Pleasure, Director, Agent. Please do speak up a little, I’m hard of hearing these days. If I remember correctly, you’re a different division than the Kingsmen?”

I obligingly tried to speak louder. “Correct, ma’am. We handle internal affairs and various criminal issues, often magical in nature.”

“Has something happened?” Her worries were in closed captions all over her face. I swear, with the way she frowned, her wrinkles increased by a factor of ten.

“Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry to say it has. Please sit first.” I led her to the nearest seat, which was the couch facing us, then sat down with her, just in case. “There’s no easy way to say this. Your cousin, Edith, was found dead in her house this morning.”

For a moment, sheer disbelief covered her face. I saw in a flash all five stages of grief play out, starting at denial, then anger, a need to bargain, sadness, and ending in a sorrowful acceptance.

“Did she…” Her voice choked off.

Most victims’ families were most concerned their loved ones didn’t suffer, so I had to guess that was her question. “She didn’t suffer, ma’am.”

“There’s mercy in that, at least,” Miriam murmured, a tear rolling down her cheek.

Gibs leaned over with a handkerchief, which she took with quiet thanks and dabbed against her eyes.

“Ms. Vyner,” Gibs started gently, “I’m afraid your cousin was murdered. It’s why we have her case.”

Oh look, the anger was back. She didn’t stop crying, but rage took over her face lightning quick.

“Someone murdered her?”

“Sadly, yes, ma’am.” Gibs grimaced as he tacked on, “They used her own ceremonial sword to do the deed.”

“That’s…” Miriam trailed off, speechless for a moment. “But if they killed her with the sword, h-how can you be sure she didn’t suffer?”

“Forensics suggests the attack came from behind,” I explained. “She never even saw it coming. Our coroner is certain she died from a single blow.”

Raising her hand, she pressed it to her forehead. Her hand visibly shook before she clenched it into a feeble fist and lowered it again to her lap. “How horrible. Who would want to do that?”

“Honestly, ma’am, if you’re up for it? We’d like to talk to you about that. The staff are quite sure no one would have reason to kill her. We’re looking for suspects right now.”

That fierce look returned. “I’ll do my best to help you. I won’t let Edith die without her killer knowing justice. That, I won’t stand for.”

I liked this woman’s spine. She was grieving but that wouldn’t stop her, and I’d have given her a hug if I thought it appropriate. Glancing at the coloring book, I did think to take a precaution. “Um, do you have small children in the home?”

“I do, yes…” She spied the book and gave a tearful chuckle. “He’s snuck in here again, I see. Fidelia?”

The butler popped her head back in. Even she appeared grief-stricken, so she must have been on good terms with Edith Vyner too. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Make sure Owen and Lucy aren’t anywhere near this room until the agents leave.”

“Understood, ma’am.”

Turning back to me, Miriam gave me a watery smile. “Thank you for the consideration, Director Edwards. You’re right, this isn’t a topic little ears should be hearing.”

“You’re welcome. Clarify for me how the children are related to you. I thought only yourself and Paul Billinghurst were related to Mrs. Edith.”

“That is technically correct. We’re the only blood relatives remaining. However, my best friend died last year in a horrible gas accident in her home, and her daughter and son-in-law tragically died with her. Only the children were spared, having not been home that night. They had no one to go to, so I adopted both of them. I never married or had children of my own, and I wasn’t about to let children I’ve known and loved since their birth be cast into an orphanage.” Her expression was one of fierce protectiveness.

“I see. I’m glad for all of you, then, that there’s some happiness coming out of a bad situation.”

“Thank you, Director.”

Truly, a kind soul, and instinct said she hadn’t killed her cousin. Frankly, she didn’t have that kind of physical strength, but more importantly, she didn’t have the heart for murder. Still, I had to ask questions.

“Can you tell me where you were last night?”

“At a play, in fact. Oh, of course, you must establish alibi.” She didn’t seem at all upset about this and called out to her butler once more, who arrived after a moment, likely delayed by the children. “Just a moment and you can return to them, Fidelia. The agents must verify where I was.”

The butler nodded and answered easily, “Our chauffeur can verify this, but the madam left at eight o’clock for a play and returned at one in the morning.”

“I happened to bump into a friend, someone I hadn’t seen in a year or more, so we had cocktails afterward,” Ms. Vyner explained. “I got in much later than I expected.”

“After that, I helped her settle in for the night before retiring myself.”

So, she was very much accounted for during the hours of the murder. “I understand, thank you.”

“Also, while I do have a share of the business, I was not set to inherit my cousin’s estate,” she added. “I wouldn’t profit from her death and certainly didn’t wish for it.”

“Thank you for saying so. That helps my investigation.”

“Now, let’s talk about my cousin.” Her expression softened into a sad smile. “Edith was a wonderful, generous person. There wasn’t a soul she wasn’t kind to. It’s why she earned that humanitarian award and title from the king.”

“Her staff sang the same praises. We’re empty handed with possible suspects right now.” Which was not at all typical. Most of the time when people were murdered, we had lots of potential suspects. I liked those cases. Easier to solve.

Gibs stirred a little, like he was about to say something uncomfortable and didn’t relish it. “Ma’am, I have to tell you that the ward was still up when the staff found your cousin, so we think she knew her killer.”

Miriam’s outrage tripled in the blink of an eye as she barked out, “What?”

“Sorry, ma’am, I felt we owed you that information. The wards were fully functional, they had not been compromised. We had a royal mage and our wards expert check them.”

Miriam’s hand clenched so tightly around the handkerchief that it shook. “I’m…I’m horrified hearing this. Whoever did this was someone Edith trusted? That’s the only way someone could have entered her home.”

“And someone who knew where that sword hung,” I tacked on.

“Oh…oh, of course, how stupid of me. I forgot the sword wasn’t in plain sight for most of the house.” Miriam was definitely thinking torture racks and lye over there. If she ever got her hands on the murderer, they’d wish for death, based on her expression. “I can see now why you’re asking this question; however, I really don’t know how to answer you. Edith was on very good terms with everyone in her life. Her employees adored her, refused to work for anyone else.”

Which said a lot.

Miriam’s brow compressed as she thought hard, thin lips pursed. “The only person she was ever in conflict with was Paul, but that was never serious. They argued on a constant basis but still loved each other.”

“What were the arguments about?”

“His foolish friends, mostly. Paul was sent to an elite university in the northern part of the country. I think Edith regretted that, as he made friends there who were poor influences. Unfortunately, he’s quite close with them. Whatever they think is what he thinks.”

I’d seen this play out before with people, so while the story was sad, it was also a tale as old as time. “Was that the only thing they argued about?”

“Yes. Not about money—Edith gave Paul whatever amount he wanted, and all the latest toys. I told her she spoiled him too much, to cut him off and make him grow up, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Paul had no interest in succeeding the business or running it, despite Edith’s many attempts. He didn’t want to work. He wanted to play with his friends.”

Paul was neo rich, from what I’d been told, his family only recently successful compared to the older nobility. He’d likely felt the pressure of that growing up, definitely among his college peers, and had reacted as a result. I saw where the car had gotten derailed, but fixing Paul wasn’t my problem. Thankfully. I had my hands full just trying to herd three cats.

As if reminded, Miriam asked, “Have you told Paul yet?”

“No, ma’am. According to staff, Paul’s out skiing and has not responded to any calls. We’ll have to go to him in order to notify him.”

“Skiing.” Miriam was furious all over again. “Skiing while his grandmother was murdered! That’s so typical of him that I could scream. He was never around when she needed him.”

“I understand the two didn’t live together?”

“No, too much conflict. Their relationship improved when he moved out to his own townhouse, which was…two years ago now? He still regularly had dinner with her, however, and supported her when she hosted her parties and events.”

Sounded like the typical spoiled brat who still loved his grandmother. I didn’t know anything for sure except the guy had an alibi, but it did help me get a feel for family dynamics.

“Think hard, Ms. Miriam. Edith really didn’t mention any trouble she was having with someone?”

She gave a helpless shake of her head. “I’m sorry, I would love to help you, but I really can’t think of anyone. Are you absolutely sure no one tampered with that ward?”

“I’m sorry, we are. As Agent Gibson said, a ward specialist and a royal mage both looked at it.”

Her eyes closed in a fatalistic resignation. “This makes me heartsick. I’ll think hard on this, but no one leaps to mind right now.”

“I understand. Do you have access to your cousin’s finances?”

“No, we kept everything completely separate, except the business accounts. I did help her run the business until they hired a manager.”

“If you could help us pull financial records for the business, just so we can look things over. I’m turning over every stone right now looking for something not right.”

“I appreciate that, and you’ll have my full cooperation.”

“Thanks. Again, I’m so sorry for your loss. I’ll release her body to you after a few more days for a burial. We need to do an autopsy first.”

“Please, do let me know when I can plan a funeral.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I felt we were done here so I stood, gave her a final goodbye, and took myself out.

Gibs waited until we were out of the house completely before speaking. “Our killer has kept their resentment and plans very, very close to the chest.”

“Apparently. I don’t believe this was a crime for gain. Gut feeling, this was resentment that’s built for years.”

“I agree with you.” He cast a glance back at the house. “She’s going to ream the grandson out when he gets back. Misplaced anger and grief.”

“Yeah. Honestly, I don’t feel the need to stop her. The grandson literally made his aged grandmother work so he could go play. I don’t have any respect for him. Who knows? Maybe her death will be a wake-up call for him and he’ll actually get his butt in gear.”

“Eh, maybe. All right, where to next?”

“Home. It’s late afternoon, close enough for quitting time in my books, and man, I’m tired and want someone else to cook me dinner.”

Gibs perked up a little. “How about Christopher’s Steak House? I’ll message Henri to meet us there while you drive.”

“Oh, you joining me for dinner? That sounds amazing, let’s do it.”

A steak was always welcome, especially on a cold day like this, and the restaurant had good desserts—something very important to Henri. Hopefully he was done with the forensics, enough at least to lock it up for the night. I was half starved and not willing to wait on him.
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We divided the tasks so that Marshall, Jameson, and Gibson reviewed the evidence from yesterday while Jamie and I took the necessary trip to interview our aloof grandson. The ski lodge in question wasn’t far, all things considered: a two-hour train ride out of town, so essentially a half-day trip for us. We’d tried to contact Paul Billinghurst over the phone early this morning, but to no good end. His housekeeper reported he’d left his texting pad at home (the elite had greedily fallen upon the new toy now available to the public), and the resort he stayed at refused to wake him up to get him on the phone. Eventually, Jamie gave up and chose to make the trip. This was an interview better done in person anyway.

I sat with my fiancée, holding hands as we traveled, and enjoyed a few hours of not bustling about. Sometimes, I felt half crazy from the number of things needing to be done in a single day, so being able to sit still for a moment felt lovely.

“I’m having dinner with Ellie on Scribe Day,” Jamie informed me. “What will you do?”

“Hmm, perhaps join my parents for dinner. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen them, and Mother has several wedding questions for me.”

A mischievous smile graced her lips. “You and not me? Or both of us?”

“Me specifically was my understanding. Something about wedding clothes and a bachelor party.”

“Ah-ha. Then by all means, go have dinner with your parents.” Jamie made a face and added, “Although if she asks how the house hunting’s going, just make dying whale noises.”

“Ha! I might, at that. I’m starting to wonder if we’re too picky.”

“Oh, I’m past wondering. We’ve kept an open mind on maybe renovating or adding on to houses and still haven’t found anything. I think the housing market is just that difficult right now. Not enough housing, too many people moving into Kingston.”

Yes, that might well be the problem. The city had experienced a boom over the past few years because of all the industries being built here. It wasn’t unexpected, but the influx did make the current housing market problematic. People couldn’t build houses fast enough to accommodate, which also caused the limited housing to rise in price.

“One of us can always move into the other’s flat,” Jamie pointed out. “It’s not like we’ll be automatically homeless after we’re married. Good news, though, is Eddy will be a legal adult come next month, so he won’t need to move with me. He can keep his flat after we move wherever.”

“True, but I’d so hoped to marry and then move into our new home together.”

“Me too, I’m just saying we might need a Plan B.”

Sadly the case. It chafed, though, not being able to realize that goal. I was not one to let things hinder me from reaching goals I’d set.

Her tone gentled as she said, “I realize you are disappointed about not having that winter wedding.”

I was, but it wasn’t her fault the date had been postponed. “Our lives are too interesting, dearest. I’m disappointed but, honestly, I half expected that to happen.”

“Yeah, me too. But!” She clapped her hands together. “It might turn out for the better. It gave me a chance to get a bespoke ring made for you. And on that note…” Jamie whipped a sketchbook from her bag. “I know you said you liked your plain band, but I still want to have one made for you. Do you want it shiny? Matte? Have any semblance of design?”

While I felt content with my current ring, I wouldn’t deny Jamie if she had something else in mind. I opened the sketchbook and blinked at the first page. The drawing depicted a ring, plain in style, but with a hammered look.

“That, for instance, is likely too rustic for your tastes?”

She did know me well. “It is, yes.”

“I figured as much, but I asked the jeweler to give me a few options.”

I eyed her sideways. “You already have an idea of what ring I’ll pick, don’t you?”

She looked smug. “Pretty sure, but I want your opinion regardless.”

As my fiancée, she had naturally bought my wedding band, so I’d given her some parameters. That said, I hadn’t expected her to go through this kind of trouble for a new ring. It made me happy she had put this much thought into it.

I flipped through the next few pages, seeing different variations. The metal options for each design were listed at the top, which was quite helpful. Finally, though, I hit the sixth or seventh design and just stopped. The gold band itself had a matte finish, but the edges were beveled with a high sheen. The effect was eye-catching in a way, but still subtle enough to suit my preferences.

“It’s that one, isn’t it?” She asked this as if she were sure of herself. She had every reason to be.

“You’re correct, I’m quite keen on that one.”

“Ha, I knew it! That ring design shouted your name. All right, I’ll have that ordered once we’re back in Kingston. I feel bad it’s taken this long for you to get a new ring, so I want it done soon.”

Overwhelmed with joy, I leaned in to kiss her, lingering. “You do know me well.”

“I certainly try.” She kissed me back and beamed, and I was happy for the nearly empty train car so I could enjoy the stolen moment.

The train slowed at that point, and we pulled ourselves back into the present. I wished we’d spoken more about the wedding preparations, but we could always do so on the way back. I gave her back the sketchbook, satisfied I’d made an excellent choice and made her happy in the process. I did rather miss the Felixes in moments like these, as they would have insisted on looking too. I’d offered to bring the three troublemakers with us, but when they learned we were going to a snowy mountain without any fun sniffies, they’d vehemently declined the invitation and returned to their heated window blankies.

Frankly, I did not blame them.

I helped Jamie into her coat, pulled mine back on, and we disembarked. We weren’t the only ones on the entire train, of course, as the resort was a popular destination in the winter. Many vacation goers were here as well, lively with the promise of good fun to be had.

Twin Peaks Ski Resort was old and well established. I believed they’d had a renovation to expand the lodge some few years ago, as it was larger than I remembered. I was not much of a skier, but I’d come up once for a family member’s wedding. The train station sat only a short distance away from the lodge, so it was a quick walk to the lodge’s front door. Thankfully. High drifts of snow lined cleared walkways, and the windchill cut through the nice wool coat I had on with no hindrance whatsoever.

People stayed outside in weather like this? On purpose? To have fun?

Truly, what was wrong with the world?

I held the door open for Jamie, thankful to be out of the wind. An immediate warmth wafted over me, which only grew stronger once through the foyer doors and into the lobby proper. The place was grand in terms of scale, with a vaulted ceiling well over our heads. Everything was made of timber, including the wooden floor, with thick, plush rugs to stave off the chill. An antler chandelier overhead added to the rustic vibe.

We went straight for the front desk that was dead ahead. Jamie had her badge in hand before even reaching the long counter.

Two people manned it—a werewolf and a werefox, respectively. Then again, considering the frigid conditions of the area, only a were would be able to survive working here for long. Those natural fur coats of theirs came in handy, I was sure.

The werewolf greeted us with a sweet, cheerful sort of tone. “Hello, I’m Alianor, welcome to Twin Peaks. How may I be of service?”

Jamie showed her badge to the employee. “Director Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own. I’ve got sad news to deliver, I’m afraid. Is Paul Billinghurst here?”

After a blink, Alianor’s expression turned to one of caution. Her ears went back a little, not flat to her head, but a gesture of concern she couldn’t quite hide. She did, however, flip open the logbook and check. “Yes, he’s here. He checked in on Gather Day and hasn’t checked out yet.”

At least our trip out here wasn’t in vain, then. I’d hate to have missed him in transit. “Might we have his room number?”

A young porter came up from the side and piped up. “No need for that, sir. I just spotted him in the billiards room.”

He came all the way up here to a ski lodge to play games? A little strange, but to each their own.

“Will you show us to him?” Jamie requested.

He dipped his head in a respectful manner. “Of course, ma’am.”

I followed the porter, asking questions as we went. He clearly knew Paul Billingshurst to be able to inform us of his location. “Do you know the gentleman well?”

“Fairly well, sir. He’s a regular up here during the season. Has been since he started university. Tips well, a nice sort.”

“I understand he came in earlier this week?”

“Gather Day, sir. Gather Day afternoon, if memory serves. Just after lunch, as I brought food up to his room, I believe. Hasn’t left the lodge except to ski. Avid skier, that one.”

Jamie added her own question over my shoulder. “Is he up here alone?”

“No, ma’am, he’s here with friends. Usually is. Mr. Elias Brownlow, Lord Zebediah Dawkins, and Lord Eugene Wyverstone III. They’ve been great friends since university. Rare to see one without the others.”

I heard the name Wyverstone and winced. The Wyverstones were not, shall we say, polite company. They had the title, but they were the worst sort of nobility, always entitled and abusive to the people working for them. I detested the family and avoided them at social functions as if they were a highly infectious skin disease. Their latest generation was somehow worse than their parents, and while I didn’t know Eugene personally—too much of an age gap, and my avoidance of the family in general kept us from being acquainted—I had no doubt he’d be as bad as rumor painted him.

This might well be a problematic interview.

We gained the billiards room a moment later. The area was packed, full of people who all seemed to be indulging in some games to pass the time, perhaps planning to ski later in the day. I pulled our porter to a stop before he could introduce us. “Is there a quieter room we may use?”

“Yes, sir, there’s some private dining rooms the next hallway over.”

“Please lead us there after we meet Mr. Billinghurst.”

“Of course, sir.”

I’d tip this young man myself before leaving. He’d been graciously helpful.

We were led toward two men sitting near the bar area at a table, glasses of something amber in their hands, looking for all the world at their leisure. A stack of cards lay on the table between them, but they weren’t actively engaged in a game. One man was lean, with a sun-kissed complexion despite the season, his thick brown hair casually styled. The other person was his opposite: a bit of a paunch, likely due to excessive imbibing, vivid bright red hair styled within an inch of its life into a pompadour, and very pale skin. The red hair alone was a clue, but I knew the family well enough to recognize him. Eugene Wyverstone was very much a carbon copy of his father in looks. Both men wore their wealth in not-so-subtle displays with the latest wristwatches, cuff links, and clothes tailored to their bodies. Not to mention the obvious arrogance in their body language.

The porter stopped a foot away and greeted the table. “Lord Wyverstone, Mr. Billinghurst, there’s two agents of the Queen’s Own to see you.”

Jamie stepped around him to speak. “Specifically you, Mr. Billinghurst. Might we talk privately? This isn’t something to discuss in a public setting.”

Billinghurst looked worried and alarmed at being approached by two agents but immediately stood. “Of course. Eugene, be back in a moment.”

“Sure, sure,” Eugene said carelessly, flicking a hand in a dismissive gesture. His green eyes, though, narrowed on me. “Davenforth, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. I don’t think we’re acquainted, Lord Wyverstone. I know your parents and elder siblings, however.”

His smile was one of polite disdain. “Quite right. Thought it was you, your name and face being all over the paper these days. Work much for a living?”

And this was why I didn’t like the Wyverstones. They believed the true nobility didn’t work. Looked down on any who did, in fact. I felt my patience with him, already in short supply, thin. “That’s what royal mages do.”

He took the response as a slight, from the way a tinge of pink entered his freckled cheeks and his lips curled in a sneer, but I wasn’t the least bit interested in arguing with him. I turned on a heel and followed the others.

If Paul Billinghurst was close friends with a man of that caliber, then it didn’t say much for his own character.

The private dining room was directly across the hall. I entered quickly, finding Jamie and Billinghurst just settling into chairs at the table. I joined Jamie’s side after shutting the door behind me.

“Mr. Billinghurst,” Jamie began with her typical sympathetic tone for these situations, “I’m very sorry to be the bearer of bad news. We found your grandmother dead in her home yesterday.”

Billinghurst stared at her for the longest moment, as if he couldn’t comprehend her words. Then he blew out an explosive breath, head hanging, and just sat there in silence.

Not everyone was the type to burst into hysterical tears upon receiving such news. Some couldn’t process it in the moment. Some refused to cry in front of others. Still, I watched his reaction carefully, looking for signs of grief. I knew he and his grandmother had regular arguments, but staff had also mentioned he obviously cared for her, so his reaction would tell me something deeper about their relationship.

“I’m sorry, I’m—” He choked on the words, running a hand across his forehead. Was that hand shaking? Hard to tell. Head still lowered, he tried again. “I-I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around this. Wait, you came all this way to tell me?”

“She was murdered, I’m sorry to say.”

His head snapped up and he blurted out, “MURDERED?!”

“Quite so.” I leaned in a little, still watching him carefully. “We found her in one of the rooms and she’d been…well, attacked from behind. Take a moment if you need one. I know this is hard to process.”

“I’m…stunned. Honestly stunned. I don’t know what to say about this. My grandmother and I weren’t as close as we used to be, but still, she was the only living relative I have except Miriam. I…” He trailed off again, reddened eyes falling to the table. “Wait, how? How was she killed?”

“With her own sword.”

Billinghurst’s face twisted in grief. “That’s somehow even more wrong. Why the sword of all things?”

He was attempting to process the news in a very analytical way. Some people did. Likely, the emotions would hit much later, and I hoped his friends would at least support him through it.

Jamie’s expression softened. “I apologize, but I need to ask a few questions of you, Mr. Billinghurst.”

He gave a little go-ahead wave of his fingers, still looking pensive.

“When was the last time you saw your grandmother?”

“A…week ago?” He frowned and sat there, thinking about it. “I believe that’s right. I had dinner with her.”

It was actually common for people to stop and think about where they had been that day, or when they’d last seen someone. His statement rang true to me because of it. No one remembered their calendar off the top of their heads.

Jamie continued, “Did she seem fine when you saw her, not worried about anything?”

He gave a sad smile. “Worried about me, as usual.”

“Ah, so the typical argument?”

“We stopped before it became an argument. I only agreed to have dinner with her regularly if she promised not to argue with me. Which had mixed success.”

“I understand. Family can be that way. So you saw her roughly a week ago. When did you arrive here?”

“Hmm, I believe it was Gather Day. Yes, that’s right, I got here just after lunch.”

Same as the staff’s account, so that was accurate. “You haven’t left since your arrival?”

He shook his head. “Only to ski.”

Something else the staff supported. Seemed he had an airtight alibi. “Thank you. Now, please tell us about the inheritance.”

“Ah, well, I am her sole beneficiary. Aside from some personal artifacts that go to Miriam, of course.” He gave a weary sigh again, seemingly put upon. “Which means I have a whole estate to deal with. She never threw anything away, so the house is full of junk and old, gaudy furniture.”

He really was more focused on what his grandmother’s death meant for him than the death itself, wasn’t he? By all accounts, including his own, the two of them weren’t on the best of terms. That happened with families. Just because you shared blood didn’t mean you got along or agreed with the older generation. Still, the fact he didn’t shed a tear over the woman felt unpleasant.

“Mr. Billinghurst, would you be willing to give us full access to your grandmother’s estate? Financial records, the wards’ design, all of that? We need to figure out who would kill her and why.”

He didn’t even blink at Jamie’s request, just emphatically nodded. “Of course, go ahead. Whatever you need.”

“Thank you, that makes our job easier. Oh, I’ll need your financial records as well, to line up with hers.”

“Still fine, just tell my secretary, Philip. He’ll pull whatever you need.”

“Our thanks again. Tell me, did your grandmother have any enemies? Anyone who wished her ill?”

He shook his head helplessly. “The only person who argued with her was me. She wanted me to start dating, get settled into life, take over the business. All things I have no interest in doing. Other than that, she got along well with everyone. She wasn’t the type to make enemies.”

“Was there anything troubling her the past month or so?”

“Not that she confessed to me. Honestly, Miriam or her butler would know the answer better than myself; my grandmother wasn’t in the habit of confiding in me.”

I bet I knew why. Considering how irresponsible he was, I wouldn’t confide in him either.

Billinghurst blew out another breath and slumped backward in his chair. “I can’t believe she’s dead. She left that huge business to me, and that ridiculous house, and now I have to somehow manage it all. This is all too overwhelming.”

Well, yes, it would be. The logistics of unraveling a person’s life after their death was very much a daunting job. Still, while he seemed distraught about losing one of his few relatives, he came across more worried about his own future. Such an attitude was unfathomable to me. At least our victim’s cousin would properly mourn her.

“I do suggest you wrap up your trip here, Mr. Billinghurst,” I advised. “You’ll have a great deal to do once we’re able to release the body for burial, which should be later this week.”

Billinghurst let out a long, forlorn sigh. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll pack and be on the next train. I’ll have to contact the manager for the business and clear the house enough for sale. What a nuisance.”

My ears perked up. Sale? He’d sell the house? “You won’t keep it?”

His mouth twisted in what appeared to be disgust. “That huge, outdated monstrosity? Not on your life. I’m quite comfortable in my townhouse and have no plans for moving. I’ll sell it as quickly as I can.”

His loss. I’d be the first one to put a bid on it, assuming Jamie agreed with me, and I was fairly certain she would.

Jamie pressed a different issue. “You won’t try to manage the company yourself?”

“Not my cup of tea. I’m awful at business, barely passed my university courses. I’d do more harm than good. Better to hire more help for the manager, or just pass it off to a managing company.” Billinghurst shrugged. “It wasn’t what my grandmother wanted, but I’m honest with myself. This is the better method.”

If that was his attitude about it, he was right. With no drive to succeed, the business would naturally fail.

“We’ll see you in town then, Mr. Billinghurst.” Jamie stood and gave one last: “Again, condolences for your loss. We’ll do our best to figure out who did this to her.”

“I appreciate that, Director Edwards. Safe travels back into the city.”

“You as well.”

I followed her back out and waited until we were well clear of the room to murmur something to her. Even then, I kept the tone low enough I knew only her ears could pick up my words. “I do not like him.”

“No, he’s very unlikable,” she agreed, also in a low tone. Her nose was scrunched up in distaste. “Party boy, that one. No wonder his grandmother was constantly trying to straighten him out. She spoiled him too much for the nagging to do much good, though. In any case, he’s not our killer. His alibi is way too firm, and he seemed like he had a hard time processing. Or he was faking to make us sympathetic.”

“True. I’ll be very curious to see who all is allowed inside that ward now that I have permission to access its design. That should tell us more about our suspect pool.”

“Yup yup.”

“Oh. One moment, dearest.”

I went to the front desk, found the porter, and gave him both thanks and a generous tip for his help. Only then did I rejoin my fiancée near the doors, and we bundled up again as we braved the outside once more.

“Henri.” Jamie shot me a look that was both amused and intrigued. “I saw you visibly perk up when he said he’d sell that house. You really like it, don’t you?”

“I love it. Always have. Ah, if you don’t like it—”

She shook her head, eyes sparkling with amusement. “No, no, I think it has amazing architecture. Not to mention a perfect location—reasonably close to work but just enough outside the madness of the city. But are you seriously thinking of buying it?”

“I am, unless you object.”

“Well, no, although I insist on you doing all new wards if we do buy it.”

“I’d do that regardless.” I hesitated before adding, “I do realize this might be premature of us. He might change his mind for sentimental reasons and not sell it, in the end.”

“That man? Sentimental?” She snorted out a laugh.

“It’s a long shot, but once her death settles in, he might change his mind.”

“Eh, true. Well, if he does say he’ll sell, let’s leap on it. A house that amazing doesn’t pop up on the market often, and I bet we can easily afford it.”

With all of Jamie’s investments, inventions, and salary, she had a very healthy income to put toward the house. I had no doubt we could afford it with our money combined.

Paul Billinghurst, you’d better not change your mind. I want that house.
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I sailed into Weber’s office on the lowest level of the Queen’s Own building, coffee in hand, because bribes. Always a good thing to offer on a workday morning.

When he spied my entrance, his tired expression turned hopeful. “One of those for me?”

“Black with two sugars.” I handed it off with a little bow.

“Bless you. I had a sick toddler all night and I think my wife’s coming down with it as well. I did not get enough sleep.” He accepted the cup and slurped.

Granted, he did indeed look a little tired, drooping around the edges like a wilted flower. He wore a protective suit that covered him from neck to wrist, a black jumpsuit which complemented his burnt umber skin very well. Seemed he’d be busy with more autopsying today.

I dropped into the visitor’s chair in front of his desk and batted my lashes at him. “Weber, you know fun things, right?”

“If by fun things, you mean things that will help you find the killer, likely not.”

“Booo. But I brought you coffee.”

“Bribes do not magic up evidence.”

I gave a weary sigh, because wasn’t that the truth. “All right, hit me with what you do have.”

“Not much more than what I told you on scene, sadly. The sword was definitely the murder weapon. I’d already surmised the first blow killed her, severing the spinal column, and that the sword was used more forcefully to completely detach her head. There’s a very large bruise against her upper back, I believe from where the assailant held her body down with a foot or knee to make the sawing motion. There are no other signs of attack, not even defensive wounds on her arms. Just as I suspected, she didn’t see the blow coming.”

“A mercy.”

“Truly. Evidence still suggests she was seated when she was killed, and I believe the attacker was a little over average height, based on the angle. She’d been dead around nine to ten hours when she was found.” Weber slurped more coffee. “From the angle and force of the cut, I would say this wasn’t a complete novice. They may have picked up a sword because they actually knew how to use it, instead of just wanting the theatrical effect. That much I have deduced.”

“Is that it? Really?”

“Sadly, yes. The cleaning charm used on the area took away any trace evidence.”

How rude of the killer to deprive me of trace evidence. I’d have many words with them when I found them. I didn’t even have suspects so far since both the staff’s and the family’s alibis had checked out.

I slumped further in the chair and sipped my own coffee. “I’m not getting much to go on here. I dislike cases that make us scramble around looking for clues. They take up a lot of time and energy, and I sorely lack both.”

“Trust me, I understand. Do you still not have a single suspect?”

“Dude, I can’t even figure out possible motive. Literally the only person who benefits from her death is the grandson, and he not only has a tight alibi, he doesn’t even want the business. Acts like the whole thing is a bother. I’ve got business and financial records coming in, but as far as I know, this woman had no enemies. If there’s a motive, I can’t find it.”

Weber made a face. “Good luck, then.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll need it.”

With a sigh, I heaved myself up and headed back up to my office, then changed my mind when I reached the landing and saw boxes arriving. Instead, I headed for the conference room. Gibson had two boxes in hand, so I asked hopefully, “Are those my pretties?”

“They are the Vyner financial records, yes.”

“Oooh, lovely. Maybe we can get some answers from them.”

Gibs gave me a speaking look. “If you’re willing to comb through yards of financial records, you really are desperate.”

“Guilty.”

I let him carry things in while I started unpacking them. I kept a trusty notebook on hand for note-taking and grabbed a few highlighters ’cause I’d need those too. Gibs brought in four more boxes, then sat down with a sigh.

We had the conference room to ourselves, so I glanced up at him, wondering why he just sat there. Head tilted back, he stared blankly at the ceiling.

“Gibs?”

He grunted at me.

“Whatcha doin’?”

“Gathering the motivation to go through all of this.”

Fair. It would be a slog. “Gather that willpower ASAP, will you?”

He grunted again.

“Wait, where are my cats, Marshall, or Eddy?”

“No idea where Eddy is. Safely away from here is my bet. Marshall’s doing a supply run; we’re out of snacks in the break room.”

That did take priority, for sure.

“As for Felixes, they’re currently lounging on your desk, supervising all your comfortable paperwork.”

Why did I think it would be anything else? Well, so long as they stayed off the financial records.

I flipped open the first notebook and looked it over. Most of it was typical business finance stuff. Employee payrolls that looked normal on the surface, payments in from different branches, et cetera. Nothing that waved a red flag.

I glanced up. Gibs still sat in the same position. I prodded his shin with a toe as I went for another sip of coffee. “Hey. What do you think ASAP means?”

“After some additional procrastination.”

I almost snorted coffee up my nose.

He lifted his head enough to grin at me.

This freaking brat. I thumped my hand against his chest and tried to glare, but I was laughing too hard on the inside. Gibs was the best with one-liners sometimes. They snuck in and ambushed me at the worst moments, too.

“If I go get you coffee, will you find that motivation?”

“Coffee and a donut. Marshall brought some in earlier.”

Look at this man negotiating with me. Honestly, it was a good thing he was useful. Rolling my eyes, I got back up. “You better be focused when I get back with your bribe.”

“Get a maple bar!” he called at my back.

I just shook my head, already resigned to one of those days.

The break room wasn’t far, just down the hall. I poured a coffee and doctored it like Gibs preferred. He was right that we were tragically low on snacks, but I absolutely would take advantage of the gifted donuts. I was just snagging a chocolate-covered goodness when I heard Henri’s tread in the hallway. No one walked quite like him, so I turned automatically to see if he was coming in here.

He showed up a moment later, popping into the doorway. Henri really did look sharp in the Queen’s Own uniform. Black was very much his color, complementing his black eyes and raven-black hair. Not to mention the uniform emphasized his trimmed-up body. Henri had been very sedentary when I’d first met him, but chasing bad guys had definitely made him drop some pounds. He’d found time to trim his hair recently, so his gelled curls rested just behind his ears. His whole look made me wish we weren’t at work but cozied up in one of our apartments.

“There you are, dearest. Weber said he’d already briefed you?”

“If you can call that a briefing, sure.”

He made a face. “Yes, quite. I’m less than thrilled myself. To that end, I think I’ll go back to the house today. I want to go over the scene one more time before we give the house back.”

I read between the lines easily enough. “You mean you want to poke at the wards again.”

His nose scrunched up further. “Failing to find anything wrong with the wards is giving me traumatic flashbacks.”

To the time he and Sherard had tried to figure out what was wrong with the palace wards, he meant. He had mostly forgiven Eddy for that headache. Mostly. “I gotcha. What about the paintings? I never got a proper follow-up on those.”

“Ah, well, our best efforts sadly yielded nothing due to the cleaning charms.”

We shared an aggravated look. Well, that was a dead end. Still, it did beg a few questions.

“What about the tire tracks?” Hopefully I wasn’t grasping at straws.

“Yes, I have Jameson looking into that.”

“Oh, is that where Eddy is?”

“Indeed. He reported back to me that you surmised they were from a sports car, but he’s trying to nail down precisely which model. I believe he’s close to an answer, from his last message.”

“So, a person who drives a sports car and knows how to use a sword to some degree or another… Huh, that’s a description that doesn’t fit most people. Not to mention you suspect this person was registered with the wards.”

Henri nodded. “I would say the more affluent fit this profile, but that still casts a wide net.”

“I don’t disagree. I think it’s obvious this wasn’t about money. Why did the murderer even bother to stage this like a robbery when they were going to do such a shoddy job at it? I mean, seriously. They didn’t really steal anything of value, then ditched even that in the trash. Perp clearly only wanted to kill her, so why try to make it look like anything else? It’s not like we can figure out what she was murdered for, anyway.”

“I’m also quite puzzled.” Henri made a not-amused frowny face. “But she had to know whoever it was. Not only because they had a way inside the house, but they knew her habits.”

It was one of the things we’d learned during staff interviews. Unless she was at some function, Edith Vyner would climb into pajamas, sit in front of the fire, and read the whole evening. Woman after my own heart, right there. I’d do the same. That meant the killer knew precisely where she was, and that she’d be alone in the house at that time of the night. Someone knew this woman well, or at least had figured out her habits.

We solved most murders easily because the suspect and motive were plain to see. Was it so much to ask that all murders be that way?

I shook the thought off and asked, “You planning to take Eddy with you?”

“Yes. Another set of eyes on this problem will be to my advantage. He’s also eager to figure it out. I don’t know if a second foray into this problem will provide us with an answer, but I want to try.”

“I’m all for it. I’m going through financial records today.”

Henri paused and really looked at me. “I don’t know which of us has the more headache-inducing task.”

“You could flip a coin,” I agreed dryly. “Take the cats so they’re not trying to sit in the boxes of paper.”

His eyes crinkled up in a silent laugh, an expression I loved. “You don’t want that argument? But they’re always so happy to have paper to sit upon.”

“Not to mention boxes to sit in. But no, I’ll pass on that opportunity.”

Henri ducked in close enough to kiss my cheek. “I’ll spare you the added aggravation. I’ll be back hopefully this afternoon.”

To his retreating back, I called, “Have fun storming the castle!”

He snorted but didn’t respond.

See? Showing him The Princess Bride had been totally worth it.

I grabbed coffees and donuts and headed back to the conference room. While Henri broke his brain against the ward problem, maybe I could magic up a suspect. Just one teeny widdle suspect, was that too much to ask?
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Let me transcribe for you the very conversation I had with Clint because A CERTAIN SOMEONE “forgot” them at the office.

Me, upon finding Clint in a file box of very important financial documents: Clint. Boxes of evidence are not beds for kitties.

Clint: *slow blinks up at me innocently*

Me: That was not agreement, now move it.

Clint: I’m helping.

Me: Riiiight. Sure you are. And how are you helping?

Clint: Osmosis.

Me: You’re telling me that you’re somehow magically absorbing all the information in those files and shuffling through it in your mind—while asleep—so you can miraculously tell me if there’s some clue in there?

Clint: *slow blinks again, somehow upping the cuteness*

Me: You realize that’s not how it works, right?

Clint: *proceeds to roll over, showing his purple belly in the cutest pose ever*

Me: Where did you even LEARN that pose?

Clint: Aristocats.

Me: Yeah, that was my bad, I never should have shown you that movie.

Needless to say, I was not as productive as I should have been that day.
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After a long week of sifting through financial records, trying to find clues, I was more than ready to put all that aside and have fun with a friend. Tonight I had dinner plans and was more than ready to put a certain brain-breaking case behind me.

I spied Ellie just as I rounded the corner on the sidewalk and waved a greeting. That fiery red hair made it easy to find my friend, even if she was a little on the short side. She spotted me through the crowd, enthusiastically waving back. Meeting up with her felt good; it had been almost a month since we’d seen each other. Sometimes, making time for friends as an adult was the hardest thing to pull off.

I got a hug in the second I was close enough and just squeezed her. Gently. I tried not to break my friends, but super strength did make that a challenge sometimes.

“I’m so glad you were able to actually come out tonight.”

“Bite your tongue. Saying stuff like that just tempts Murphy.” I let go of her and stepped back, giving her a good once-over. She seemed in good spirits, perhaps a little tired after a full work week, but she didn’t know the meaning of moderation. She’d clearly come here straight from work as I had, because she wore her usual stained overalls with her hair up in a messy bun and at least three pencils sticking out of it.

“I finally got to read some of those, y’know. The collection of Murphy’s Laws. It scared me that so many of them applied to my world.” She shuddered.

“It’s a sad truth that his wisdom is universal.” I made a face and gestured to the restaurant’s doors. “Let’s go in, I’m half starved.”

“Sounds great, I’m fully starved.”

We’d chosen a well-beloved haunt, On the Shore, a seafood restaurant right off the southern docks that had the best fish and chips known to man. In two worlds. I stood by this. The place was not fancy, more like a pub, so we were seated quickly and I promptly ordered lots of fried things. Tonight, I would feed not only the belly but the soul.

With drinks and food ordered, I sat back and smiled at her. “So, Ellie, how’s the week been?”

She blew out breath, one packed with all the exasperation. “Well, it started out with an idiot bringing me a magical weapon he couldn’t attune to. Despite it being a family heirloom.”

“Uhh…okay?”

“Turns out the moron thought he could use essential oils and take a nap next to the sword and, bam, it’ll be attuned.”

I started laughing. Even I knew better than that. “Which oil?”

She expressively rolled her eyes. “Lavender.”

“How did I know that was going to be your answer?” Wow, I’d laugh about this for a good week. “That was the start of your week?”

“Unfortunately. I also took on two apprentices who decided it was a marvelous idea to start up a side gig. Mind you, with my tools, in my guild, with only two weeks of experience under their belts. Then they tried to hide the fact they were doing it. Why they bothered, I do not know. I will find out. I’m a findoutologist, I’ve got my PhD in findoutology.”

She wasn’t kidding. She was worse than a bloodhound. If she weren’t such a good inventor, I’d have commandeered her as a detective. “What were they even doing?”

“So, you know how we use a lot of magnets of various strengths?”

“Uh, I had no idea you did that, but go on?”

“It’s kind of a staple for a lot of our products. Anyway, they were taking the magnet shavings—’cause we have to cut ours to certain sizes and shapes—and then remaking them into doorstops and selling them out the back door at a dirt-cheap price.”

I sat on that for a second, mentally picturing how that would work. “You have to admit, it’s kinda genius.”

“Oh, for sure.” Mischief danced in her light green eyes. “Wish I had thought of it. But as I explained to them, it’s far better for them to have brilliant ideas and bring them to me than to act on them without authorization from the guild.”

“How old are these guys?”

“Fourteen.”

“Ah, yes, the age of having smart ideas and poor impulse control.”

“Which is why I gave them a smack on the wrist. Also a go-ahead to do it officially because I’m not going to sit on waste when I can make money from it.” Her expression was part exasperated, part thoughtful. “In five years or so, if they keep that kind of business acumen, they’ll be a force to reckon with. Right now, they don’t know enough to be smart about it.”

“Sounds like teenagers to me. Good luck?”

“I’ll need it, at this rate. I’m also realizing I’ve outgrown my place.”

Our drinks arrived, which put pause to the conversation. We were definitely the leading wave to the dinner crowd, as more and more people came in. A lot of them were blue-collar workers from the look of it, just hungry people stopping in for dinner on their way home.

I took a sip of my fizzy lemonade before asking, “Which place? Apartment or…?”

“Guild.”

I blinked at her, absolutely incapable of comprehending this for a moment. “Ellie. Your guild used to be a freaking factory.”

She kinda slumped listlessly to the side, a decade’s worth of sighs slipping from her mouth. “I knoooow.”

“Girl. How do you outgrow what’s basically the size of a warehouse?”

“You’d think it’d be hard, wouldn’t you? You’d think it’d be a challenge.”

“How do you even…?”

“Well, here’s the thing. Materials.”

With that one word, I got it. “Ah.”

“Yeah, see? It’s all the materials, and the space I need for crafting said materials.” She spread her arms wide, mimicking a large distance. “It’s the machines and tools I keep buying—or making—to make other things. I’ve got to store all of that between uses. And it’s not just me in the building, it’s my whole guild. Dozens of other people who are in the same spiral I’m in. We’ve got the place kind of segregated so our projects don’t merge into each other’s, but still…some of us are working with volatile chemicals that have to be treated and stored in a certain way. It’s…” She trailed off on another groan.

I thought about this for a second. “So…can you just get an actual warehouse to store stuff in? Make room that way?”

“It’s an option. We’re not keen on it ’cause it means a lot of traipsing back and forth to get stuff, which eats away time.” She scrunched her nose in displeasure.

“I can see that, yeah.” I sat on this for another minute. “Ellie, I’ve been in that place many a time, so I have to ask. Do they make larger spaces?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?”

She did not sound very excited about this. “Er…maybe you should split the guild between two warehouses?”

“I’d have to find two side by side. Which is a bigger task than you’d think in a city already so crowded. It’s kind of hard to find even one right now, and most of them are either on the smaller side or not in very good shape.”

“So you’ve already been looking.”

“Yup.”

I gave her a commiserating look. “It’s hell, isn’t it? Real estate shopping. Sounds really fun at first, and it kind of is because you have all these possibilities. Then you realize you don’t actually have any real possibilities, because none of it actually works for you.”

She jabbed a finger at me. “That! That’s precisely the issue.”

“Hmm.” I tapped a finger to my chin. “Maybe look on the outskirts of the city?”

“At this rate, I’ll have to buy land on the outskirts and then build.” Ellie snorted inelegantly, already peeved. “Although define ‘outskirts,’ because at the rate the city’s booming, anything on the edge becomes city proper inside a year.”

“I can’t disagree with you there. Henri and I are running into the same problem. Er, well, at least we were?”

“Why is that a question?”

I paused before answering as our food arrived, and I gave the waitress a smile of thanks. Smelled delightful, the fish a crispy golden brown. I reached for a lemon to squeeze over it.

“So, we’ve got a murder case that’s currently driving us all nuts, but that’s a different story. The thing is, the murder happened in a house Henri loves. He’s always loved it and the family probably won’t keep it. Once the estate is settled, they’ll likely sell. He’s not-so-secretly hoping to buy it.”

Ellie’s pointed ears perked in anticipation. “Which house?”

“Gracewoods Manor.”

“Ohhhh. To be fair, that’s an amazing house and in a great area. I’ve admired it a time or three myself when I was there for parties. Wait.” Ellie’s face fell. “Edith Vyner? Is that who was killed?”

“I’m not surprised you’re behind on the news considering you pay no attention to the papers. It’s been all over the headlines the past three days. Yeah, sadly, that’s who was killed.”

“Aww. I really liked her. She was very forward thinking and generous, unlike the usual rich. She backed a few projects for me when I was a young inventor and needed the capital.”

I hadn’t known that, and I could tell the news really upset her. “I’m sorry, Els, I didn’t know you two were acquainted.”

“We were, although I hadn’t spoken to her in almost a year. I regret that now. I should have checked in with her.” Ellie abruptly switched from sad to mad. “Do you know who or why?”

“No clue, which is why the case is challenging. We’ll figure it out, or at least I dearly hope we will. It’s just giving us a headache at the moment.”

“Show no mercy when you do. She didn’t deserve it, that I can promise you.”

“Everyone says the same thing.”

“So, Henri’s gunning for her house? I don’t blame him, but what do you think of it?”

“That it’s an amazing house. I love the location too. It won’t be a huge commute to work, as opposed to, say, living in the countryside.”

“That’s an upside for sure. Part of the reason why I’m dragging my feet on looking at warehouses farther out from city central is the fact that I’d have to move or travel an hour to get to work every day. And who wants to do that?”

“Not me. Not anyone, I don’t think.”

Ellie stabbed at her lobster as if it had personally offended her. “Keep me updated on that case. If I can help, I will.”

“Sure thing.” Anger and grief still shadowed her face. I almost wished I hadn’t brought it up now, but maybe it was better to find out from me than from the news? Breaking such news wasn’t ever easy, though. “Sorry, Ellie.”

“I’m just mad and sad right now. I might need dessert to get through this.”

“Totally fine. Do whatever you need to.”

Ellie stabbed at her lobster some more. Poor thing was dying twice tonight. “I will say, I think she would have approved of you and Henri having her house. At least you two will take care of it properly.”

Oh? “That’s heartening.”

Maybe I should change the subject, put her on a happier train of thought. “I’ve got a call coming up with my family late spring. Any technical books you want to request?”

As expected, those light green eyes lit right back up. “Oh, I’ve been making a list.”

“Oh dear, why did I ask?”

“Now, now, Jamie.” She tutted. “You know how female friendships work. We take turns being insane. First one of us acts crazy and the other one remains normal as a counterbalance. Then in thirty minutes we get to trade.”

Amused, I shook my head and dared to dip a fry into a sauce similar to ketchup, hoping it was safe to eat now. “So, you’re saying it’s your turn to be insane?”

“Them’s the breaks.”

“How long is the list?”

“Four pages so far.”

My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. “FOUR PAGES?!”

“Front to back.”

“So technically it’s eight pages.”

“Think of all the wonderful things I can build you with this new knowledge.”

“I distinctly remember that being your argument the last few times.”

“It’s a good argument. You haven’t been able to refute it yet.”

She had me there. I really hadn’t been. Mostly because she was right. It was a good thing my parents loved me, though, because that was quite the shopping list. And it didn’t even touch the shopping list I had for books, movies, and shows I hoped to get a copy of.

Ellie started elaborating on her list, hands flying about to demonstrate sizes and such. To be honest, I didn’t even understand half of what she was saying. The conversation was too technical and went right over my head. Hopefully someone would be able to translate for me. Henri likely could. Henri seemed to know at least a little bit of everything. My walking encyclopedia of a fiancé was smart that way.

I listened to her while I ate my dinner. If Ellie kept going this way, she’d likely drag this society into the twenty-first century within the next decade, at least in terms of technology. Her improvements to vehicles, kitchen appliances, and communication had advanced us quite a bit already. Not all of it was common in the average household, just because it was still a little expensive to make, but we would get there. Technology always got better and cheaper, that was just how it worked.

She had a ball creating stuff and I got to reap the benefits, so I wasn’t about to stop her. Our beautifully parasitic symbiotic relationship worked.

Now, what kind of bribe could I offer my parents to make all this legwork seem worth it? That was the question.
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After a week spent on the wards, I conceded to the theory that the killer must have been a known entity, no other possibility. Nothing about the wards indicated any problem, break-in, or the like. They’d been fully functional and running for over a year—routine maintenance being the last time they’d been offline—and I couldn’t find any abnormalities. Unless there was a second Jameson running about—I shuddered at the thought—the murderer couldn’t possibly be a stranger. Unfortunately, we’d also gone through the list of everyone who had access, but everyone had sworn alibis. Our knowns were in the clear. We were back to square one.

Something had to narrow our suspect pool or we’d go quite mad. We’d sadly had little luck with the financial records. Nothing seemed out of place and the body had already been released to the family for burial.

The pad resting on my desk chimed with a notification. I pulled it closer to me and read Jamie’s sprawling handwriting: Come to Cornerstone Dept. Store ASAP. CEO was murdered.

For a moment, the message was nonsensical. CEO? As in Rosanna Wolferstane? I knew her, socially speaking. She wasn’t nobility, but her business was so critical to the country’s economy that she might as well have been. Everyone, no matter how poor, owned something sold at her department stores.

Alarmed, I popped up from my desk, snatching my coat and hat.

Curses. If we had another murder case now, that meant we would be doing quite the juggling act to investigate both of them—one I did not look forward to. We’d come to a stall on the Vyner case, certainly, but I hated having my attention divided like this.

Another ding from my pad: Bring the cats.

I hadn’t been aware they were in the building, so I was glad for the heads-up. I scrawled back an assent before pocketing my pad and then calling for the Felixes. “Clint, Tasha, Phil!”

I received a high-pitched “Yes?” from farther down the hallway, which sounded like Phil. I didn’t run but speedily walked that direction, having a sense of where they might be. Mostly because they were so predictable. Ah-ha, as I suspected. The allure of both boxes and paper in the conference room had proven to be too much for their fragile willpower. All three of them had ensconced themselves in the financial records of the Vyner case, despite being told numerous times not to.

Exasperated, I scooped up Phil, as he was closest. “You three should not be in here. But regardless, come get your vests on, we must hurry. There is a case.”

That made them move if nothing else would. They did love to work, after all.

I’d designed my outercoat to have spacious pockets that accommodated Felixes without issue. It did mean fishing my pad out so they had the room, but I’d rather carry a pad around than a fidgeting Felix.

With them safely in tow, I headed for the parking lot and one of the vehicles designated for ours and the Kingsmen’s use. I deemed the closest closed-body car acceptable and was on my way in a minute flat.

Cornerstone Department Store wasn’t far at all from the palace. It had many branches, of course, but the one designated as the main store was in the center of the city. Also, it was the only one the CEO had an office in, so I knew which one to go to without needing to clarify.

The moment I approached the multistory building, I spied both our people and the beat cops. I was definitely in the right place. A blue uniform waved me to the side before I pulled in closer to identify myself, and then they pointed me in the opposite direction, toward the side of the building.

This department store stood a full six stories, with the lower floors selling different kinds of merchandise. I believe the uppermost story was reserved for employees and offices.

Chaos enveloped the lower levels, with shoppers being asked to leave and employees rounded up for questioning. A maintenance sign blocked the elevator, so a beat cop directed me to the employee stairwell to reach the uppermost story.

Six stories. Using stairs.

I had not woken up this morning expecting torture.

The second I arrived, huffing and puffing, the Felixes wiggled free, wanting to sniff about and get the layout of the area. I let them go without a word.

Marshall spotted me from his position at the end of the hallway, just outside an office door, and gave a wave. “In here.”

“Is it truly Rosanna Wolferstane?”

“It is.” His tone was grim.

My head ached at this knowledge. Why? And why kill her here so early in the workday?

I hadn’t even reached the door when Jamie appeared in the doorway. Based on her unhappy frown, this wasn’t going to be a good day for us.

“Hi, handsome,” she said. “So, get this. We’ve got a second murder.”

I groaned. “Here?”

She shook her head. “No, the Royal Theater. Someone just found the manager of the place dead.”

I pressed my fingertips to the bridge of my nose. The Royal Theater was so named because the queen herself sponsored it. Regina was a huge patron of the arts and would not take kindly to a murder on her premises.

“I take it Colette is with Team Three over there, since Team Two is still working that big case?”

“Yup. I’ll follow up with them later; let’s focus on here. Marshall came in with me, so he’s already done imaging. Weber’s just arrived too, he beat you by seconds.”

“Yes, well, he didn’t have to herd Felixes first.”

“Fair. Where are said cats, by the way?”

“Roaming this top floor, getting a feeling for it. Why?”

“Hmm, a few things already bother me.” She jerked a thumb to indicate the inside of the office. “First, Rosanna Wolferstane was not supposed to be here today. She never worked during the middle of the week, according to her head secretary; she worked the weekends. Second, she’s not dressed for the office. To my eyes, she’s dressed for a party. Also, I can’t find her purse. I want to set the cats on finding that purse, if possible.”

Curious indeed. “They’ll be glad for direction, I’m sure. I’ll go in and assist Weber.”

Her hand caught mine and she gave it a quick squeeze before slipping past. I appreciated those little gestures of affection and gave her a smile as she went. Then I shifted my mental path to one of business.

The office itself was much what I expected for any formal business. It contained a large desk, tasteful art on the walls, two chairs arranged in front of the desk for visitors, and a beverage bar off to the side. The place seemed used, with all the files stacked upon the desk. I found Weber already kneeling next to the body.

To the left side of the desk lay Rosanna Wolferstane, sprawled out on the blue carpet, eyes sightlessly staring upward. Jamie’s observation of her not being dressed for work was spot on. She wore a silvery sort of gown that wouldn’t be out of place at a formal dinner party, with matching shimmering heels and smeared makeup. An egregious bloodstain covered her chest.

That said, the blood spray pattern looked very odd. When one was murdered via gunshot, the blood spray should fan out in certain patterns, depending on the weapon, with a star dot that points back to the center of impact. This blood didn’t do that. In fact, it looked almost truncated?

Oh dear, oh me, please tell me my instincts were wrong.

But I could see magical residue on the body and carpet, and I had a terrible feeling I was right.

Marhsall entered the office behind me. I moved over to make room for him before pulling out a spare book from my black bag, preparing for a scan of the area. “Weber, cause of death?”

“Single bullet wound to the chest, seems like.” He was carefully shifting clothing and limbs about with gloved hands, performing his usual checks. “She was chloroformed before that.”

I paused before casting the spell, my interest heightened. “You’re sure of that?”

“Jamie smelled it on her.”

Ahh, yes, Jamie’s senses could pick up on that sort of thing. Weber would have needed a blood test to determine it. “So, she was possibly moved from another location and brought here. Otherwise, why knock her unconscious and then kill her?”

“Looks that way. Also looks like she was killed here. It wasn’t a body dump.”

“Curiouser and curiouser.” I paused on a thought. “Want to flip her over? Check for an exit wound?”

“Do your scan first.”

“All right.”

I cast my diagnostic spell and received limited results, confirming my suspicion. “Sodding deities. A cleaning charm was used here. Well, what’s your estimate for time of death?”

Weber’s expression matched how I felt. “I estimate she was killed some between nine to ten hours ago.”

“Rigor mortis?”

“Nearly fully set in. In fact, aside from a few areas, she’s stiff as a board. I would say she was killed last night, somewhere between one and two a.m. And with the use of the cleaning charm, I can’t imagine a custodial worker coming in here and ignoring their dead boss.” Weber rocked back on his heels, head canted as we shared a look. “Now, what are the odds that two different murderers in the span of a week would think to use cleaning charms to cover their tracks?”

“Not high, I would imagine. Before this, I’ve only encountered one murderer who utilized them. Unless this is some criminal fad in the making.”

Weber gave a mock shudder. “Let’s hope not. Makes our job deucedly hard.”

I grimaced in agreement. “Indeed.”

Kneeling on the other side of the body, I cast my own spells and made observations. Aside from the bullet wound and the chloroform, I could see no signs of anything unusual. “I don’t see any defensive wounds.”

“Neither do I. I don’t think she saw the attack coming, and given her time of death, the killer was smart about knowing when to bring her here. The department store would be at its busiest during the day and only quiet at night. I can’t imagine carting an unconscious woman all the way up here would be possible unless the office was locked down and everyone at home, even if you came in through the back entrance.”

“I must agree.”

“Help me flip her? Just for a moment.”

I obligingly knelt at her feet, Weber positioned at her head, and we gingerly tilted her on her side. Weber took one look at her back and grunted, then poked around a bit around the torso and sighed. “Our killer was thorough. Took the bullet with them. All right, set her back down.”

“Do you suspect the odd blood spatter is because they moved her after using the charm?”

“No, I think they used the charm after grabbing the bullet, to prevent any possible trace evidence when touching her.”

Ah, that would indeed make the most sense. Now, on a different note, big businesses like this one had anti-theft wards, but they were designed to respond if merchandise left the area, not to prevent murders. That said, only someone with the right keys or access could have entered this building during off hours. The murderer must have used our victim’s own keys to gain entrance to avoid setting off the wards. The office door showed no signs of forced entry, so I cast a broad seeking spell for keys—of course, the key rings of myself, Marshall, and Weber all pinged.

But so did something just past the desk.

I moved closer and—there, lying in a pile under the window: a key ring holding seven different keys plus a decorative charm. Mrs. Wolferstane’s, no doubt. “Weber, I think I found her keys.”

He glanced up. “Did you? Well, that would be the easiest method of getting in the building, to just use her keys. But if her keys are here, then where’s the purse?”

“A good question.” I pulled my pad from my pocket and messaged: Victim’s keys are in her office. I believe killer used them to gain entry.

A moment, then Jamie’s response: Got it. Good find. Where?

Under the window. I think the killer just pitched them at the desk and missed. It had that sort of look to it, anyway.

Any prints on keys?

Cleaning charm used.

AGAIN?!

I felt the same way. Although, a question arose in my mind and I stepped around the desk again to speak with Marshall. “Did the staff find her?”

“Her secretary,” Marshall answered. “Poor woman came in to leave something on the boss’s desk and instead found her boss. She called the police, who arrived on scene, but they quickly realized it was probably our case and not theirs. At least, they called Jamie to verify if it was or not, and when she said it was, they immediately put a halt to any work on their end.”

“At least they thought to ask.” The Queen’s Own was so new an organization that the police didn’t widely understand the rules denoting which cases were ours. Sometimes, they didn’t judge the situation right, which left us coming in mid-case. Hardly desirable for anyone, so several jurisdictions had started adopting an ask-first policy. Our poor front desk worker spent most of the day fielding phone calls from all over Kingston and surrounding towns.

Marshall leaned in a little and admitted in a low voice, “The detective initially here was miffed to have this case taken away so abruptly. He apparently saw this as a career-changing case and isn’t happy.”

“Ah, well, I can hardly blame him. Still, he can’t have this one.”

“I know, but don’t feel bad.” Marshall sounded amused.

“Wait, is that why you’re parked up here?”

He nodded. “Until all the beat cops leave. The detective keeps trying to sneak in.”

“Tsk, for shame. He should know better. That would just muddy the waters of evidence and not help us at all during trial.”

Marshall rolled his eyes, expression one of exasperation. “I know it.”

We needed to find a way to explain case differentiation better to the various jurisdictions. What the criteria was. The parameters already set clearly gave too much leeway.

I walked over to the door, poked my head out, and spotted Phil crossing from one office to the other. “Phil? I have a request for you.”

He bounded over to me, black tail high in the air, as enthusiastic as any dog spying a new toy. “Request?”

“Indeed. I found the victim’s keys, I believe. We’re missing her purse. If I do a seeking spell, every employee’s purse or the purses for sale will ping, and I’ll have no way of knowing which is the one I seek. See if you can locate hers for me?”

“Can.” Phil was already on the move, heading out the door. “Will look for coat too.”

Coat? I blinked, then swore when the realization hit me. The victim wasn’t wearing a coat and there was no sign of one anywhere in the office. In this chilly weather, braving the outside elements without a coat was unthinkable, especially in her evening gown. This further proved she’d been kidnapped outside and brought here. Why hadn’t I realized the coat was also missing?

Sometimes, I believed my Felix was smarter than I was.
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While Henri and Weber examined the body, I commandeered the head secretary’s office next door to conduct some interviews. Well, two, really: the head secretary and the head of security, who were sitting on the office couch. The secretary looked as shocked as any civilian who had come across a body unexpectedly, and she sat with her hand locked in one of the security guard’s. Couple, if I had to guess. Neither wore a wedding ring, so I guessed not married. He kept lightly chafing her shoulder with his other paw, his eyes on her worried. She seemed near my age, maybe mid-thirties. I couldn’t guess age on him, but his black and silver fur was brushed to a sheen, truly a beautiful coat.

Interesting mix, if they were a couple, as she was human and he a werewolf. Then again, there was a whole romance genre on Earth devoted to that, so…not throwing stones.

“Sorry for all this.” I grabbed a chair and moved it about so I could sit in front of her, Gibson standing behind me. “I realize you’ve had a terrible day, but I need to ask you both a few questions.”

She sniffed and lifted her chin, her taupe face blotchy from a recent bout of crying. “You can ask me anything. I’m heartsick right now. Mrs. Wolferstane was the best boss I’ve ever had.”

“Glad to hear it, in a sense. So, for the record, you are Jennie Keeler, and you’ve been working for her how long?”

“Four years. I became head secretary beginning of this year.”

“Gotcha.” I noted this all down in my notebook. “And you, sir, are Wendel Marsh, head of security. You’ve been in this position how long?”

“I was hired coming up on nine years ago, with another five years of security experience with the coast guard.”

I paused at that. Oh-ho, so he was a veteran. Now that made things more interesting. “Thank you for your service, sir. Now, because I’m nosy, you two are a couple?”

“Been dating a little over a year,” Jennie told me with another sniff and a wobbly smile, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. “He’s been the best boyfriend ever.”

Wendel looked chuffed to hear this and openly preened, his bushy tail beating a happy little rhythm against the leather cushion.

Gibs stirred from his position nearby and asked, “Mr. Marsh, were you on shift when this all went down?”

“I wasn’t, actually. I tended to work the same days Mrs. Wolferstane did. My shift started mid-workweek and covered the weekend. When Jennie called me and told me what happened, I threw on shoes and a coat and came directly here.”

Smart of her to call him. I would have too in her shoes. After all, he was head of the security department and likely the only one with answers for proper security measures. Or knowledge of how to find those answers.

“I appreciate you doing so.” Gibs glanced down at me before continuing, a silent check to see if I minded him taking over questioning for a bit. I nodded slightly in return. “Who was on shift last night?”

“Well, sadly, no one. We don’t run security at night because of the wards in place—Mrs. Wolferstane’s choice. Honestly, we don’t normally have much trouble, and certainly not enough to warrant an overnight guard. A choice I’m sorely regretting now.”

An oversight I was sure he’d rectify as soon as possible. “What did you typically see on a shift? Shoplifting and the like?”

He visibly shook himself back into the present, refocusing on the question. “Basically, that’s what it came down to in terms of trouble. We’d get the occasional drunk, too, someone trying to find a quiet corner to sleep in. Mostly in the bedding department. Which is funny because there’s not a mattress on most of those display beds, just a cardboard box.”

A mental image of a drunk trying to crawl into bed and falling through the cardboard instead entered my mind and I snorted. “I bet that’s funny to watch.”

He flashed his canines in what I imagined was his version of a smile. “After the fact, sure. Aggravating in the moment. Other than that, we guarded the money coming in and out of the building. The tills are emptied at the end of each workday, and employees are paid at the beginning or end of the week, depending on their shift. It’s a lot of money, so we safeguard anyone who comes in and out with it.”

Seemed pretty normal to me. “Other than the day-to-day, anything unusual happen this past week?”

He shook his head in frustration, ears flat against his head. “No. I’ve been mentally going over this, though, and I think I know how they got in without being seen. The employees take a route through the back that’s completely invisible from the street. You can’t even see cars parked back there if you’re in the right parking spots.”

“Definitely show us that later.” And this was why I was glad he was here. “All right, so your boss shouldn’t be here today. I noticed she was dressed for a party. Any reason for that?”

The secretary spoke up this time. “According to her social calendar, which I saw to as well, she had a birthday celebration for her husband last night.”

Ah-ha. Likely a formal dinner party with how she was dressed. I noted that down too. “Husband’s name is?”

“Perry Wolferstane.”

“Any children?”

“Two. Eldon, their eldest, and a daughter, Rowena. Rowena’s close to my age, Eldon’s I believe thirty-six. Neither of them lives at home but I can give you their addresses. I’m assuming you’ll te—” She cut herself off, eyes brimming over with more tears.

“Yes, I’ll tell them,” I confirmed gently. “I’ll need Perry’s home address as well. Is there anything you can tell me about the past, say, month that would explain this? Any trouble at all?”

She shook her head helplessly.

Wendel also shook his head. “It was all business as usual. Nothing we know of would justify her being murdered. In fact, she was heading for retirement. Her daughter, Rowena, was set to come in next year and start learning the ropes. Mrs. Wolferstane hoped to retire in the next five years or so.”

Oh? “Rowena, not Eldon?”

“Eldon’s inheriting his father’s business.”

Ah-ha. So the odds of the two kids having some infighting were low then, if they were both inheriting something. “Ms. Keeler, please get me those addresses. I’ll likely have follow-up questions for you, but right now I’m very keen on speaking with the family.” Especially the husband, whom our victim should have been with last night.

“I understand.” She got up and crossed to her desk, scribbling down information on a notepad before ripping off the top sheet and handing it to me with shaking hands.

“Thank you, I’ll be in touch. Ms. Jennie, you go home and pamper yourself today. Mr. Wendel, show Agent Gibson the path you think the murderer might have taken. Double-check the safe you keep money in as well, just in case. Gibs, I’ll take Eddy with me. He should be done poking about.”

He gave me a nod and a shooing gesture.

I stepped out into the hall and just about got run over by a cat. All I saw was a streak of black and white…took me a second to realize it was Phil.

“Whatcha doing, Phil?” I called after him.

“Hunting!”

That did and did not answer my question. Well, someone would fill me in eventually.

I headed down the flights of stairs and then made my way to the employee entrance at the back of the building. That was where I found Eddy, bent over examining the door’s lock with an aged security guard, both of them conversing seriously with each other.

“—and that’s never gotten fixed?” Eddy asked with a dubious tone.

“Maintenance man keeps saying he has, but I could never tell he worked on it. I think he just says that because he’s tired of trying to fix it.”

I moved farther down the hallway and Eddy’s head came up.

“Jamie, I think the murderer got in this way.”

“Yeah? Why’s that?”

“This lock doesn’t actually sit all the way in. Watch.” Eddy stepped outside and closed the door.

I could tell immediately what he meant. The door did shut, sorta, but the lock clearly wasn’t seated all the way. It didn’t sound right either, the click muted and off. Without even turning the knob, Eddy pushed on the door and it swung open without resistance.

“Son of a hamster.” I shook my head in disgust. “Wow. Yeah, that’s a great idea, leaving your back door like that.”

“If you lift the handle a little, it’ll actually close and lock properly,” the security guard explained. “But no one really takes the time to check that. It’s one of the first things I do when I get on shift—check this door—and it’s never seated right. People just blaze in and out without taking that extra second.”

I was not saying a woman was killed because of that lack of caution, but it did explain how her body got dumped here. “Does this mean the anti-theft ward doesn’t engage because this door doesn’t shut?”

“No.” He shook his head. “It’s not linked to the doors. It can’t function that way. Too many doors open and close throughout the day for business, so it’s linked to the building itself and not doors or windows.”

Different from how a house ward would operate, for sure, but he was right. It had to work that way for a business to run and not set off the alarm every time someone entered the building. “That’s good to know. Thank you both. Can you explain that again to my colleague? He’s coming this way shortly with Mr. Marsh.”

“Sure can.”

“Thanks. Eddy, with me. We’ve got to notify next of kin and check to see where this husband is. According to two employees, he should’ve been the last person to see her alive.”

Eddy’s face fell a little, professional demeanor giving way to his youth. “That’s really sad when I have to do that.”

“I know, bud. No one likes this part of the job.”

Still, it had to be done. I towed him along as we retraced our steps to the front of the building, where my car was parked. Eddy didn’t quite pout, but some of his boisterousness had faded. I couldn’t blame him.

Our victim’s address was close by, about eight blocks away, so I chose to go there first. The husband could notify his own children, although I’d need to talk to them about alibis and possibly causes. Just to cover my bases, if nothing else.

Ever since the secretary/head of security interview, I’d had a niggling thought that bothered me. Our victim was supposedly with her husband last night for a birthday bash, so where was her husband to not even report her missing? Had he been in on the murder? Was he even now on an escape route out of the country? Or possibly a worse scenario was about to unfold?

I really didn’t like where this was heading, for the sake of their kids.

It was part of the reason why I’d only questioned two people before coming straight here. Something didn’t sit right, and I was anxious to figure out where the husband was.

I was a bit heavy-handed on the pedal as I drove, finally reaching the right neighborhood. The house was nice, more modern in flair, without the little decorative gables or terraces in front of the windows. The front door looked like it was for decoration only, with a sturdy iron gate in the front. Very clean lines, with manicured shrubbery out front to soften the overall look. I had no way to park on the street, so I pulled into the driveway along the left side of the house instead.

“Uh, Jamie?”

I never liked hearing that tone from Eddy. Usually ’cause it meant something was broken. I closed my eyes and gave a fatalistic sigh. “What?”

“I think that door’s been broken into.”

My attention snapped to the side door in question, which was slightly ajar. Yikes on bikes, the kid’s observation was dead nuts accurate. I spoke quickly, exiting the car, my shoulders tensing with the situation. “Eddy, call Gibs and Henri, tell them to get over here. Now. I’m checking this out.”

Eddy picked up on my rocketed tension but didn’t question me, only nodded in response.

It had occurred to me that the husband could be a victim, and it was looking glaringly that way now. Gun in hand, I toed the door open, using all my heightened senses to pick up minute details in my surroundings. I stepped into a mudroom, the temperature bitterly cold from the door being cracked open in near freezing weather. The heavy stench of chloroform permeated the air, just like I’d smelled on our CEO, and the sound of labored breathing came from farther in the house.

Keeping my guard up, I crept forward, through the mudroom and into the empty kitchen beyond. My senses strained to the max, but other than the one person I’d detected, I couldn’t sense any other threat. Not this room, then.

“Queen’s Own!” I called ahead, moving toward the next room.

No response.

I didn’t like the sound of that breathing, either: a little too nasal and wet, with a hint of a wheeze. I also smelled blood, though it was a little faint.

Don’t tell me…

I moved faster now, following my ears and nose, and popped out into the foyer. There on the rug lay a prone older gentleman with his head turned toward me, possibly in his fifties, with a nasty looking welt on his forehead. I darted to his side, but his breathing was wet and labored, as if he’d landed face down and broken his nose.

Swearing, I looked about and spied a phone table nearby. I raced there, picked up the phone, and dialed for an ambulance. I was so, so glad ambulances were now a thing. I’d had to campaign hard for that, but it was paying off in spades right now.

The operator sounded professional and calm as she spoke. “What is the emergency?”

“I’ve got a male, late fifties, who’s been assaulted. I need an ambulance at 912 Terrace Drive, stat.”

“Dispatching ambulance now. I’ll have police on scene as well in less than five minutes.” I’d need cops to lock this scene down, as we were spread thin today, so didn’t argue.

“Tell everyone to wear masks, I’ve got strong chloroform in the air over here.” I thanked her and hung up before yelling through the open rooms, “EDDY! BRING ME THE FIRST AID KIT!”

“WHAT?! IS SOMEONE HURT?”

“YES! AND PUT A MASK ON!”

I’d have him open all doors and windows in a minute, to make it a little safer for whoever entered the house next, but my focus was on keeping this man alive.

The mystery of why he’d lived when his wife was killed I had to put on hold for now. Right this second, it didn’t matter why. He’d survived, and I needed him to keep surviving. I’d do what I could for this man while waiting on the ambulance. Just turning him over so he wasn’t breathing through a broken nose would help. I did so gingerly in case of a head and neck injury. When Eddy got here with that kit, I’d also find a blanket to throw over him. The house was icy cold right now, and we’d need to stave off any chance of hypothermia.

I just hoped he lived through this, because right now, he was the only witness I had.
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I stared down at my notebook, letting out an aggravated groan.

Marshall poked his head around the door to give me a look. “Problem?”

“This cleaning charm. It impacts too much of the evidence. The Felixes can’t even pick up any clues because of it.”

“Uh, that’s not good for us.” Marshall paused and then added, tone ruminative, “What are the odds, though, of that happening on two cases back-to-back like this? Are these murders possibly connected?”

“It’s beginning to look that way, although how and why? Those are my questions.”

Truly, what would even be the link between these two women? Aside from them being older businesswomen with remarkable success under their belts. Perhaps that was the link? Were we looking at a man who’d killed these women because he felt they’d stolen his success? Or a slighted woman? Weber had said it would take a very strong individual to use the sword, but that didn’t narrow the field any. Plenty of the other races—weres especially—had natural strength that would allow them to chop a person’s head off.

I hoped the reason wasn’t that petty, but I’d seen people murdered for less.

Gibson stuck his head inside next and beckoned. “We think we know how the body was brought in.”

“Oh? Excellent. Do lead, I’m anxious to figure that out.”

The moment I stepped out of the office and into the hallway, I realized a werewolf stood nearby. Although he wore casual clothes, he possessed the air of someone in charge. Who was this?

“This is Wendel Marsh, head of security for the department store,” Gibson said. “He wasn’t on duty today but came in to help us solve this mess. Mr. Marsh, this is Royal Mage Henri Davenforth, one of our agents in the Queen’s Own.”

Marsh did a double take at that introduction but rallied quickly and offered a paw. “A great pleasure, sir.”

“Thank you, and likewise.” I accepted the handshake and took something of his measure. He wasn’t rattled or emotional, but I could see how much this event disturbed him based on the agitated movements of his tail and ears.

“Mr. Marsh has a theory about how the killer entered the building,” Gibson continued.

“It’s more like I know how employees sometimes sneak in when they’re running late,” he explained. “And what blind spots we have in security. It was something I tried to address multiple times, but between the building’s architecture and the lax way people handled things, nothing ever really got resolved. Let me show you.”

I followed him down the long hallway and whipped my wand out once more, casting a general diagnostic spell on the area. To my dread, cleaning charms peppered the area, which reminded me… “What time does custodial service run for this floor?”

“After office hours. They’re usually done by seven up here.”

So, any charms the custodial staff used would register as older than our perp’s and wouldn’t have interfered with any possible evidence. I started praying to any deity who might be listening that the murderer hadn’t used a cleaning charm all the way from the ground to the sixth floor.

One mistake. That was all I needed from them, just one mistake.

We reached the stairs via a door marked Employees Only, but I paused him. “The stairs, not the elevator? I did notice a sign when I first got here.”

“Elevator’s down for maintenance,” he explained. “Has been for a week. We’re waiting on a specialty part to arrive. The engine’s currently in pieces.”

“Ah. Good to know.” Then the stairs served as the only viable method in and out.

As we opened the door to the stairwell, a furry black-and-white shape appeared on the landing and then slumped on the ground, head on paws, looking quite miffed.

“Phil, what’s the matter?”.

“Can’t find,” he grumbled.

“Can’t find the purse and coat?”

“No.”

I could tell he was quite put out about this lack of success. “Cheer up, Phil. The lack of those things here is in fact a clue.”

His ears perked up a bit, but his liquid gold eyes were filled with distrust, like he knew I was trying to make him feel better. Such a serious soul, my Felix. “Is?”

“I promise you it is. It means she didn’t come here under her own power. This was clearly a kidnapping and murder.”

“Oh.” Satisfied, he stopped pouting and instead popped up, heading toward me with his tail high.

Actually, I knew how to make him feel better. “Phil, cleaning charms were used here. Could you track the trail for me?”

“Could.”

A truly sensitive nose could detect them, and now Phil could think he was playing a vital role by leading the way, while I focused on whether any charms had been used in the right timeframe. A win-win.

Marsh looked puzzled and intrigued. “Is that a Felix?”

“Indeed. This is Phil. Phil, this is Mr. Marsh, head of security here.”

Phil lifted a paw in greeting. “Hello.”

“Hello.” Marsh seemed quite fascinated by this little creature and had to visually shake himself back into focus. “Right, well, let me explain the layout to you. Starting from these back stairs, which only employees use.”

I kept my spell up as we descended four flights of stairs and passed through a large locker room meant for employees to hang coats and change into uniforms, then through another shorter hallway that led into one more staircase down, which angled toward the right. While I walked down those stairs, I had to consider that whoever had carried our victim up them must have been quite strong. Or had help. Just walking up the six flights earlier had made me huff and puff and pause a few times. To carry an unconscious adult as well? Lunacy.

Upon reaching the bottom landing, I registered that the door didn’t seat properly. I noticed that in a glance, and Marsh didn’t need to use a key to open it despite the heavy locking mechanism. He just pushed it open with a significant glance at me before stepping out onto the pavement and pointing.

“See how you can park there in the lee of the building? No one can see you from the street.”

I followed him out into the crisp air made worse by the heavy shade from the building around us. I considered the large parking lot, the narrow entrance into it from the street, and the enormous side of the building blocking the view, and grimaced. “Yes, so I do see. Unfortunately, a cleaning charm was used all the way here as well, including in the parking lot. Our murderer was quite thorough. Mr. Marsh, that door, is that one of the security issues you’ve tried to address?”

“Maintenance man kept saying he’d fixed it.”

“Ha!” Now that was a lie. I turned in place and hit it with a fixing spell. Really, the only issue was that the top screws had come loose on the hinges, and while that meant replacing the screws and tightening the door frame, it wasn’t something that would take more than an hour’s worth of work to a layman. To a magician, it took precisely twenty seconds.

Marsh’s mouth dropped open and then he growled. “I’ll fire that man myself.”

“As you should. I’m not saying it would have prevented Mrs. Wolferstane’s murder, but it certainly would have kept them out of the building. I’d bet that door was the lynchpin to their whole plan.”

Marsh kept growling at the door. I had a feeling the maintenance man wouldn’t have a job in the next hour.

My pad abruptly rang in my pocket, and I fished it out to answer it. “Jameson?”

“Get over to the Wolferstane home ASAP. House was broken into. Jamie’s clearing the place—hang on.”

I heard the sound of running, then Jamie in the background: “EDDY! BRING ME THE FIRST AID KIT!”

“WHAT?! IS SOMEONE HURT?” Eddy called back.

“YES! AND PUT A MASK ON!”

Put on a mask?! Wait, any sort of toxin wouldn’t affect Jamie, so she was likely safe, but what was she trying to protect Jameson from? Possibly more of the chloroform used on Mrs. Wolferstane? My alarm rose and panic started to set in, my heart beating a rapid staccato in my chest. I did not like my fiancée being in a dangerous position, especially without me knowing the situation.

More running sounds from Jameson, presumably to fetch what he’d been told to, but I couldn’t help but demand answers. “Jameson, what in the world is going on over there?”

“Not sure. I don’t know who she found, I didn’t get eyes on them. I heard her calling for an ambulance, though.”

Alarmed, I spun and hightailed it for my own car. “I’ll be there right away.”

“Messaging you the address now.”

Gibson was right in step with me, as was Phil. “What’s going on?”

“The Wolferstane house was broken into, I think there might be heavy doses of chloroform present, and someone is apparently injured. We need to get there ASAP, but there’s an ambulance on the way.”

“Got it. I’ll portal and grab Clint and Tasha, meet you at the car.”

“All right.” Smart to take them with us. For one thing, left to their own devices, they usually found trouble. But in this case, we might need their noses.

In a minute flat, I had the car’s engine started, and Gibson was back with both Clint and Tasha. I wasted no time traveling the eight blocks to the Wolferstane home, grateful the roads had cleared from the recent weather. I spied a Queen’s Own car in the driveway and an ambulance parked behind it, so I chose to park along the street, risky as that was. This was a much older part of the city, so the streets were very narrow, but I wasn’t going to block that ambulance in.

It was actually the first time I’d seen an ambulance this close up; normally I only passed them in traffic. They were outfitted from the largest cargo vans, equipped with multiple lifesaving machines, and well stocked with the best healing potions and charms one could acquire. The bloodred color was distinct, and the siren and lights spinning on top differed from police vehicles. Thankfully someone had shut off the siren itself, so the vehicle sat quietly waiting as the lights continued to flash in a circular motion.

A moment later, a man around his mid- to late fifties was carried out via stretcher and loaded into the back of the ambulance. They immediately rushed off, sirens blazing. Well, with them gone, I’d move the car into the driveway after all. No sense taking risks and blocking the street.

The very second I gained the driveway, Gibson and the three Felixes exited, clearly eager to find more clues. I wished them all the success. Meanwhile, I snatched my black bag from the rear of the vehicle, ready to tackle this new location.

Jamie and Jameson both stood just outside the side door. I beelined for them first.

“Is this the point of entry?”

“We think so; the door was ajar when we arrived,” Jamie answered. “We’ve opened multiple doors and windows, but the chloroform is still bad in there.”

I lifted my wand, summoning the air around me to clear out the house. For a full thirty seconds, wind swirled through the building, rattling the pictures on the walls and tugging at the drapes, but leaving the air much clearer afterward.

“Bless you,” Jamie said with feeling. “I was fine, of course, but I worried about everyone else. Gibs, I’ve called one of the children to go to the hospital for the dad’s sake. She’s an hour outside the city, so it’ll take some time. Now I need someone to find the housekeeper. It’s her day off today, and I have no idea why the wards are off.”

“Got it, I’ll find that out. Maybe the secretary will know?”

“That’s my hope. Call Marshall and have him ask.”

He gave a salute and then jogged back toward the car.

I let him make the call without a word. We would probably be bouncing between these two locations a good portion of the day.

My eyes did detect the boundaries of a ward’s perimeter, but Jamie was quite correct in that it was not up and functioning. Truly, we must assess why that was the case first.

Jameson pointed to the door. “Lock wasn’t jimmied, but there’s this weird—”

All three Felixes stopped dead in front of the door with their noses pointed up at the knob. Clint’s fur along his spine stuck straight up.

I paused, not sure why he would react so. “What’s the matter, bud?”

“Raskovnik,” he hissed, the hair on his spine lifting even more. “Bad sniffy.”

Technically speaking, the herb itself wasn’t a bad one. However, it could unlock anything, as I’d discovered on two previous cases some time ago. Clint had been introduced to it during the gold heist case, leaving behind a negative association in his mind. “Oh dear. Are you sure?”

He hissed some more, ears flat against his head.

I’d take that as a yes.

Jamie let out a low whistle. “Well, that explains how the lock was opened without any marks on the door. Interesting choice, too; not many people have access to that herb since it’s a controlled substance.”

No, indeed they did not. Which might be a clue for us, if we could figure out how the perp had managed to get their hands on it.

I still cast a diagnostic spell on the area and almost immediately regretted it. “Cleaning charm.”

Jamie’s head flopped back on her shoulders. “Crap. Well, no doubt this was the same person who killed the CEO, so it was to be expected. Can we ban cleaning charms? I do not need criminals thoroughly erasing their tracks.”

A sentiment I wholly felt. “No, that we most certainly do not need.”

I made my way carefully into the house, checking things as I went. Absolutely nothing looked disturbed to me. The kitchen’s appliances and such remained tidily arranged just so. The dining room beyond had the same tidy look, with fresh flowers in the vase on the table. I didn’t even see the daily sort of clutter that houses acquired with people living in them.

All seemed well until I reached the foyer, where a small bloodstain spotted the ornate rug. A woman’s coat was draped over the bench near the front door, as well as a small clutch. Ahh, the missing pieces we’d looked for earlier. Mrs. Wolferstane’s coat and purse at last. But not a man’s coat?

“Was Mr. Wolferstane’s coat still on him?” I inquired over my shoulder.

Jamie came in closer to answer, “It was. Half off, really, one shoulder tugged free. I think he’d been in the act of taking it off when he was attacked.”

“Do you think he’ll survive this?”

“I hope so. He was still breathing when I found him, so odds are yes.”

“Then we potentially have a witness.” Which was the best luck we’d had recently. I performed another refresh of my spell, to the same lack of results, and groaned. “No luck, dearest.”

She made a face as she looked about, rubbing her chin. “I was afraid you’d say that. All right, well, Eddy and I did a brief search of the house to see if anything had been disturbed, but nothing looked out of place.”

I put my wand and book away in my bag, pulling out gloves instead, then stood, panning the area. “What was the point of this roundabout kill? If our perp had gained the upper hand so thoroughly here, why bother carting their drugged victim eight blocks away and risk being seen? Why not kill her here?”

“Weird, right?” Jamie agreed, also looking about as if somehow the walls of the house might answer her. “Like the location was somehow important. But why? I need criminals to start writing a manifesto to explain their motives, at least. This one’s going to keep me up tonight.”

“Yes, quite. It’s always the illogical cases that prey upon my mind.”

The foyer phone rang, the noise so unexpected that I jumped. Who would be calling? Well, anyone would, I supposed. Not knowing what else to do, I went and answered it. “Henri Davenforth, Queen’s Own speaking.”

“This be Bess Steel, sir,” a shaken female voice said. “I’m the housekeeper for the Wolferstanes. Is Mr. Wolferstane…is he…?”

“He’s en route to the hospital,” I answered with sympathy. “We expect him to survive.”

“Thank all the gods for their mercy, then. Thank you for telling me that. I understand you need me to answer a question?”

“Several, really, but most urgently I need to know why the wards were down.”

“Oh, that was a habit of theirs. They had so many visitors in and out of the house, they found it a bother to keep adding people into the wards’ permissions, so they just took them down during the day and turned them back on at night when they were ready for bed.”

So that was how the killer had gained easy access. Nothing to stop him from entering except a locked door, which had proved to be no deterrent at all. “I understand, thank you.”

Jamie leaned over my shoulder, angling so the speaker was placed between our heads. “Ms. Steel, my name is Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own. I’ve only been able to reach Rowena. Can you try and reach Eldon for me?”

“Oh! Yes, miss, I can do that.”

“That’d be super helpful. Also, please come here to the house, if you can. I need to know if there’s anything missing.”

“I’ll be on my way shortly. I can be there in a half hour.”

“Thanks muchly.”

“We’ll see you soon, then, Ms. Steel.” I hung up the phone and blew out a breath. “Wards don’t work if they’re not on.”

Jamie’s mouth twisted in a rueful smile. “Yeah, a stupid decision, and one I’m sure Perry Wolferstane will kick himself for repeatedly after this. Not that it would have deterred our killer much. I think they would have found a way to get to her, one way or another. The wards being turned off just made it easier.” Jamie stood back and huffed another breath. “My gut’s saying the Vyner case is somehow tied to this one, but I have no idea why. Maybe because the victims are so similar.”

“My thought as well. Two high-profile businesswomen who were well known in society. Plus the cleaning charms used for both murders. Perhaps Mrs. Wolferstane’s death will give us a better idea of motive and suspect.”

“Here’s hoping.”
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Within the course of an hour, I sat with Perry Wolferstane, right next to his bed in the hospital. He wheezed shallowly in and out of his mouth, his poor nose swollen and mottled with bruising, although it had been reset. He was a tall man, probably tall enough to make me look up at him when standing, but right now he looked frail.

Swathed in hospital blankets, hooked up to monitoring charms and such, his skin sallow, he looked worse for wear. The medical team had been quick to assess and treat him, and the doctor had assured me he’d survive. He’d just taken in a very heavy dose of the chloroform and had to process that in his system before he could wake.

I’d also been informed this wasn’t something he’d just breathed in but something that coated his skin as well, so the house must have been gassed to hit both him and his wife at once. I’d wondered about that—if I was looking at a single assailant or a team to take down both adults at once—but it looked more like it was just one person. I might have been wrong, though.

This poor man. My heart broke for him. He’d gone from a happy, successful marriage to mourning a spouse, and he might not even know that yet. I’d have to hit him with the news once he was awake. What a sorry thing indeed.

Had to be done, though. Like ripping off a Band-Aid.

Clint sat in my lap, hanging out with me while we waited on the patient to wake up. I idly stroked him with one hand, my pad in the other, and received many a purr for my attention.

While waiting on Perry to awaken, I stayed in contact with the other team at the Royal Theater, specifically Colette. What a day this was turning out to be, with two cases to juggle and a victim still snoozing.

“Walk me through this,” I told her, not willing to write everything out. I did keep my voice and the volume on the pad low, though, to avoid waking the other patients in the nearby rooms. “Who exactly was killed?”

“Maurice Miller, the manager of the theater,” Colette said in her charming lilt.

“How long?”

“Rigor mortis was nearly fully set in, so my best guess is just under twelve hours ago now. We’re conducting interviews over here, but that seems to match up the timeline for when he was last seen. Cause of death was just…theatrical. No other word for it. He was hanged over the trapdoor.”

I blinked. “The trapdoor in the stage? That one?”

“The very one.”

“Uh…don’t they do theatrical stuff like that only in plays and movies?”

She snorted in response. “First time I’m seeing it in real life, at least.”

“Are we looking at someone with theater experience?”

“I would say no. Just gut feeling on that, but the way they cut the ropes in order to make a noose and tie him up suggests they were making things up as they went along, possibly trying to make it look like a suicide attempt. Also, these are some truly horrendous granny knots. I’m amazed some of them held.”

“Ahhh. A framing attempt gone wrong, eh? Someone’s trying to be clever.”

“Kind of failing, to be honest. To me it looks amateurish and stupid. Somehow the rope held enough to hang him, though, so it did do the job. Also, our victim clearly did not go without a fight. The manager’s office is like a war zone, that’s how torn up it is. He has defensive wounds all over his hands and arms, a black eye, and I think he’d been knocked unconscious before he was strung up. There’s a nasty bump on the side of his head.”

Do not go gentle, indeed. “I’m always proud of the victim for at least fighting back. Even if they don’t win the fight. Silly of me, I guess, but at least he didn’t go down quietly.”

“Oh, he for sure did not.”

“Anything else you can tell me?”

“Róis is still trying to track the perp. Not succeeding at the moment. She claims too many people have come through this theater in the last twenty-four hours, jumbling all the auras together, but she’s trying regardless.”

“I expected nothing else. Don’t let her get bogged down there, though.”

“Will do. That’s about all…Well, one thing. Get this—a cleaning charm was used on the stage and in the office.”

I let out a low whistle and abruptly straightened in the wooden chair, nearly upsetting Clint, who grumbled and readjusted. A cleaning charm, eh? Well now, wasn’t that interesting. My mind started spinning with possibilities.

“Colette, is it wrong that I’m jumping to an assumption here?”

“I’m jumping to a few myself, so I can’t throw stones. I think we’ve got a murderer running around. The MOs are too similar.”

“Two, at the very least. I can’t imagine how they’d have been able to murder two people and do this elaborate staging in two entirely different locations on the same night otherwise.”

“Too far-fetched to think one person could manage it.”

Possibly two murderers across three cases. At least two, maybe more, working in concert? Or had the timing overlapped like this coincidentally? How enmeshed were these people with each other? Just sharing tips, or actively helping each other?

“Colette, you said the cleaning charm was used specifically on the office and the stage. Nowhere else?”

“Back door got it as well, I just got word on that. But honestly, you can’t use the rest of the concert hall as any sort of evidence ground. They had three shows back-to-back, starting with a matinee yesterday.”

I groaned in understanding. Way too many people came through the area; the evidence we wanted was likely all muddled in with dirty shoes and snack wrappers. I wanted to cry. Right now, I felt more frustrated than a vampire sucking on the Kool-Aid man’s neck.

“We’re trying, honestly, but I think I’ll learn more from the victim and his office than anywhere else.”

“I appreciate the honesty. All right, wrap things up as much as you can.”

“Where are you, anyway? Department store?”

“No, hospital. Vic’s husband was assaulted as well but lived through it. I’m waiting for him to wake up.”

Colette gave a crooning, hopeful noise. “Witness?”

“If we’re lucky. I sure do need a clue of some sort.”

“Here’s hoping, then. Well, I’m going to end this call. I’ve got to finish assessing a body. Weber just called making whining noises about needing a coffee if he’s going to tackle two bodies at once.”

“Ha, I bet. I do feel bad for him, though. It is a bit much.”

“I’ll assist as I can since I can’t do much else for this case. Jamie…” Her voice was tinged with concern. “Not to complain, but we’re starting to get more and more work coming in. Are you finding the time to do some interviews? Get some more agents in?”

“Between finding time to sleep, you mean? I’m certainly trying.”

“We’d all appreciate it. Anyway, going now. Tell me if your witness saw something.”

“Will do.”

I hung up and then made a face. She had a point about hiring more people, but it wasn’t just a matter of interviewing someone for the job. I had to then find the time to train them all. My ducklings were graduated and had formed their own team, which did help, but now I had to gather a new batch of ducklings. Well, technically, I had already gathered them, they were just stuck in the basic agent training program and would be for several more months.

Colette had officially gone from part-time to full-time, but she floated between the teams, acting as general magical examiner for the whole department. And with the ducklings now forming a team, it meant I had three teams, because of course Foster, Niamh, Evans, and Bennett formed Team Two. They were dealing with their own caseload at the moment and would hopefully solve them soon. At the rate we were going, I might need them. I was very short-handed right now, and transfers only happened so fast.

You know…I had sort of absconded with Weber and Colette. I wondered if I could do it again and snitch Penny and Gerring. Penny was back to full duty at this point, or close enough.

Gregson might murder me, though. Hmm, might be worth it.

The sound of heels in a quick staccato on tile brought my head up and around. I tracked the sound as it approached. A woman of average height, wearing a huge overcoat that almost dwarfed her, burst into the room. At a glance I could tell this was Wolferstane’s daughter, as she had the same hair coloring, build, and face shape. Her distraught expression didn’t improve when she saw the man lying still in the bed.

I jumped up, dumping Clint in the process, and caught her before she could dive for Perry. “Rowena Wolferstane?”

She turned to me, crystal blue eyes bright with unshed tears. “I am. You are…?”

“Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own. I’m the lead agent on your parents’ case.”

She accepted this with a simple nod, lips quivering. “M-my father, how is he?”

“Doctor assured me he’ll make a full recovery. He’s sleeping off the gas that knocked him out right now. We expect him to wake up any time. The worst injury he had was a broken nose. Fortunately, the chloroform remnants weren’t strong enough to do serious internal damage, but it will take some time for him to heal.”

A shudder of relief went through her. “Thank you, Director Edwards, for sitting with him until I got here.”

“Least I could do, Miss Wolferstane. Honestly, I’m hoping he saw who attacked them. I’d dearly love a suspect to pursue right now.”

“I understand.” She hesitated before asking, “Does…does my father know?”

“I have no idea. From what we can tell—and sorry if this is insensitive—but your mother wasn’t killed in the house. She was taken to the office first.”

Rage swept over those delicate features. Rowena wanted the perp in her hands right then, based on how her fingers clenched. Just to dispense her own justice. I did not blame her.

“My mother never did anything to anyone to deserve being killed,” she said flatly. “My father hasn’t done anything to deserve this, either.”

“Yes, miss, I believe that. Out of those we’ve interviewed, we can’t find anyone who even disliked your parents. Usually when someone’s murdered like this, the motive is pretty easy to find. Criminals by and large are not clever or subtle. This case seems to be the outlier. Just for my information, was your mother acquainted with Edith Vyner?”

Rowena’s head jerked back a little in surprise. “I…believe so, socially speaking, but they weren’t close friends. Why?”

I was saved from answering that by a groan coming from the bed.

Rowena appeared at the other side of the bed in a flash, her hands on her father’s arm. “Dad. Daddy?”

Eyes fluttering open, Perry Wolferstane anxiously turned his head, his eyes focusing on his daughter. Then he gasped, “R-Rowena. Your mother?”

So, he’d known something had gone wrong with his wife. This might make it easier to break the news.

Rowena’s tears finally spilled over, and I could tell she was trying to get words out, but her throat was closing up and choking her out. She just shook her head, over and over.

Stepping in, I answered, keeping my tone gentle, “I’m so sorry, Mr. Wolferstane. We found your wife murdered.”

A sound of pure grief escaped him.

This was not the moment to demand answers. “I’m going to step outside, give you two a few minutes. Let me know when you feel like you can talk, all right?”

Gathering Clint, I left the room, closing the door behind us. Family grief wasn’t something I felt comfortable intruding on, and they clearly needed some time to come to terms with all of this. I certainly would in their shoes.

Pulling my pad back out, I updated my team with Perry’s condition and answered a few messages waiting on me. Perhaps twenty minutes or so later, the door opened and Rowena poked her head out. Her eyes were red rimmed, but she looked steadier, like she’d thrown a hold on her emotions to get through the present moment. I admired her for being able to manage it.

“Director, please come back in. My father has many questions for you.”

“I bet.” Clint and I followed her back in, closing the door again, as this wasn’t news I wanted the whole hospital to hear. Resuming my seat in the chair, I looked him over. He was propped up better with pillows, more sitting than lying, and he too had clearly been crying. Deciding he needed to be a therapy cat, Clint jumped onto the bed. After a moment of surprise, Perry started to pet the strange purple creature rubbing against his hand.

“Again, Mr. Wolferstane, I’m so sorry I had to hit you with this terrible news the second you awoke.”

“Thank you, Director.” He spoke with an odd mixture of a slight wheeze and congestion, the latter likely from the reset nose. “I would have called for you the second I had my bearings, in truth. I saw my wife taken.”

Oh? “Did you see who took her?”

“I did not.” He looked both frustrated and heartbroken, eyes closed in a fatalistic way. “The way I fell, I only saw my wife’s feet, so I saw her dragged away. I was barely conscious at that point, I couldn’t even collect my thoughts. I think they’d been hiding in the parlor and waiting on us to return. I can’t say for certain.”

I jotted this down. “What time was this?”

“Roughly around one a.m. We’d celebrated my birthday—” Here he choked a little and had to pause, breathing deeply, to push his grief down enough to speak. Clint rubbed against his hand again, a small encouragement. “We’d celebrated with dinner and a late showing at the Royal Theater, so we’d gotten in much later than usual. We hadn’t set the wards yet for the night. I…”

He clearly blamed himself, thinking the wards would have saved them. He might have been right, but I wasn’t about to say so. This poor man would live with this guilt for the rest of his life, no doubt. On another note, our CEO victim had attended the last show of our theater victim. What even were the odds? Was that a possible connection?

“Did you know any of the performers or staff for the show you attended?”

He gave me a puzzled look but answered, “No, we just occasionally attended shows, maybe a handful of times a year.”

Drat, shot in the dark. “Anything else you can tell me about last night?”

“I’m afraid not. None of this makes sense to me. My wife hadn’t done anything to warrant such an attack.”

“Had she received any threats, or even had an argument with anyone in the past month?”

“No, nothing like that. She ran a fair business and was generous with people. She wasn’t the type of person to attract violence to her like this. She is—was—a beautiful soul.”

I’d have to dig more into her financials and such to verify this, but even her employees had said she was an exceptional boss. “I understand. Rowena said she knew Edith Vyner, but only socially. Were they working on a joint project or anything like that?”

“I…” He paused, thinking hard. “No, I don’t think so. Is that important?”

“You apparently missed it in the news, so I’ll fill you in. We also found Edith Vyner killed in her home last week.”

His jaw dropped. “Why?”

“We have no idea, but the method of how she was killed is overlapping a little with your wife’s. It’s possibly the same murderer, hence the question. If you can think of anything that ties these two women together later, I’d dearly love to hear it. Now, an insensitive question, and I apologize in advance for this, but your wife was carted to her office before she was killed. Is there any reason you can think of why the murderer took her all the way there?”

He shook his head, looking as baffled as I felt. “No. No, that makes no sense to me whatsoever. Why didn’t anyone there see it?”

“They managed to get inside when there was a gap in security, it seems. She wasn’t found until well after the department store had opened for business, actually, as no one expected to see her in the office.”

“Ahh…of course, yes, it isn’t a day she normally worked.” He lifted a shaking hand to press it lightly to his forehead, clearly distressed. “I’m sorry, I wish I could give you answers, but none of this makes sense. I can’t explain any of it.”

Sadly the case for me, too. I could see how devastated they both were, believed their grief to be sincere, and gave a nod. “I will do my level best to figure out who did this and why. I promise you that. For now, sir, rest. You can’t go home just yet, but I should be able to release your house to you in a day or so. Our coroner will release your wife’s body by next week for burial.”

Slipping a card out of my pocket, I handed it to him. “Please reach out if there’s anything you need, or anything I can do for you. I still need to speak with your son, so when you see him, make sure to put him in touch with me.”

“Thank you, Director.” His eyes were slipping closed, as if the grief had sapped the energy from him.

“I’ll let you rest for now.”

I stood and let myself out, blowing out a breath in the quietness of the empty hallway. Clint headbutted my leg in silent support.

A pair of murderers going about offing the elite of society was either a social message or a gruesome sort of agenda. I couldn’t figure out what, but I did know that it was leaving a lot of grief in its wake. I could only hope we figured out who these people were soon. How they were picking their victims, at the very least. Something.

I seriously needed chocolate.
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Henri and Co. would still be at the house working their magic, so I went straight from hospital to theater, needing to see the situation with my own eyes before they wrapped it up. We could only keep the theater closed for so long, after all. Also, I had a queen to report to, who was already hopping mad that someone had dared to commit a murder in HER theater. I’d have liked to know who told her, because it wasn’t like I’d reported in yet!

That was going to be a fun conversation. Please read that with all due sarcasm.

Anyway, I’d better have all the answers possible before that meeting, hence me heading straight there. With Clint. Because Clint understood there were high perches in theaters and only he could reach them, or so he tried to convince me.

Fortunately, it wasn’t far, so I buzzed over there. Actually, it was kind of strange that all of my crime scenes were within a few blocks of each other. Usually, I had to cross half of town to get where I needed to be. Convenient, though, not going to lie.

Various cop cars were still parked in the parking lot, the place cordoned off, which was a good thing with so many lookie-loos. However. This theater resided on a main street, high profile, which inevitably meant a certain number of reporters—

I barely had the thought rambling around in my brain when a call came up from the front line of the cordon, several cameras snapping shots. Le sigh. Yeah, let’s just ignore them for now, I didn’t have answers for them anyway.

“Director Edwards, how did this murder happen?” one reporter called.

Another one chimed in right in the middle of his question with, “What was the motive? Who are your suspects?”

I gathered up Clint and headed for the side door, where Colette waved me forward. With her Amazonian height, broad build, and an attitude to match, on a normal day she scared lesser beings by just walking around. But in the Queen’s Own uniform? Criminals quaked in their shoes with just a look from those sharp dark brown eyes. She was probably the only reason the reporters didn’t dare try to cross the police line. Perched on my arm, Clint hissed at the reporters as we passed them. He disliked reporters on principle at this point. I did nothing to stop him.

The second I stepped inside the theater, Colette hastily shut the door behind me, then huffed out an aggravated breath, running an ebony hand over her face. “They’ve been harassing us for answers every time we step outside. Cursing the lot of them with glued mouths sounds good about now.”

“As long as you’re willing to handle the paperwork for that afterward. ’Cause I ain’t doing it.”

She made a face, nose wrinkling up. “Only thing staying my hand right now.”

“Did I get here before you guys shifted the body over to the morgue?”

“You did, barely. Body is ready to load, but I held Weber here since I knew you were due any minute.”

“Let’s start there, then. I don’t want to hold him up unnecessarily. He’s already got two bodies to juggle as it is.”

Nodding in agreement, she led the way in. Normally, she wore her ebony strands in a ponytail with a ton of tiny little braids, but today one big French braid hung down her back.

“Trying a new hairstyle?”

“No,” she groaned. “I was in the middle of redoing my hair completely when the call came in. Today’s supposed to be my day off.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

She shot me a dry smile. “It happens.”

“Where’s my former ducklings?”

“Trying to locate potential witnesses, I think. They all took off after I assured them I could close the scene out with Weber.”

“Ahh, okay, hopefully they find someone who can make sense of this mess.”

“I’m praying along with you.”

I’d been wandering down this dark hallway until we hit the side of the stage, and then I stepped into full light. Limelight, as they called it, the lights along the front of the stage all fully on. Weber sat in a prop chair next to a body bag, notebook in hand, but he stood as I approached. Man looked vexed. Ready-to-commit-a-murder-himself vexed.

“Hi, Weber. What’s the news?”

“I can’t tell you much more than what Colette already has. Not until I get him on a proper autopsy table. My estimate is that he died around two o’clock this morning. He’s got lacerations, bruising, and such on his arms, chest, and head. I think he put up a whale of a fight.” He adjusted his glasses. “This part’s more an educated guess, but I believe he was unconscious when the murderer strung him up. I found no signs that he struggled to undo the hangman’s rope, and his hands weren’t tied.”

“Huh. Out cold, then?”

“It appears that way. There’s also a distinct ligature mark lower than the rope marks that makes me think the killer used a garrote before hanging the body. I’ll know more once I get him on the table, but at a guess, he may have already been dead when strung up, which honestly makes more sense. Whoever hanged him had no idea what they were doing. Amateurish staging in the worst sense, but I suppose it still got the job done.”

Probably a mercy our vic hadn’t been conscious to suffer through it, then. “Anything else you can tell me?”

“It wasn’t a robbery, that’s for sure. He still has on a nice watch, his wallet is intact with cash inside, and his cuff links—which have sapphires embedded—are still here.”

“Good to know. All right, go on. I’ll catch up with you later and hope you’ve learned more.”

He gave a tired grunt, then waved to one of the beat cops to help him lug the body out.

Colette touched my arm to get my attention and pointed upward, only to stop and frown. “Now when did Clint get up there?”

“Cat’s a freakin’ ninja when he wants to be.” I tilted my head back to see him balanced on one of the support rafters for all the many, many ropes holding up curtains and backdrops. Of course he was happy as a clam up there, walking along this two-inch-thick beam like he had a full sidewalk.

“My little purple ninja, how fare you?”

He tilted his head over to the side to beam at me. “I see rats!”

“Focus, darling. Any sniffies?”

“Hmm, yes. But no magic sniffies aside from cleaning charm.” Then he made a weird noise and flinched back a little. “Ugh. Stuck my paw in the wrong hole.”

“Like that’s the first time.” I shook my head and refocused on Colette. “All right, so I can see the hack job with the ropes.”

A wry smile graced her lips. “Right, it’s pretty obvious. I did manage to reach the stage director, who stopped by for a good hour and answered a lot of questions for me. There’s actually a way to rig this for a hanging. Er, technically, as part of a play. Of course, there was supposed to be a stool under the trapdoor for the actor to stand on so he wasn’t literally hanging, but the stool was knocked over to the side.”

“Huh. So the setup was all there and our killer was like, let’s just cut this and this and make a bunch of granny knots instead! That’ll work!”

She shrugged. “Basically.”

I pitied the poor soul who got to undo all of this and put the stage back to rights. Seemed like a thankless job.

“Now, the manager’s office is right over here.” Colette’s shoes made a distinctive clack as she crossed the stage, and I was surprised to find three offices all right in a row on the other side. I’d expected dressing rooms, but no, signs clearly labeled them as offices. Accounting, Manager, and Stage Director, to be precise.

“Stage director told me the last show ended at midnight. It wasn’t unusual for them to take an hour to get everyone out, as people tended to linger while chatting. But the audience was gone by one, the stagehands, actors, and such were gone as well at more or less that time. Stage director himself left at one thirty, after confirming all the front doors were locked. He said he never locked the side door—Miller always did that himself on his way out. When he left, Miller was tidying up the sales sheet for the night, and intended to put that on the accountant’s desk before leaving for home himself. No one came back in here until eleven a.m. today, which was the cleaning crew.”

“Who found their boss hanging on stage. Hooo boy, I bet that didn’t go over well.”

“No indeed.”

I stepped past Colette into the office of Manager Miller and saw what they meant by comparing it to a battlefield. Everything was turned over, the desk swept clean of its contents, all now in piles on the floor. Pages were ripped, a few dents knocked into the walls. A fight to the death indeed.

“Colette, any chance Miller hurt his attacker?”

“He did. Bruising on our victim’s knuckles indicates he did some damage.” She grimaced. “Unfortunately, cleaning charm. I couldn’t get any blood or tissue samples.”

I might have mentally screamed into my pillow. “I’m really starting to dislike cleaning charms. From a professional standpoint.”

“Trust me, I already do. There should be bloody smears everywhere with the amount Miller was hurt, but instead I have”—she splayed her hands wide—“nothing.”

I rocked back on my heels. So, the stage director had been the last person to see him alive, eh? “Any chance the stage director did this and is blaming a phantom attacker?”

“I checked him for wounds and signs of a fight. Nothing.”

“Yeah, I don’t see how he could possibly get out of a fight this intense without even a bruise.” I rubbed a hand over my jaw. “Accounting room next door?”

“Safe wasn’t even touched. There are pay slips in a locked drawer that would have been easy to get into, and that wasn’t touched either.”

“This definitely wasn’t a robbery then. What, did Miller sleep with someone’s wife?”

Colette shrugged her ignorance. “I’m told the man was a hardcore bachelor who didn’t like romance whatsoever. Maybe he cheated in a card game? Motive is your department, my friend.”

“Sadly the case. It’s just…” I looked around the destroyed office, mind whirling with possibilities, some of them pretty far out there. “I now have three cases where cleaning charms were used. Two of them kind of make sense if they were linked, as they both dealt with prominent businesswomen. But Miller’s the wildcard, being middle-aged and a man.”

“It does seem odd, having him in the mix.”

“I’ll have Róis swing by the department store and the mansion, see if anything sparks joy there.” I messaged her on my pad while talking. “I know here is a bust, but I want to see if the aura in the other two places matches in any way.”

“The cleaning charm would make that harder, but I guess not impossible. If the three cases are even linked. The cleaning charms could be one big coincidence.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence, though. We have a saying on Earth: Once is happenstance, twice is coincidence, three times is enemy action. Something’s hinky here. I just don’t have enough of the puzzle to put it all together yet.” I let my head drop back. “And now I get to tell our queen that.”

“Oh. That’s not going to go over well.” Colette was totally laughing behind that straight face over there.

“Trust me, I’m aware.”

“Hmm. I feel a Girls’ Night coming on soon.”

“Ooh, there’s a good idea. Let’s do that. I could totally go for a night of board games, snacks, and wine right now.”

Colette was already on her pad messaging everyone. “I’ll figure out a time.”

“We need to do that anyway so you can catch up on the madness. Get this—Ellie’s going to move warehouses. If she can find a newer, bigger one. Preferably two side by side.”

Colette’s mouth dropped. “She needs a bigger warehouse? And two of them? It’s not like she’s in a small building to begin with!”

“That’s pretty much what I said. But she’s seriously running out of room. She explained all the reasons why to me, but I’ll let her explain it again to you.”

“This, I’ve got to hear. And what day are you available, anyway?”

“I’ll get back to you when people stop murdering randomly.” Rolling my eyes, I ducked back out of the room and headed for the stage again, calling as I went, “Clint? Clint~ Yoo-hoo, distractable kitty?”

Wait, I saw a flash of purple up there in the rafters. I think. “Clint, you didn’t get distracted by rats, did you?”

A guilty merp came from the shadows.

I’d take that as a yes. “Come down, please. We need to go so they can wrap up here.”

Two golden eyes peeked out over the edge. “Go?”

“Yes, go.”

“But rats.”

“The rats will sadly survive another day. Come on, come down.”

He made a high-pitched whining noise in the back of his throat. “But no sniffies either!”

“Baby, they used a cleaning charm; you won’t get sniffies here.”

Ever seen a cat so disappointed they just kind of deflate? Ears going to either side, just a puddle of sadness? It’s a particularly interesting trick when he’s balancing on, like, a sliver of wood.

“Sorry. It’s a fact of life no one is happy with right now. Come on, it’s been a long day, and there’s paperwork standing between me and a hot bath.”

Clint’s ears swiveled and his attention snapped to the side.

Uh-oh. Son of a hamster, there he went, off like a shot. I just knew without asking that he’d spied the rat and his attention was already on that instead of the words I had just said.

I called after him, “If you bolt on me, I’ll murder you!”

“Sunk-cost fallacy!” he called back, wholly unbothered by this threat.

Did this brat seriously just make an economics joke?

My pad gave a ring and I answered it absently while still trying to suss out where my kitty had gone. “Yeah, hello?”

“Dearest, where are you? We’ve been asked to lend a hand informing next of kin.”

“Uh…” Well, there went my plan for a hot bath at home. Hopefully this wouldn’t take long. “Let me catch Clint first.”

“Will that take long?”

“Hopefully not.” Hopefully.
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My poor (former) ducklings were stretched incredibly thin and begging for help. With the actors, stagehands, props people, and staff, it totaled up to A Lot of People. They requested I handle the death notifications to kin, which I agreed to. I didn’t want them so swamped the family didn’t hear about this from us. Terrible thing to learn via the newspaper.

Miller wasn’t married, so next of kin were his mother and sister. Apparently, mother’s health was failing, sister lived with her as a caretaker, and Miller would stay there during the beginning of the week to give his sister a break, as the shows took up most of his weekends.

Although that dynamic had died this morning, not that either woman was aware of that yet.

It was late afternoon by the time I rejoined Henri and got to their house. I didn’t miss GPS in this world because I had a Henri.

The family lived in a townhouse wedged between nearly identical townhouses, with nothing more than a window box—barren in the winter—and a house number to differentiate it from the neighbors’. I stepped out of the car first, as Henri had driven. Was anyone surprised by that? I thought he’d only let me drive if he’d broken a foot. Maybe not even then. Of course, kitties were lounging in the back seat. Even upon arrival, the kitties claimed they were too tired to move and just snuggled in closer for a nap. Which was fine by me; they could stay in the car if they wanted to.

I mentally braced myself as I knocked on the door. I hated notifying someone of a family member’s death, and this made twice in one day. It was difficult, seeing their world implode in front of my eyes, knowing their lives would never be the same moving forward. A part of their hearts would always carry grief.

It was one of the many reasons I was so, so glad Sherard and Henri had managed to find a way to connect me to home, even if infrequently. At least my parents and sister knew I was all right, just out of reach. That reassurance was a blessing for all of us.

The door swung open and Isabella Miller, the sister, stood there. I’d seen a picture of Miller at the theater—they’d had all their staff pictures along a wall—and the resemblance to her brother was remarkable: same tawny coloring and general features, although her build was plumper and she stood a little shorter. Still, definitely siblings.

I gentled my tone. “Ms. Miller? I’m Director Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own. Can I step in and talk to you for a minute?”

She was alarmed, as everyone instinctually was when I knocked on their door unexpectedly. “Is something the matter?”

“I’m afraid there is.”

Ducking her head uncertainly, she ushered me in. The house wasn’t large; the foyer basically opened up into a parlor on the left, where an elderly woman sat next to the fireplace, a throw blanket on her lap. She’d been reading something before we came in and now looked at us with the same sort of alarm behind her thick glasses.

“Who’s this, Izzy?”

I identified myself again. “Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own. With me is Royal Mage Henri Davenforth. I’m sorry, Mrs. Miller, I come bearing bad news. We unfortunately found your son dead this morning at the theater.”

For a moment, I could tell my words didn’t make sense to these two women. Then that moment passed and grief crashed into them, pain and denial a mishmash across their faces. Izzy let out a sob, then clamped a hand over her mouth, bending under the force of her grief. Her mother just started sobbing altogether.

Henri moved around me to offer her a handkerchief, which she took, crying into it. He seemed helpless on what to do next, but we just had to give them some time. There was nothing else to do.

When the mother settled a little, I came in closer and bent to put us more on eye level. “I’m so sorry for this, I’m here to answer any questions you have.”

“Was it…was it an accident?”

I could tell she hoped it was. “I’m sorry, no. He was murdered.”

“Why?” The word was practically a gasp of air.

“Wish I knew. I’m in the process of finding out. Actually, I hoped you could help me out with that. Did he have enemies?”

Isabelle came to sit on the ottoman near her mother, and the two ladies latched on to each other’s hands, taking some comfort in each other. I took a chair as well, Henri joining me in a matching chair at my side.

Isabelle was the one to answer my question, words wobbly with emotion. “Yes and no. My brother was a rational man, levelheaded. People loved having him manage the theater because he didn’t get sucked into the pace of all the prima donnas there.”

With the theater crowd, I bet there were quite a few. Egos alone would clash on a regular basis.

“He was good at it,” Mrs. Miller whispered, staring blindly into the fire. “Thrived there, really. We were all proud of him.”

“We were.” Isabelle gave a sad smile. “But he did make some people mad. He’d tell us about some of it, but most was petty.”

“No, remember that one man?” Mrs. Miller stirred, turning her head to face her daughter, wrinkled mouth pulled into a frown. “The bad director.”

“Oh!” Isabelle straightened a little, expression shifting into one of anger. “Oh yes, him.”

The “him” was pronounced with such loathing I had to wonder, was this man a warm pile of ick? Or something worse?

“Do fill us in,” Henri said, notebook in hand, ready to take notes.

“Junius Darling,” Isabelle answered, still looking like she’d stepped in something unpleasant. “He’s a director of note. People seem to enjoy his plays—when he can actually manage to pull one together. He’s awful to work with and for. Maurice didn’t usually complain about people, even at his most frustrated, but that man? Oh, he hated him. Insults would fly fast and loose whenever his name came up.”

Sounded like a good suspect to me. “When was their last altercation?”

“I would say about three weeks ago? Thereabouts.”

Mrs. Miller chimed in, voice a bit stronger than before. “It wasn’t just my son Director Darling had issues with, either. Rather, he had problems finding theaters to host his plays. My son grew so incensed with him the last time he put on a play at the theater, he banned Darling from ever stepping inside the building again. It seemed to give people courage. After he did so, all the other theater directors in the city did the same.”

Oh-ho, now that was some drama right there. Also might be cause for murder. A theater director with no stage was a theater director who couldn’t work. Our vic had financially ruined the man, in other words. I was going to look into this man with all due haste.

“What were the issues behind the decision to ban?” Henri inquired.

“Well, what weren’t the issues?” Isabelle sighed, shaking her head.

“The director was a little too free with his hands,” Mrs. Miller said with a knowing look. “Something my son caught him doing more than once, and put a firm stop to. He wasn’t good at paying his bills and was often in the red right up until the final production, which left Maurice having to find the money to pay everyone until he himself could get paid. Very bad business practice, if you ask me. Junius was sloppy with his work, not appearing on time for rehearsals, not on top of the costume department as he should have been, hard on his actors. Overall a nightmare to work with.”

“Sounds like it,” I said. “Do you have any idea where Darling can be found?”

“No, I’m sorry, but if you ask someone of the theater crowd, I’m sure you can put hands on him.”

Likely so. “Thank you so much. Did your son have a disagreement with anyone else before today?”

She shook her head no, an action Isabelle mirrored.

Well, at least I had one possible suspect. I’d take that, for sure.

Mrs. Miller’s hand shook, voice trembling as she asked, “Did he suffer?”

“He put up a whale of a fight, that I can tell you.”

She seemed pleased by that, if sad. “My boy…he wasn’t much of a fighter, but I’m glad he didn’t go down easy, at least. I just…wish he’d won.”

Not much I could say to that. “Just for our information, when did you see him last? Where were the two of you last night?”

“Here at home,” Mrs. Miller answered. “Actually, we had dinner here with our neighbors, who lingered a bit. They’re having a rough go at life right now. We ended up talking until nearly midnight. As for my son…I think it was two days ago?”

“Yes,” Isabelle confirmed. “He’d brought over a box of treats, said he found them at a store. They’re rare to find these days. He stopped long enough to share one with us and chat a bit before he left again.”

I noted this down to pass along to the team. “Thank you, that helps. We’ll do our best to find who did this to him and why. For now, I’m going to leave you with my card. If you think of anything, or need anything, just reach out. My team and I are at your disposal. I can’t release him to you just yet for burial, but we’ll get him to you after the autopsy. Can I call anyone for you, to help you through this?”

Isabelle gave me a watery smile. “My aunt lives next door. If you can knock on her door and tell her, send her over here?”

“Absolutely.”

I gave them a card, and Henri warmed the car back up as I went next door and informed the aunt. She was heartbroken as well, but also mad as hell, and promptly went to console her sister and niece. With my duty done, I retreated to the car and kind of flopped into the passenger seat.

“He was well loved,” Henri noted quietly as he pulled away from the curb.

“Yeah. Which makes the whole thing sadder, really.”

Henri tapped the steering wheel with a finger. “I wonder if this Junius person truly is responsible for his death.”

“Seems a good suspect. I think we should ask around, see if we can’t find him today. I’m starting to wonder if he’s connected to the other two murders.”

“So, you also suspect these three are somehow tied together?”

“I just can’t shake this feeling. Junius might be the lynchpin that makes sense of it, who knows?”

“Something needs to. None of this makes sense, and there’s too many coincidences.”

We rolled to a stop at a red light.

A thought occurred and I asked, “If I was ever attacked like that, and died, what would you do?”

Henri turned and took my hand into his. There was something wrong about his smile, the way his eyes darkened. It brought to mind lye and thumbscrews. “They’d never find your murderer’s body. I’d send it straight into space.”

Note to self: Do not piss off Henri.
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After asking around, we eventually found Junius Darling in a pub.

I was not at all surprised.

Jamie’s nose wrinkled straight into her hairline at the sight of him, not that I could blame her. With her very sensitive nose, the man likely reeked. It was fortunate we’d already dropped the Felixes off at home, as they’d have been quite vocal about the stench. He was clearly unkempt, his hair so oily it stuck to his neck, sweat stains visible in several places on his once-white shirt. He reeked even to me, two feet away from him, and I disliked the idea of needing to sit and interview him. Sadly, such a thing was necessary.

We only had a suspicion, not probable cause, so I couldn’t justify hauling him to a drunk tank and making him sleep this off first. Nor would the smell of him improve any if I did so.

At this hour of the evening, people filled into the pub quickly. We had a relatively quiet corner, so I chose to breathe through my mouth and forge forward.

Darling looked up at us with a sort of bleary confusion. “Who’s you two?”

Jamie flashed her badge. “Jamie Edwards, director of the Queen’s Own. Mind if I have a seat? I’ve got some questions about Maurice Miller.”

“Ha! Whatever that slimy bastard said, he can’t pin nothin’. My word ’gainst his, that’s how it goes, right?”

Perhaps I’d find a reason to make him sleep it off in a cell tonight after all. The justification? Let’s see…how about being a general blight upon humanity?

Jamie’s nose was still wrinkled, but she was gaining control over her face, smoothing out her expression. “Sir, I understand you and Mr. Miller didn’t get along very well.”

He slammed a meaty hand hard enough on the table to make the contents—a collection of dirty dishes and two other glasses—jump. “He ran me out of business! For what?! ’Cause I was too friendly with an actress or three, or he said I was late on my bills, but I paid him! I paid him every time!”

Well, no self-reflection here. Pity. Generally speaking, when a person reached their lowest, they’d at least reflect on what had brought them to that point. I saw no sign of him doing so. Or perhaps he was the type who was incapable of self-analysis and would forever perpetuate his own mistakes over and over, unable to learn from them.

“Must be frustrating,” Jamie commented in that genial way she had.

The best interrogators learned how to keep things friendly, make it a conversation, to lower a person’s guard enough for them to freely talk. I’d seen her do this so many times. I tried to imitate her, but she was far better at it.

“He’s got such a big mouth, that man. Second he got tired of me, he went blabbing to the other theater managers, and now all of them won’t let me darken their doorsteps! Not a single one!” His ruddy cheeks flushed even more. “I’m ruined, I am. I can’t put on a single dog-and-pony show.” He let out a broken sob, pounding on the table again, but weaker this time. “Sitting here drinking away the last of my money, I am. Don’t know what to do. I’m going to kill that dirty, rotten weasel if it’s the last thing I do. Least if I’m in prison, I won’t starve, right?”

Interesting. He was speaking as if Miller were still alive.

Jamie noted this as well, as her eyes met mine briefly.

“Perhaps you can start again,” Jamie suggested.

“Can’t,” he muttered brokenly, staring into his half-finished drink. “My patron’s dead. Killed.”

“Patron?”

“Mrs. Vyner.”

I blinked in surprise. “Edith Vyner?”

“’At’s her. A gem.” He blinked bleary eyes up at me, listing sideways in the chair. “You know ’er?”

“I do.” That was when it clicked—his clothes were meant to be mourning white, despite their horrid condition. The deplorable state of him now made much more sense. It looked like he’d put the clothes on upon Edith Vyner’s death and hadn’t removed them since. “She sponsored many young talents in her day. You were one of them?”

“Yeah. Yeah, she was good to me. Generous. Paid for the first play I put on.” A reminiscent smile took over his face. “It was a smash. Everyone loved it. Didn’t need her help at all moving forward because of that play. I could finance my own productions. Bought me a house the same year.” He slumped again. “I’mma lose the house too.”

This man was all over the place, much like a typical drunk. Still, the connection between Vyner and Miller was one we couldn’t overlook.

I spied a waiter walking past and headed their direction, which meant I ended up at the bar, crowded as it was. This was a third-rate pub at best, near the wharf—a popular spot for the dock workers and sailors, from the look of the clientele. I had to wait for several minutes, finally catching the eye of the bartender.

I flashed my badge, which got his immediate attention. “Royal Mage Henri Davenforth. I’m working with the Queen’s Own and need to ask a few questions of that man sitting there, with my partner.”

He sighed and shook his head. “Him, eh? Not surprised he’s in trouble, the way he’s been plowing through our ale.”

“How long has he been sitting there?”

“About three weeks, more or less. He only gets up to piss or if we throw him out to close. He’s back here when we open and then just sits, drinks, cusses, and orders appetizers. Man’s going to destroy his liver at this rate.”

He likely would. It was very possible to drink oneself to death with alcohol poisoning. I’d seen cases of it happen.

“Was he here all day yesterday, then?”

“Well, not quite. Yesterday was the exception. A lady friend of his came looking for him about six, seven p.m., I’d say. She fetched him home.”

Ah-ha. So, no alibis for the hours of the murder itself, technically. Unless the lady friend in question stayed with him that night.

“That said…” The bartender shook his head some more. “He was completely dead to the world drunk when she took him. I wish he’d just straighten his life out instead of trying to drink himself into a grave.”

Interesting, that. “Do you know the lady?”

“Haven’t seen ’er before or since.” He gave a shrug, wiped at the bar, and asked, “Can I get you anything, good sir?”

“No, thank you.” I did leave a coin for the information, which he took with a toothy smile of thanks before returning to the table.

Jamie glared at the now unconscious Darling, who was snoring against the tabletop. Finally hit his limit, had he? “Bartender have anything to say?” she asked.

“Said the man was here from open until about six or seven p.m., at which time a lady friend came and fetched him home,” I relayed.

“Oh-ho! The plot thickens. That’s perfect timing for him to go and kill Miller. Assuming the lady friend doesn’t alibi him out.”

“Bartender doesn’t believe he was in any state to do anything. He’d apparently poured Darling into the cab himself to be sent home.”

“Hmm, he could have been faking it.” Jamie rubbed her chin while staring down at the comatose man. “Wouldn’t be hard, with the way he smells. I don’t think the man’s bathed in days.”

“Yes, he’s quite…ripe.”

I saw the gears turning before she asked, “Name of lady friend?”

“Bartender didn’t know. He hadn’t seen her before or since, in his own words. He also relayed that he’d been here from opening until closing except last night, meaning from five in the evening until two a.m.” I couldn’t take the stench anymore and hit him first with a diagnostic spell, which revealed nothing incriminatory—just dirt, sweat, and drink with some food spills mixed in. Interesting in and of itself, but my nose was still protesting. I hit him with two quick cleaning spells, then a third for good measure. Phew, I finally felt like I could breathe around him.

Jamie glowered at me. “Why didn’t you do that earlier?”

“Cleaning spells are quite abrasive against the skin, unlike the charms. He’d have pitched a fit and not spoken to you at all.” I shrugged apologetically. “Plus, I needed to do a diagnostic spell to see if he had trace evidence, which he did not. At least this way we can cart him to a holding cell without offending our senses further.”

“Guess I’ll take the win. All right, up we go.”

With him passed out like this, we could deem him a public nuisance and take him to the temporary holding cells without needing a warrant. Which was just as well. I bent down and cuffed him in case he woke up at some point.

Jamie heaved him easily to his feet, his arm slung over her shoulder, and carted him toward the door while muttering under her breath, “Hot bath, hot bath, hot bath.”

I hit him with a featherweight spell to make the transport easier, as he was dead weight. A bouncer intervened before I could do anything further, helping Jamie the rest of the way. I had the sense the employees of this pub were glad to see Darling go. No one would mourn his lack of presence tonight.

Pieces of the cases started tumbling through my mind. We had Darling under suspicion of murder for Miller, with motive, but what about Vyner? He’d spoken of her fondly. Would he truly have killed the woman who had helped him so much? A woman he wore mourning white for? That didn’t make sense to me.

Then again, nothing about this series of murders made sense to me.

I drove us back to headquarters while Jamie sat in the back seat to keep an eye on our drunk. We could hold him for seventy-two hours before we’d either have to release him or transfer him to a jail. We only had a few holding cells in a small detention center we shared with the Kingsmen, after all. Hopefully we got the answers we sought before that time ran out.

It was a quiet trip at first before she piped up. “Henri?”

“Yes, dearest?” I glanced her way via the rearview mirror.

“He doesn’t have any defensive wounds on his hands or arms.”

I blinked, absorbing this information. Miller had been covered in wounds. I didn’t think the drunk Darling would be in any better shape. He was quite obese and had been drinking at a horrific pace for weeks; he should not have been capable of a clean fight. Also, Miller had the look of someone worked over with fists—that kind of action leaves marks behind on the assailant’s hands.

“Nothing at all?”

“Not a bit. He’s baby soft all around, not even a visible bruise on his arms.”

“Oh. Perhaps he paid someone to do the dirty work for him?”

She made a disagreeing noise. “He has money for that? I thought he was financially ruined, though.”

“We’ll pull his financials. That should tell us what his state truly is. While we’re on the subject, though, do you think he would have killed Edith Vyner?”

“Hmm. Maybe? If she’d refused to help him again. He could have done it in a rage. Beheading her with her own sword is the kind of dramatic move I’d expect of a theater man.”

I gave a snort. “Yes, quite right.”

“All that said…if she had turned him down, he wouldn’t have spoken of her with such regret and fondness, surely? I don’t know. I like him for these two murders, but at the same time, my gut says this isn’t our guy.”

“I agree with you. It makes sense on paper, but if he really had gone to see her to speak with her about funding, would she have received him in her pajamas?”

“Oh. Crap, right, she was settled in for the night. No, I don’t see her doing that. Unless he came back later to kill her?”

“I didn’t think to ask the bartender if he had an alibi the night of her murder.”

“He might not remember. But didn’t you say the bartender told you he’d been there every night for three weeks from opening to closing? If that’s the case, then Darling couldn’t have killed Vyner. He was too busy getting sloshed.”

I frowned at the road, my mind whirling with possibilities. “Just because he didn’t kill one doesn’t mean he didn’t kill the other, I suppose. Still, the lack of defensive wounds on his hands and arms make me wonder if he killed anyone at all. Especially since he spoke of Miller as if the man were still alive. Surely if he’d killed him, he would have spoken of him in the past tense.”

Jamie let out a gusty sigh. “Well, we’ll need to figure this out, but for tonight, he can sleep it off in a cell. After that, let’s go home. I’m beat.”

“On that point, I quite agree.”
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After a full day of investigating two crime scenes that felt somehow linked, we all felt the need to sit and review information with each other. So, the next morning, Jamie brought in her famous breakfast burritos for both teams so we could have breakfast together. The conference room was crowded with so many people—Jamie’s former ducklings now formed Team Three, which was Will Daughtler, Noreen Madden, Róis Sagespark, and Uwe Katz. This wasn’t their first case on their own, but it was still a doozy to hand a newborn team.

While I ate my breakfast, a timer clicked away in the back of my head. We only had so much time with Junius Darling before we had to either release or transfer him. I’d received a report this morning saying he was so hungover that he wasn’t even making sense, so he could stew in his own poor decisions a bit longer.

I sat near the head of the table, listening to all the details they’d garnered from the scene. Jamie took a few notes, but she knew most of this already, having gone over to the theater yesterday. It was the rest of us who needed to be caught up to speed. The Felixes had found different boxes of paper to lounge about in as the people talked. Bath time had also commenced.

When Noreen finished laying out what they’d found for the theater case, Gibson cleared his throat to draw attention to himself. “I tapped the beat cops for a little help in speaking with the neighbors for both Wolferstane and Vyner. They did come up with a few witnesses who said they saw someone routinely observing the victims’ houses. I think someone canvassed the area to get an idea of routine.”

With the level of forethought both cases showed, it wouldn’t surprise me.

“We’re definitely looking at two different murderers,” Uwe muttered, his deep voice sounding troubled. The Mountain Elf kept tugging on one pointed ear in a thoughtful tic. “Timeline insists on that; no way someone could do both.”

“Agreed.” Jamie stood, heading for the board that dominated the far wall, and started placing victims’ pictures. “Eddy, give me a hand, start writing some of this out.”

He’d grown quite good at that—writing on the board. Since his penmanship had improved, he was often volunteered. With a shrug, he stood and complied, writing things out for her.

“Someone did see a Chandler II parked in the back of the department store,” Gibson added. “Specifically, leaving the parking lot. They’d remarked on it since it was so early in the morning.”

“Who?”

“Donut cart owner. He runs a snack bar nearby all night, and saw it parked there, and said by the time he’d fully set up, the car passed him on the street. Said he was a car guy, not one to mistake such a beauty. He didn’t think much of it, though, until a cop asked him questions.”

Jamie looked intrigued. “Oh? We’re fairly sure our perp at the Vyner house owned a fancy sports car.”

“It’s in fact confirmed,” I told her. “The tires only fit a Chandler II sports car.” Silence rang throughout the room as we all stopped and looked at each other. “That’s the second coincidence in this case, including the cleaning charms.”

“I can verify the auras of those three locations don’t match, though,” said Róis. “Different people.”

“Still…” Noreen murmured, staring at the ceiling. “What are the odds that both murderers drive a sports car?”

It was something of a stretch. “What was the description of the car?”

“Cherry red,” Gibson answered. “Black fenders and bumpers, black cloth top.”

I looked to Jamie. “And a Chandler II looks like…?”

“They do come in custom colors, but one of the stock colors is a cherry-red body with black accents.” Her lips curved in an evil smile. “So I’m not discounting this quite yet. Róis, how sure are you about the people not overlapping?”

“Pretty sure.” She paused and made a face. Her hand tugged at the long blonde braid draped over one shoulder. “Although I do admit the use of the cleaning charm and the time elapsed on the Vyner property didn’t make things easy. I suppose it’s possible I didn’t see things right?”

I was inclined to believe her senses. A Woodland Elf’s tracking ability was amazingly accurate and one of the main reasons she and her cousin Niamh were brought into the Queen’s Own. That overlap of sports car sightings was also too coincidental to ignore.

“I’m going to mark you down as possibly correct for now. The car, though, that’s great work, guys. I like having some kind of hard clue. There are a lot of ifs in this case.” Jamie marked both things down under the Vyner column.

Three columns under each person’s name—timelines, evidence, time of death—all arrayed on a board. My eyes roved over them, but the info didn’t make sense. We’d already established these victims barely knew each other. Even the theater manager would have only known the two women on a surface level, as they were patrons of the arts.

Róis lifted a hand. Her low alto voice was soothing to listen to as she asked the pertinent question, “Inheritance issues for any of these?”

“No, that’s apparently clear-cut in the two ladies’ situations,” I answered. “Mrs. Vyner only had one heir, and Mrs. Wolferstane’s daughter has been set to inherit the business since birth. Her son inherits his father’s business. Both son and daughter insist there’s no bad blood between the siblings over this division, as both businesses are quite profitable.”

She accepted this with a slow nod, apple-green eyes narrowed in thought. “It is interesting to me that the Vyner house was staged to look like a robbery, but the other two weren’t. Was that robbery meant to be a red herring, or an experiment to see if we’d buy it and just close the case?”

A very good question no one had answers to.

“Really, if it wasn’t for the use of cleaning charms in all three cases, I wouldn’t suspect they were related at all,” I mused. “Nothing else seems to tie them together. Except possibly the car.”

Jamie turned and poked Jameson’s shoulder. “Out with it.”

Jameson blinked, head canted as if he couldn’t figure out what she meant. He kept rubbing his fingertips together, a sign he was deep in thought. It was odd to see him so much taller than her now, a thing I only noticed when they stood side by side. “What do you mean?”

“I know that look on your face. It means you’ve thought of something. Share with the class, Eddy.”

“Uh, well, it’s kinda a stupid thought?” He scratched his neck, lost in thought once again.

Jamie poked him again. “Sometimes stupid thoughts are the best kind.”

“Uh, it’s just, this kinda reminds me of the game?”

I had no idea what he meant by that. “What game?”

Turning fully around, Jameson addressed us all. “Anyone remember the board game Body?”

It took a minute, as I hadn’t played the game since I was perhaps twelve or so, but hazy memories slowly came back to me. “Wasn’t that the murder board game?”

Jamie threw up a hand. “Wait, someone explain this to me.”

Right, she wouldn’t know it. The game was mainly meant for pre-teens, although some played it well into their teenage years.

Marshall did the honors. “It’s kind of a morbid game, although I remember having great fun playing it as a kid. The object of the game is to collect bodies. Your character goes around the board killing specific people in specific locations, and you gain points with each body you kill. The game ends when there’s no one left to kill. The person with the most bodies wins, in essence.”

Jamie’s eyes crossed. “This is a board game for children? Uh…then again, considering we had Clue…never mind. All right, so, Eddy, what makes you think of the game when you look at this list?”

“Well, the locations and the victims.” He pointed to each as he elaborated. “Three of the murder scenes on the board game are a theater, a department store, and a mansion. The board game was based on Kingston, so it’s the same streets too. Garden Terrace, Center Boulevard, and Theater Row.”

My jaw dropped as I realized he was completely correct. “Magic great and small! Even the victims are the same! An elderly woman, a businessperson, and a theater manager.”

Jameson looked relieved I saw his point so readily. “You see it too?”

“How can I not now that you’ve pointed it out?! It’s so obvious.” Mind spinning too fast to sit still, I bolted up and fetched the Kingston map we used for cases, unfolding it on the table. I had a feeling we’d be writing things down and didn’t want to use the map on the wall. Besides, this way we could all read the street names easier. People hastily moved leftovers and coffee mugs to make room for it. I pinpointed each location as I reviewed it with a small ball pin. “The map, of course, doesn’t correspond exactly to the city—it would have been too hard and convoluted to do so—but the locations do align.”

Jamie came in closer to look over my shoulder. “Wow, I have to admit, that’s either a crazy coincidence or Eddy’s onto something.”

“You don’t believe in coincidence,” I reminded her, feeling a hum building under my skin.

“Darn tootin’ I don’t.” She winked. “It’s rarely ever just a coincidence. Eddy, run out and buy me a game. If everyone’s seeing the resemblance?” Jamie looked up, checking faces.

Everyone nodded except Róis, who was heading for the writing board.

“Then yeah, we better look into this more.”

Jameson accepted the money she handed him and was out the door so quickly I imagined air wafting in his wake.

“A game,” Gibson muttered, blond brows furrowed as he glanced between map and board. “How very strange. Surely someone’s not playing this game in real life?”

“I’ve seen stranger,” Jamie retorted, then grimaced. “Unfortunately. There are some sick bastards about who kill for little reason. While we wait on Eddy, someone fill me in. How many people do you murder in this game?”

I had to think. Even then my memory was too hazy to be certain. “Nine…?”

Will disagreed, although he also sounded uncertain. “Ten…?”

Marshall waved this off. “Eddy will be back with the game soon, we can verify then. My concern is something else entirely. It takes at least four people to play the game.”

I swore softly to myself, remembering the same. Once, I had tried to play with three people and it didn’t work well, ending in a massive argument with my sister and cousin.

“How many players suggested?” Jamie demanded.

“Four to six,” I answered. “And he’s right. I’ve tried to play this game with three people, and it failed. It’s too much, logistically, to get around the board. Four was always the bare minimum.”

Jamie turned back to the board, in her thinking pose, her chin resting on a closed fist. I could see that brilliant mind taking in everything. But what conclusion would she draw?

“We know for a fact that the latest two murders had two different perps, just based on the timing, but what if the Vyner case was a third person? We all said it was strange this one was staged as a robbery when the other two weren’t. What if it’s because a wholly different person committed the murder?”

“I can’t fault the logic,” I admitted. “It validates what Róis found, as well: three different auras at the different scenes. Also, I’d found it strange that Mr. Wolferstane was left alive. Why bother going through the effort of kidnapping his wife but leaving him alone? It makes sense, though, because according to the game you only kill the intended targets.”

“Huh.” Jamie rocked back on her heels, absorbing this information. “Something else that bothered me was why take our CEO back to her office before killing her? Is this also a rule of the game? You can only kill in designated areas?”

“Correct. The locations are crucial. You have to pay a fee to go into them, and you can’t kill outside of them.”

“Gah. This is starting to make a twisted amount of sense.”

“As soon as Eddy is back, let’s actually play a round,” Noreen suggested. “We need to get Boss familiar with it. I barely remember the game myself, it’s been so long since I’ve played it. I could use the refresher.”

“I agree completely,” I said. “Let’s clear the other end of the table in preparation. Who needs to play? We can’t have more than six, after all.”

People conferred with each other, figuring out who remembered the game and who needed a refresher. I certainly wouldn’t have minded a refresher, but I could get it by observing.

I did see some differences. The mansion Mrs. Vyner owned didn’t have the same name as the one in the game. The mansion in the game had been the same as the street name, but the street name the house sat upon in real life did align. Our perps had made the best match they possibly could in that sense.

Still, the idea that this was nothing but a game sat uneasily in my gut. I knew Jamie to be correct—there were some truly twisted minds out there who would think this marvelous fun—but the fact that human life could be treated so lightly disgusted me. Still, the similarities were too much to ignore.

If Jameson was correct, then he may have just given us the vital clue to break this case wide open.
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When word got out that we were playing a board game at lunch that might or might not be part of a series of murders, all sorts of people swung by just for a look.

People were bored. That was my only take on this.

Anyway, Body looked like a standard board game at first glance. It really did remind me of Clue: different locations on the board, notable people, and squares for your avatar piece to move along, with a few differences. The squares for moving your piece stretched along streets. We didn’t have dice but two spinny discs made of thin metal that reminded me of Jeopardy—one to move spaces, one to dictate how much money you got from the game’s bank.

I got a crash course on how to play the game with Henri at my elbow, coaching me along. Gibs sat on my right, Eddy on my left, with Marshall joining in. Plus the peanut gallery, who were observing and getting a refresher course on this whole thing.

“Right, so I got five hundred crowns on the spinny wheel, so I get five hundred from the bank?”

Gibs counted out the fake money and handed that over.

“And then, I do…what with it?”

Henri leaned over to point. “The money can be used to do two different things. One: It can buy your entrance into any designated murder area. For instance, since you’re at the starting bubble, you can move up to either the Alley or the Mansion and pay to enter there. The Alley is free to enter—the Mansion is one thousand crowns. Two: You can enter one of the Random Draw spaces and pull a card from the deck. The card will give you a murder weapon or potentially send you back to start.”

I swear to you, this game was like if Monopoly, Clue, and Killer Bunnies had a baby. “And because I spun four, I can move four spaces, which technically can’t get me anywhere right now.”

“Also correct. Your turn is done at this point.”

“Got it.”

Eddy went next, spun high, and got eight hundred in cash as well as a moving allotment of ten. He promptly used his movement to enter the Alley and murder someone.

I pointed to this. “Do people normally start with that move?”

“Usually,” Eddy agreed with a shrug. “Because it’s close to Start, free to enter, and you don’t have to buy a weapon for it. Most of the time, you don’t have enough money to enter the Mansion on the first go, right? So they go for the Alley or a murder weapon.”

“But you don’t have a murder weapon for Mansion, so how do you kill your designated victim there?”

“Some of the locations do have a murder weapon,” Eddy explained. “Read the card more carefully.”

Each location had a card, which sat in the pile nearby. I lifted said card and read through it. Mansion had the victim, Lady Grey, and she was killed with— “Son of a hamster. She’s killed with a sword.”

Eddy gave me a grin. “You see why I said there’s too many similarities.”

“No kidding.” Brain went into whirligig mode. Location was right, murder weapon right, even the type of victim fit. The names didn’t match, but that was such a minor detail that I scoffed at the naysayer part of my brain.

“I’d actually forgotten that,” Gibs muttered. “That this character was killed with a sword. Eddy, there’s a unique murder method for every part of the game, right?”

“Well, almost. You can use strangulation twice, I think. Or at least there’s two rope cards. That and gun, there’s two gun cards as well.”

Henri, being Henri, was reading through the game’s rulebook. I was not even surprised. If there was a manual, he’d read it. “It also says the murder weapons can’t be used in every location. For instance, you can’t use drowning in the Mansion, as drowning can only be used for Lake. Most locations don’t have a designated killing method, but so long as someone has entered the location, drawing for a weapon doesn’t end the turn. Mansion, Lake, and Alley are the only ones with a designated killing method.”

The game looked straightforward at first glance, but it had its quirks. I had the feeling the quirks were to help the players, though, as otherwise the cost alone would prohibit the game from advancing. If you had to pay for a murder weapon AND a location every time, nothing would happen and people would get frustrated.

Now, on the map, several things were very close together when they weren’t in real life. Mansion, Theater—which could only be the Royal Theater—Alley, Bakery, Apartment Complex, Grocer, and Department Store were all connected by a few streets.

Marshall made his move but wasn’t able to get very far either. Then Gibs, who did manage to get into Bakery and kill Mr. Baker. Gotta love the originality of the names. Please read that with due sarcasm.

I looked that over and had to ask, “Gibs, is that also a typical first move?”

“Uh, well, yes? Because it’s close to Start. And cheap to enter.”

“What about the Theater? It’s across the street on the game.”

“Oh, sure. Actually, I think most aim for Theater first because the victim’s worth more than Baker, but costs less than Mansion. Plus, it’s easy enough to buy a weapon once you reach the location.”

I threw up a hand. “Hold up, hold up, back that wagon up. What do you mean the victim’s worth more?”

Gibs got a light bulb face on. “Ah, we forgot to mention that. The victims have different point values depending on what they’re worth in society. For instance, Lady Grey would be worth more than Thief in Alley, because the thief doesn’t add any value to society.”

Brain…breaking…mostly because the overlap between real life and the board game was becoming very muddied. “Wait, so the game’s victor isn’t determined just by the number of bodies?”

“No, it’s a matter of how many bodies you killed, but also the value of your targets. Which is why it’s kinda got a strategy to it. Some people, like Eddy, go straight for the most kills possible. They view it as hedging their bets, because if you kill the most, odds are you’ll win. Others are more strategic about it, like me. I’ll kill the lower value targets if they’re easily accessible, but my goal is the higher ones.”

Both ideas made sense.

Back to my turn. I spun both discs, got money and more room to maneuver. I moved to Theater before buying a weapon and killing Mr. Wonder. Eddy took the next turn but, honestly, I wasn’t paying attention to what he did next. Instead, my eyes were focused on the locations grouped right next to Start.

No one started at Mansion.

That was what my brain hyper fixated on. No one started at Mansion. It took an insanely good roll right off the bat in order to land on Mansion, so no one started there. That wasn’t the first kill. Neither was Theater.

The hairs rose on the nape of my neck.

“We’re not at the beginning of the game,” I breathed.

Everyone paused and gave me a funny look. Henri, though, Henri let out a pained sound as if he’d cottoned on immediately. “You mean in real life, our cases. We’re not in the beginning, we’re in the middle, aren’t we?”

“If they’re really playing this like we are, like an actual game, then it makes sense. No one has the money to kill Lady Grey in the Mansion right from the onset, right? That’s not the first kill. The first kill was the Alley or Bakery—something within range that doesn’t cost a lot of money.”

Marshall tapped the board, his lips pursed in a deep, thoughtful frown. “In fact, we might be at the tail end of it. It’s not uncommon to move to the right side of the board first, since the right side has cheaper targets than near the start point. Usually, people go right and then have to swing back around to catch those you bypassed in the beginning. Our victims at Theater and Mansion might be at the tail end of the game.”

Crap on a stick. “And we wouldn’t know, because those cases weren’t within our purview to investigate.” How long had this game been going? How many people had been killed, how many players were playing altogether? How often did they “move” or spin the wheel, or figure out who went next?

A feeling of dread swept through me, my heart aching at the thought. This game had given me valuable insight but now I had far, far too many questions and no way of knowing the answers. Three people had died, all within a week and a half, and I no idea if that was to be expected from here on out, or if our killers had made up rules to make this adapt to real life.

I think I’ll have an anxiety attack. As a treat.

The turn came back around to me, but I couldn’t focus on the game right now. I just couldn’t. I stopped with the spinny disc in my hand and stared at Henri.

He seemed to read what I wanted to say and gave a nod. “It’s a good thought.”

“They’re doing telepathic conversations now,” Gibs grumbled. “I knew it would happen eventually. One of you, out loud, if you please?”

“She wants to dig through solved and cold cases from the past few months that might meet the criteria,” Henri elaborated for everyone else. “If we’re not in the beginning of the game—and I agree the odds are in favor of that—then there might have been other murders already committed. We must know. They may have made mistakes or given some clue we can take advantage of. It does mean sloughing through many, many cases, however, which we don’t have time for.”

He really had read all that off my face perfectly. Was this a result of how long we’d spent together? Or how much he loved me? I guess it could be both. Either way, it made my heart feel all tingly.

Eddy threw a hand up. “I’ll volunteer to lead. I know what to look for.”

While I was fine with this, I had to object, “Just you? You’ll be at this for the next year.”

“With Team Three,” he tacked on, giving me a winsome smile. “And Felixes. They can read and like paper, so they’ll be good for this.”

I thought about that for a moment and had to admit they made the perfect bunch for this task, since it looked like I was absorbing the theater case. My former ducklings had done similar things multiple times; they were pros at sifting through cases by now. And I was so proud of my little adopted brother for even volunteering—this would be a lot of work. If Eddy was voluntarily leading the charge on this, then he knew the game, he knew the rules, and he’d be able to determine whether a case fit or not.

I took a moment to really appreciate how far Eddy had come. He’d started out as this scamp who broke into the palace for funsies, but over the past year had matured into this thoughtful young man who was willing to take charge in a case. Funny how love, patience, and teaching someone could pay off in such a wonderful way. I bet his parents barely recognized him compared to his younger self.

I raised both hands to cup my cheeks, making what I was sure was a sappy expression. “Look at you, making smart decisions.”

“I’m capable of making good decisions.” He tilted his nose in the air with a haughty, sarcastic manner. “It’s just that I’m fantastic at making bad ones.”

“No lie there. Anyway, go. Actually, wait. Henri, can you write him up a thingy so he can dig through the local police files?”

“Of course.” Henri moved off, an excited Eddy on his heels.

I imagined the enthusiasm would die off sometime this afternoon, when he was faced with a full cabinet of files to skim through, but I was not about to dampen his hopes and dreams right now.

“Let’s pause the game,” I suggested to everyone else. “Let’s try and figure out who would be potential victims, according to the game, and which streets or locations would align. So far, they’re matching pretty well, which means we might either be able to stake out an area or even thwart them altogether, if we’re lucky.”

Gibs moved everything off the board and went over to the giant Kingston map on the wall. “Starting with locations. If the Mansion is Gracewoods Manor on Garden Terrace, then that’s here.”

He put a pin in it—a red one, to differentiate it from the pin already in place marking it as a crime scene.

“Then we have Theater Row, where the Royal Theater is, and another on Center Boulevard, where the department store is. Hmm…that means Start is likely around here somewhere.”

He put another pin in Rounded Square.

Everyone including myself, let out an ahh of agreement.

Rounded Square, as weird as the name sounded, was a central gathering point for basically everyone. It was an open-air mall, in essence, and everyone shopped there to some agree or another. As the original center of town, a lot of official festivities also took place there: parades, art festivals, holiday events, all of that. It was originally known as The Square, according to Henri, who knows all, but it picked up the nickname of Rounded because the center area was built on a circular road with a large round fountain in the middle. The nickname stuck so well that the name was officially changed on maps.

Also, Rounded Square was only a few streets south of Garden Terrace, where Edith Vyner’s house sat.

“Perfect logic,” I said, beaming at him. “I can’t think of a better starting point. Even if you’re off, I don’t think you’re off by much. So where is the Alley, by that logic?”

“There actually is a street called Alley,” Gibs informed me.

My jaw dropped for a second. “Get out. There is not. Where?”

“Here.” He turned sideways so I could see the map, tapping a finger to a street behind an apartment complex, which was within throwing distance of City Park.

Holy Mother of chocolate, he wasn’t kidding. There really was a street named Alley. Por que? No, seriously, why? Then again, cities grew and names were often given without rhyme or reason, so who knew?

I yanked my pad out of my pocket and scribbled a note to Eddy. There is a street named Alley near City Park. Check there.

Okay.

I ran a hand over my face and felt like my brain was going to give out before we came to any answers today. “All right, so, what else aligns with the map?”

Gibs started with what was closest to Rounded Square and then progressed from there, moving in a north and west direction. Which made sense—the start area was on the bottom left of the board game. Plus, all the streets would be over on that side of the city.

Once we got the streets down, we’d hopefully be able to come up with a list of people who might fit the criteria for “victim.” It was a very wishful maybe. I mean, Edith Vyner had lived in a neighborhood filled with mansions and women who fit the profile of Lady Grey. I honestly had no idea why she was chosen out of all of them. Perhaps because she was knighted with a sword? The killers knew she’d have a sword on the premises?

Why not just bring their own, though? Or were they sticking that closely to the game that you had to use a weapon on site?

Ugh, seriously, too many questions without enough answers.

As soon as I got any kind of parameters down, though, I’d increase police patrols in those areas and warn potential victims. It was all I could do until these douchecanoes made a mistake that let us catch them.

I was just praying I was wrong, that we were at the beginning of the game. That we could catch them before even more people senselessly died.

As Sherlock Holmes once said: The game is afoot.
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Ever been called to the boss’s office and, while you hadn’t done anything wrong, you were sure you were in trouble?

Yeah. That.

I paused at the door to Regina’s study and sucked in a breath. Then another. I knew she was pissed, so along with my props, I’d come armed with chocolate-covered strawberries. I’d specifically ran out to buy them before this meeting. It wasn’t a bribe, you understand. It was a please-don’t-kill-me ritualistic sacrifice. Very important distinction.

All right, me, buck up. She’s mad, but not mad at you. Right? Right.

I knocked on the door.

Ah, regret, you came so soon.

“Enter!” a cool contralto barked through the door. “And, Jamie, that had better be you!”

Oh look, more regret had joined the party.

There were days I sorely regretted being me. Today was taking the cake.

I groaned under my breath and wished upon a star that I could take the last thirty seconds back, but I was stuck and knew it. Against my better judgment, I opened the door and entered.

To my surprise, I spotted Sherard. Oh? Might I have an ally in the trenches? Wait, this ally looked peeved as well. Instead of his usual theatrical red trench coat, he wore white on white, only his shoes black. No guyliner, either, and…oh. He’d been crying recently. What was this? He looked okay on the surface, every strand of his dark hair meticulously held in place, but he also had that deep scowl furrowing between his red-rimmed eyes. I knew that face. That was his I-might-curse-something-later face.

Well, crap.

Regina sat not behind her desk but in the chair near his, wearing a conservative ivory dress with her dark hair in a fancy updo. I had a feeling she’d just come back from some formal to-do, hence being dressed to the nines.

Khan was in his chibi tiger form today. Upon spying Clint, he let out a happy sound and pounced. They rolled together and the chase was afoot. Eh, let them play; someone had to have fun today. It clearly wouldn’t be me.

Without a word, Regina pointed to the chair opposite her own. I did not think it wise to offer my sacrificial strawberries yet. Better to give her an explanation first. Although I had burning questions now.

“Uh, Sherard? You’re here for the briefing too?”

“Maurice Miller was a friend of mine,” Sherard answered, still looking poised to curse or bite someone’s head off. “He and I did community plays together as children.”

Welp. That I hadn’t seen coming. Although it explained why he wore mourning white. “I’m so sorry, man, I had no idea.”

“I’m very upset about this. I don’t even know how to grieve him properly right now, I’m so outraged. Why was he even killed?”

Unfortunately, those were answers I was still working on.

“I do not like so many influential people in my country being killed,” Regina intoned with the voice of doom, “and I especially do not like people infringing upon my personal territory. That theater is dear to me, Miller was a friend, and I want answers.”

“I’d love to tell you I know exactly what happened, but alas…” I winced at their twin glares. They were scary when they were in sync. Like those two girls from The Shining. “However, we have reason to believe it’s because of a game.”

I shuffled the board game to the top of my pile and propped it up with one hand, resting it on the box of chocolate so I could use my other hand to point. “Hang with me, here, this will take a second. So far, we’ve had three people murdered—I suspect more—that align with this game. Are either of you familiar with Body?”

Regina shook her head, seeming puzzled, but Sherard straightened a little. “I am, I played it as a child. It’s been years.”

“So, quick explanation, then. The object of the game is to kill as many characters as possible. The player with the most bodies at the end of the game wins, essentially. It’s a bit more complex than that, as some bodies are worth more than others, depending on how valuable they are to society. But that’s the game in a nutshell.”

Regina’s blue eyes widened, nose scrunching. “This is a children’s game?”

“Morbid, I know, but kids apparently love it. Anyway, there’s some rules and regs on how you can kill a person in the game. You have to enter specific locations, and there’s constraints on murder weapons. From what we can tell, the murderers—fairly certain at this point it’s at least three people—are playing this game in real life.”

“And somehow, Miller was a victim because of this…this game?” Her pitch reached into the upper opera range.

I pointed to Theater on the board. “What street is the Royal Theater on?”

“Theater Row,” Sherard breathed, staring at the location on the board like he’d never seen it before.

“The names of the victims don’t match up, of course—that would be astronomical odds—but so far, the streets and location types match perfectly. I’ve got victims killed at a department store, a mansion, and a theater. All with the right types of weapons, too.”

Regina pressed a shaking hand to her head, eyes squeezed shut like she was having trouble processing this information.

Which, fair. I was still struggling to process it.

“Hand me chocolate,” Sherard pleaded.

I opened the box and handed it over. He wasted no time popping one into his mouth. Sherard was the type to eat his feelings; with him this upset I had a feeling this box wouldn’t last long.

Regina stared at the box for a long moment before asking, “How is it that you eat so much chocolate?”

“My body doesn’t make it, so I take it as a supplement,” I explained with a wink.

She gave a queenly nod. “Stunning logic. Seaton, pass one over.”

He promptly did so. See? My sacrificial strawberries were the perfect thing to bring.

“Right now,” I continued, “there are a few possibilities. I have one suspect in custody—”

“You’ve interrogated this man?” Regina demanded.

I needed to stop wincing, it was impacting my game face. “Er, not yet, he was severely hungover this morning and in too much pain to make sense. I plan to interview him after this. For the record, I don’t think he’s the one behind all three murders because he’s apparently been wasted for three weeks straight. But he does have motive behind Miller’s death, so I’ll see if he actually fits for that crime. Other than that, I’ve got a list of possible targets, as well as a list of possible locations, just because of what we can discern from the board game itself. I don’t know how often these guys are rolling for their turn, but I’ve got at least three murders in just over a week, so it could be they spin once a week. That’s a guess.”

“You’re sure multiple people are playing?” Regina asked, leaning back in her seat now.

“Two murders happened at basically the same time, so yes.” Sensing the mood had shifted to less murdery, I tacked on, “I also believe we might be mid-game. Just because of who was killed. I’ve got Team Three working on combing through cases that happened in the past three months. Both solved and unsolved.”

“I can’t believe you figured this out.”

I shook my head at my queen. “I didn’t realize any of this. I don’t know Kingston games, after all. Eddy’s the one who realized and pointed it out.”

Sherard stopped snacking to stare at me like I’d spouted nonsense. Regina, though, seemed pleased.

“He’s training up well, isn’t he?”

“He is. I think he’ll make a good agent. He’s starting to think outside the box. Anyway, give him a pat on the head if you see him. I’d never have put two and two together.”

“I certainly shall. That said, Jamie, what do you plan to do next?”

“Hmm, as I mentioned, we can make a few educated guesses on who the next targets are going to be, so I’ll beef up patrols in those areas. Maybe a few stakeouts if the location is too perfect of a match. Sadly, the three cases we’ve got now are the most obvious matches to what’s in real life. Waterfront Boulevard, for instance, has multiple apartment complexes and warehouses. Any one of them could be the next target.”

“I do see the issue,” she murmured, staring at the board with a hardened look. “Hire PIs if you must. I do not want this game to have a winner.”

“Neither do I.”

I didn’t want to say this aloud, but…I had a feeling this wasn’t the first game these guys had played. Just because of how cleanly they handled a crime scene. It spoke of experience. To that end, I really had to up my own game here.

I clapped my hands together, hoping to lighten the mood. “On that note, I want to host a board game night soon. I clearly have overlooked a whole aspect of society and don’t even know where to begin. Not just a Girls’ Night this time, as we could all use a night of fun.”

Regina was always up for night of fun and was eager to say, “I’m not doing anything this weekend.”

“Yeah? Neither am I. Sherard?”

“I, too, am free. Shall I invite my mother?”

“Absolutely. The more the merrier. I’ll make some queso, maybe some brownies. We’ll have a grand time. Bring any board games you want to play.”

Pointing at the game board still in my hand, Sherard added, “And count me in as part of your force. I want to stop these people.”

“Absolutely.”

With enough people working on this, hopefully we could stop the game in progress. I dreaded thinking of the alternative.
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We had nothing to hold Junius Darling on, really, except suspicions. Figuring he’d be a bit more coherent now, combined with the spine-chilling look I received from my queen, it was time to have a chat with him. Clint managed to tear himself away from Khan in order to return to work mode, but with much whining. Much.

Anyway, time to interview this man.

Darling didn’t look any better sober. Sleeping on a thin cot after weeks of binge drinking had not done anything for Darling’s looks. Soggy bread left to mold in a corner looked more appealing than this man’s face.

At least he smelled better, thanks to Henri hitting him with that cleaning spell. I mean, the clothes were a lost cause, so trashed they had lost shape, but he didn’t smell like rotting grain anymore. My poor nose wouldn’t have been able to handle an interrogation otherwise.

He sat in the tiny waiting area between the cells and front desk, where people could wait for a pickup. Because he’d already called someone to get him, my window to speak to him was slim, and I had no way to hold him past that.

I sat with him and offered him a coffee.

He made this aborted mumble that sounded more like a thankful whine as he took it and immediately gulped half of it down.

“Dunno who you are,” he said on an exhale, “but bless you for this.”

“No problem. I’m Jamie Edwards.”

He looked at me with this expression of that rings a bell, why? I chose not to enlighten him. He’d figure it out in due course.

“Just out of curiosity, where were you night before last?”

“Eh? Oh, uh…” He clearly had to pause here and think. “I was at Dora’s house that night. She’s my girlfriend.”

“Dora?”

“Yeah, she’s been good to me, Dora.”

“What’s her last—”

Ever get this feeling the Grim Reaper was coming and you were in the line of fire? Sheer instinct had me snapping around in my seat, one hand reaching for the gun at my waist even as I looked for the source. Who—?!

Oh.

Um.

The woman now standing just inside the waiting area was the most enraged human being I’d ever seen in my life. She was pretty, plump in figure, wearing a fitted dress in conservative charcoal grey, but she also gave the impression of having dressed in a hurry, her inky black hair twisted into a hasty bun. Right now, her face was in closed captions mode, and those captions screamed MURDER.

Now, as a sworn officer of the law, it was my duty to prevent murder. But personally? I wanted to duck and cover.

“And who,” the woman asked in a voice of doom, “is Dora?”

Help. The man couldn’t have been so stupid that he’d actually called the wrong woman over here? Oh snap. Don’t tell me she was the sidepiece.

Darling, what’s wrong with you, man? If you were going to commit suicide, don’t drag me into it too!

Junius Darling turned ashen, somehow making his complexion look even worse than before, and he stood up on shaking legs. I looked to him for a cue, not sure whether he was going to start begging or crying.

He did neither.

He bolted.

Crap! I sat for a second in sheer shock, even as Darling’s girlfriend bolted after him, screaming obscenities as she ran out the doors.

And to think this had started out as such a peaceful chat.

Sighing, I put my coffee down and ran after them, bursting through the doors of the building, Clint on my heels. Neither could match me in speed, especially Darling—even at full speed he ran like a tripod dog—and so it wasn’t going to be too hard to catch up. With slush still covering the sidewalks, they slipped and stumbled about like mad but somehow kept their feet enough to run. I’d already jogged today, people, I did not need more exercise, thank you muchly.

“STOP THESE TWO IDIOTS!” I yelled ahead of me.

Unfortunately, all the palace guards somehow conspired to not be anywhere nearby, which meant Darling and Sidepiece managed to turn a corner, heading toward the Queen’s Own building, with Darling still running at top speed. Rather like a wounded gazelle, that one. If she wasn’t in high heels and heavy skirts, she’d probably have caught him already. I cursed the bumbling guard who had let her onto the palace grounds. They were supposed to escort people in, not just point them in the direction of the building! I’d be having words with whoever had done that later. Strong words.

I blazed past her, caught Darling by the shoulder, and hauled him to a stop.

This did not work in my favor. Instead, he ducked behind me for cover, while Clint went full Halloween kitty mode, hissing at my side when he got too close.

“You have to”—gasp—“protect me!” Darling whined between large gulps air, large frame heaving with the movement.

Must I? Universe, I ask you, must I really? I’d much rather leave this man to stew in his own poor decisions.

Realizing she couldn’t very well beat him with me in the middle (fortunately for me), Sidepiece started laying into him verbally instead, her face mottled with red patches as she screeched out, “Who’s Dora?! HUH? You lazy piece of mutton, you’re already nothing but a soppy pile of ick, and now you’re cheating on me with DORA? She some tramp you picked up at the theater?”

“Sweets, I can explain—” Darling started, honestly terrified, so clearly he knew he was a dead man walking.

Out of the corner of my eye, I realized another woman, possibly in her thirties, approached us. She too looked like she’d thrown clothes on, copper-colored hair in a slightly more tamed updo, her eyes on Darling. She slowed her approach, taking in the situation.

Um. Don’t tell me this was Dora?

Wait, had that guard let in a SECOND person without escorting her properly inside?

Oh, they were so in for it, whoever it was.

Still yelling at full volume, Sidepiece hadn’t noticed her yet. “So, all those nights you didn’t come home, when you said you were working on contacts and all that bullcrap, were you really with her?!”

My eyes split between the two women. Any second now, one of them was going to put together who the other one was. Aaaany second. Three, two, one—

“Junius,” the new lady said with a tone of pure, cold steel, “who might this person be?”

This man, swear to god, let out a yip like cornered prey facing down a pride of lionesses.

I did not give Darling good odds of surviving today. He’d just made the extinct species list.

“This is, uh, this is—she’s um, someone I met and—”

Not good at dissembling, was he? Hard to believe for a theater director. I shook my head and decided to step in. Mostly because I was already in the middle of this and didn’t want a catfight starting. “Ladies. I’m Director Jamie Edwards. I know you want to kill him, but can we instead introduce each other and let me throw him back into a cell?”

“That,” Sidepiece spat out, “sounds fine to me. I’ve no use for a man like this. I’m Katherine Hawes.”

“Dora Crabb,” the newcomer said in that ice-cold voice. “I’m his girlfriend.”

“Odd how you’d say that,” Katherine said, her eyes spitting nails at Darling, who still cowered behind me, “because I thought I was his fiancée.”

Cheaters never prosper, the saying went. If this was how poorly he managed his affairs, it was no wonder he’d run himself out of business. Like, seriously, dude? Pull it together, this was just embarrassing.

“Miss Dora, Miss Katherine, if you could just answer one question for me? Someone picked him up from the pub two nights ago—who was that?”

Now, I thought the tension in the air before was bad. Then both women looked at each other, and an awareness entered their eyes when neither of them spoke. When their gaze turned toward the cowering man, it was a miracle he didn’t just die of heart failure on the spot.

I turned my head, incredulous. “You’ve got a third woman?”

Dora let out a scream a banshee would envy and dove for him. I caught her arm and twisted it behind her, forcing her still, but man, that was hard. She was about as happy as a landed eel, fighting me tooth and nail, screaming at him the whole time.

But with my hands full, that meant Katherine was free to move.

She wasted no time launching herself at him and punching him dead in the face with a meaty thunk; a punch anyone could be proud of. Darling reeled but didn’t go down completely. Despite the slush giving him no traction, he managed to catch himself on one hand and start running again.

I couldn’t let Dora go—she was still fighting me to get free—and of course no one was around at a time when I needed them—oh!

“CLINT!” I yelled. “GET HELP!”

Clint sprinted in a random direction. Go, kitty, go!

I don’t know what he did, but not thirty seconds later, Sherard teleported straight to my side. I was still struggling with Dora but managed to explain succinctly, “Those two running across the yard, catch ’em!”

Sherard turned his head, spotted the two in question, and zinged out two spells. He cast them so quickly I didn’t even catch words, but they were effective. Both adults froze in mid-motion.

Phew. Handy things, magicians.

“What is going on?” Sherard demanded.

“That”—I jerked my chin in illustration—“is Junius Darling, the director and playwright. Turns out he’s a cheating waste of space. He’s cheating on at least three women, these two included, and I really need him back in a cell. Help?”

Sherard gave me a look like a wounded puppy. “Darling? Seriously? But he’s a favorite playwright of mine.”

“Oh. Sorry, man, he’s a worthless trash can of a human being. Also probably will never produce a play again, as all theater managers have blacklisted him.”

“Wait.” Sherard proved he was not slow on the uptake. “Is this the person of interest you had in Miller’s death?”

“Er, yeah. I don’t think he did it, though. So please don’t kill him.”

Sherard’s disappointment shifted to anger as he stalked toward the frozen duo on the lawn. I had a feeling he wasn’t going to be gentle.

Dora’s thrashing had subsided, and at least she wasn’t physically fighting me anymore. “I’m going to kill him!”

“Please don’t say that in front of me. I need plausible deniability for later.”

Her head turned and she narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re on my side.”

“Pshh, I’m certainly not on his. I do need you to tell me when you saw him. Like, exact dates and times. He’s a suspect in two possible murders.”

She snorted, grey eyes narrowing in disgust. “He doesn’t have the guts to murder someone. Man’s a wimp.”

That I believed, after seeing how he’d just acted. Seriously, though, how did he pull three women? Was it charm? Charm I couldn’t see right now?

Sherard had Katherine by one arm, Darling by the other, as he marched them back. Neither of them dared try to fight him off, which was wholly unfair, in my opinion. They must have realized they couldn’t outrun magic.

Still, Katherine was letting him have it as they walked. “You can’t be disappointing in bed AND out of it, you have to pick one!”

Ouch.

Dora spat at Darling when he got close enough. “You prolapsed anus of an ego.”

I better step in here before they try to kill him again. “Ladies, if you’ll go with our royal mage, here. I’ll need to get statements from both of you before you can leave. Darling, with me. You’re going back into a cell. For your own protection.”

He didn’t even lift his head up, just gave a little nod.

We shifted people about, and I walked him back toward the building. When we were out of earshot of the ladies, I asked, “So, who picked you up from the pub two nights ago?”

“Oh, my wife, Phoebe.”

“And the reason why you didn’t call her is…?”

“She left me yesterday morning.” He sighed, threading a hand through his greasy hair. “Said she’d had enough of me.”

Couldn’t blame the woman. “Was she with you all of that night, though, before she left?”

“She was. Mostly screaming at me.”

“To be fair, you earned the screaming. Where can I reach her now?”

He finally cottoned on that his being detained might be something serious, as he looked at me quizzically. “Did I do something wrong while drunk?”

“Maurice Miller was found dead yesterday morning at the theater. You’re a suspect.”

His jaw hit the ground and he stumbled to a halt right in the middle of the sidewalk. “He’s dead?! I’m—no, I didn’t kill him!” He vehemently shook his head, denial bleeding through his pores.

“I need to verify where you were with your soon-to-be ex-wife. Then I can let you go.” I inclined my head toward the front of the detention center, where the ladies had been taken. “It’s safer to sit and wait in this cell than out there anyway right now, wouldn’t you agree?”

He glanced in the same direction and winced. “Yes.”

“Help me get in contact with Phoebe, and after I chat with her, I can let you go.” At least, if she backed his story up, I would.

His shoulders slumped. “Fine.”

Either way, by alcohol or by femme fatale, I didn’t give this man’s life expectancy another week.
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Marshall, Seaton, and I all sat with Jamie in her office the next morning, trying to come up with a list of possible victims.

That was harder than it sounded.

None of us were particularly energetic this morning. We’d had two very long days back-to-back, and I, personally, felt them keenly. It made for a late start this morning, which no one chastised me for.

I was still somewhat bemused about why Seaton had joined in. Jamie had explained that Maurice Miller, the theater manager, had been a friend, and Seaton was very upset on his behalf. The fact that he wore mourning white emphasized this. Granted, in his shoes, I’d react the same. Still, I suspected that part of the reason for his joining was that he wanted to play with us. Seaton always enjoyed investigations.

Clint lay in Marshall’s lap, stretched out on his back for tummy rubs. Shameless purring came from that direction. The other two Felixes had found warm beds to take naps in along Jamie’s large picture window. They did not concern themselves with matters of possibilities. Only sniffies.

“Right, well.” Jamie looked about with a winsome smile, her slicked-down bun showcasing her sharp features. “Someone more awake than me, start with the brilliance.”

I sipped my coffee and pointedly did not speak.

“Aww, come on, nobody? Well, this meeting is off to a bad start.” She glowered at us. “All of us need to bring a full brain cell to the table.”

“To make a full thought?” I asked, amused. Jamie had once accused me of marrying her for the free entertainment. She was half correct.

Seaton stirred in his chair, balancing a tea mug in one hand, legs crossed at the knee. “How did Edith Vyner and CEO Wolferstane know each other?”

I quirked a brow at him. “Read the cases already?”

“Yours, at least,” he said with a wink.

Ah. Yes, quite. “As far as we can determine, they only knew each other socially.”

“Hmm, so this isn’t a case of the victims being tied together through some club or goal.”

“Not that we’ve found so far.”

Jamie rubbed her forehead. “I suspect it’s a matter of location, location, location.”

I stifled a groan. “Dearest. That means anyone in the right spot at the wrong time could be killed!”

She grimaced, “I know, trust me, I like my words about as much as you do. But the only one who doesn’t fit my theory is the CEO. She was kidnapped and taken to work. The other two were alone in the locations.”

With three murderers—at least, we were fairly certain there were three—it was entirely possible they were going off of different prep methods when it came to their victims.

“Surely it can be a gestalt of both things,” Marshall objected. His hand paused while saying this and Clint gave a reproving merp. “My apologies.” Marshall continued stroking. “I think our victims have to fit the game’s requirements too. It has to be someone who fits the description. Lady Grey, for instance—an elderly woman who has high standing in society. That describes Edith Vyner perfectly.”

Jamie inclined her head toward him. “You make a good point.”

Yes, so he did. Marshall had his thinking cap on this morning.

“However, I do believe Jamie might also have a point.” I winced because, again, this did not bode well for us. “Not every victim in the game was high value. The victim for the Alley, for instance, is a common thief. The victim for the City Park is a random citizen. In fact, I’m not sure we have any high value victims left.”

Jamie had the board game on her desk and pulled it closer to her before riffling through the victim cards. She grunted, dark brows furrowed. “We do not. Well, sorta. A few people could potentially be considered high profile. Inventor and Singer. Unfortunately, those two don’t have a set location.”

“That said, we’re not necessarily out of luck.” Marshall pointed at the cards. “How many people actually know the CEO of a department store, a theater manager, and a high society lady? Not many, right? So I think anyone who’s been in the papers—and all three had over the years—and is in the public eye enough to gather attention could be a potential victim. We just need to narrow those people down to the right fields, who frequent the right locations.”

Jamie groaned and slumped over her coffee. “I love how simply you phrased that. Dude, in case it has escaped your notice, we’re living in a freaking mammoth city.”

“Trust me, I’m aware. But our area isn’t that large to work in. The board game confines the area of play.”

That single fact was the only thing that saved us. Otherwise, we’d be in dire straits indeed.

“All right, well, let’s start with singers. Er, how many famous singers can we possibly have in this city?”

I shook my head at her. “Thousands. And that doesn’t include the up-and-coming singers who might have recently gained attention.”

Jamie sank farther into her chair. “I don’t like this game.”

“I’m not thrilled with it either. In terms of the park, I think it might be easiest to beef up patrols. Anyone can be a target there.”

She made that face of hers again, the one that spoke of deep frustration. “Yeah. Need some plainclothes people, too, to just lurk about. Although who wants to lurk around in the park in this dreadful weather? For that matter, does anyone still visit the park in winter?”

“Many. Mostly those with children.”

“Ah. That makes sense, yeah.”

The door burst inward, and I almost upset my coffee onto my thigh as I startled. Snapping my head about, I tracked Jameson as he skidded to a halt. The boy seemed high in spirits, his grin victorious. I hadn’t seen him since he left yesterday after lunch, but with that smile, it was clear he’d discovered something this morning.

“I found it,” he crowed.

Jamie pointed him to the only empty chair left in the office, which was right next to her desk. “Sit and dish. What’d you find?”

“The Alley death.”

He handed her the file—a very thin file, I couldn’t help but notice. What most people failed to realize was that crime produced paper. An immense amount of paper. A simple murder with an open-and-closed verdict could still produce a thousand pages in interviews, autopsy, profiles of both victim and killer, investigation procedures, et cetera.

This was nowhere near a thousand pages. Ten, if that. My interest was decidedly piqued. “It’s unsolved?”

Jameson paused in his explanation and gave me a curious look. “How do you know things like that by just looking?”

“It’s a Henri-ism,” Jamie told him, smile wry. “Ignore that and explain to me. What makes you sure this one is ours?”

“Timeline, location, and victim,” he rattled off. “It’s not just any alley, but the actual street, Alley.”

I was half sold on this theory of his already, just because of that.

He continued in an excited chatter. “The victim wasn’t a thief, but he was a known drug dealer. Only thing that’s a little iffy, but close enough, right? Murdered with several knife wounds, and knife is one of the weapons you can use in the game. Plus!” He paused for a beat, that smile both victorious and smug. “It happened precisely one week before Edith Vyner’s murder.”

A little thrill went through me, toes curling in anticipation. By magic, he really had found another murder of the game. Jamie had trained him well.

Jamie popped up and shimmied past her desk to hug him and kiss his forehead. “I’m kissing this brilliant brain of yours. You found that so fast, too!”

Jameson beamed. “I did good.”

“You so did good.”

I stood and fetched the file from Jamie’s hand, glancing through it. “Was a cleaning charm used?”

“Magical examiner wasn’t ever on scene,” Jameson replied. “Because it’s a back-alley kind of street, they deemed it not worth it, I guess. Too much refuse and such back there. Plus, who cares if a drug dealer gets knifed?”

Rather to the point.

Jamie pointed to the board game. “So, knife is used at Alley because it’s one of three locations with a designated weapon. But if a space doesn’t have a weapon, someone would need to spin for enough squares to reach the location and then draw for a weapon to make the kill. Am I right?”

“Right.” Jameson confirmed this with an easy nod. “I mean, they’d have to spin an eight to manage it, but that’s not impossible. And drawing for a weapon card or killing someone in the Alley doesn’t take any money either.”

“Hmm. Right, right, as long as you’re in the location first, you can draw a weapon and use it before your turn ends. I remember your opening move was to go straight for the Alley.” Jamie rocked back in her chair. “Which begs the question: Are we at the beginning of the game, or not?”

Seaton wore that thoughtful face of his. “Theoretically, if one spins very well on the first two turns, you can enter Mansion and Department Store with ease, as you’ll have enough money to do so. So we could be at the beginning of the game. It’s certainly possible.”

Jamie poked at the cards, then picked up the deck to riffle through them. “So maybe not the middle, but the beginning, huh. Okay, I can see it. There isn’t a need to stop for a weapon, either, as the weapons are designated for those locations.”

“No,” Jameson corrected, “Department Store doesn’t have a designated weapon. That was likely a lucky draw.”

“So, in theory, we could be at the beginning of the game. I’m heartened to hear that. I think.” Jamie continued to frown at the board.

I knew that look. “What, dearest?”

“I just have this feeling this isn’t the first game these guys have played. Are there any other murder-based games?”

Seaton shook his head. “Fortunately, no. There’s a PI sort of game, where you have to find the killer. But this is the only one where someone has to collect bodies.”

“Doesn’t mean games can’t be adapted, though. Or even made up.” Jamie tapped a finger on the board, still thinking hard.

I’d put a pin in this thought of hers. Instinct said we’d be coming back to it sooner rather than later, but I had something else I wanted to bring up. “I’m skimming the autopsy, but there is something of note here. There’s no trace evidence mentioned, but the victim was beaten as well as knifed.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“How badly?” Marshall asked.

“Apparently quite badly. The coroner noted quite extensive bruising along the man’s face and ribs, and defensive wounds on his arms.”

Jamie let out a whistle. “So, the victim fought back. Interesting. That’s the second victim who managed to fight back.”

“Coroner believed the attacker wore a heavy metal ring because of the distinct bruising pattern. I do have a few photographs in here, and I must say, judging from these? I do concur.”

“A beating,” Marshall mused. “Beatings are personal. I wonder if this was someone taking advantage of the game by getting a personal grudge settled. That’s why it was a drug dealer and not a thief.”

“It could well be.” Seaton stared at the pictures, lips pursed as he perused them.

Jamie abruptly sat up a little straighter. “Wait. Wait a minute, Miller didn’t have that bruising pattern, and he also put up quite a fight.”

“Ah.” I groaned at the implications. “So, we’ve definitely had at least three players. Perhaps this is our fourth? Well, I suppose he could have not worn the ring that night for whatever reason. I say ‘he’ because rings of this size are normally designed for men.”

“Ring wearers are habitual, though. If they have a ring they like, they wear it everywhere.” Jamie rubbed her hands together, looking gleeful. “Man, I hope he keeps that ring on. That’ll be delicious evidence. Blood’s impossible to get fully out of jewelry. Unless you use a cleaning charm, I guess. Gah, magic.”

Yes, so it was. “Right now, we need to take this case.”

“Absolutely. In fact, I think everyone needs to stay here and keep thinking. Eddy, at some point today, grab Róis and take her to Alley, see if she can pick anything up. I’m going to the Fourth so I can explain nicely that I’m yoinking a case. Also, I want to see the alley in question.”

Knowing how buried most police stations were with cases, they wouldn’t mind a bit about having work taken from their hands. I let her and Jameson go, passing the file back to her as she left, as she’d need it to transfer the file number to us.

Jamie sing-songed from the hallway, “I’ll let you three keep thinking of potential targets~!”

Oh. Oh no. Now, that wasn’t fair of her at all. I glared after my fiancée and called back, “You’d best bring back treats!”

She laughed, mischievous woman that she was. “Yes, yes.”

I was holding her to that promise.
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Of course I couldn’t go to a crime scene without kitties. This was Rule of Cats 102. Interesting things must be shared, and there was no such thing as personal space. Which was why I had both Clint and Tasha with me, all suited up, Clint riding on my shoulder like some pirate’s parrot, Tasha in my arms, poised to use my forearm as a springboard. My void kitty was pretending to be cute and cuddly, but I knew better.

After I’d arrived at Fourth, I’d tracked Penny and Gerring down, who had both been working through dregs of paperwork and readily came to assist with the Alley case. Because carpool was easiest, Penny drove, as she knew where to go. Sitting in the passenger seat, I couldn’t help but look her over. It was habit now, after she’d been hurt so badly, to perform a visual check of my friend. She’d healed well from her ordeal; honestly, it was hard to tell she’d been hurt at all. Especially with her three-piece suit on, covering any light scars. With winter here, her skin wasn’t as tan as usual, and her freckles were more pronounced on her fair skin. She’d wrapped her blonde hair into a low bun at the nape of her neck and looked professional. Well, except for that smirking/laughing thing she was currently doing.

“What?” I challenged.

“I can’t believe you skipped out on the meeting you organized.”

“Just because meetings are necessary doesn’t mean I want to be in them. Besides, it’s fine, Henri’s got this.”

“You mean the man who hates meetings more than you?”

“Look, I may not give the man butterflies, but I do give him high blood pressure. Which is practically the same thing.”

Gerring busted out laughing in the back seat. No one suggested otherwise, either, which meant everyone in this car knew the score well enough. Besides, I knew for a fact Henri was marrying me for the free entertainment.

Coming back into this area of the city for a case was nostalgic. We were very much in Fourth Precinct’s stomping grounds right now. In fact, my apartment was a stone’s throw from here, as was my favorite Miss Amelia’s Bakery. Also—a previously overlooked fact—I was currently riding along on Center Boulevard.

Same street as the department store, both in real life and in the game. Oh-ho, wasn’t that interesting?

Penny pulled into a narrow street that was basically a string of dumpsters wedged between some buildings for a little strip mall thingy, then parked right there at the mouth. We barely had room to get out, and the second I had the door open, I lost both cats on a hunt for sniffies.

This was Alley, eh? Not very impressive. Also, from what I saw, it dead-ended. “What’s on the other side of the dead end, there?”

“Start of City Park,” Gerring answered as he came around to stand just behind me.

Huh. Actually, the board game reflected that as well. One of the few things accurate to real life, I guess. Most of the locations were more spaced out in reality than the game reflected. I turned to look at him. Gerring, as a Svartálfar, had such incredibly dark, ink-like skin he could blend into any shadow, which were aplenty beneath the buildings’ overhang. Add the black suit he wore and this dim alley we stood in, and honestly the only reason I hadn’t startled out of my skin with his approach was that I’d heard him coming.

“All right, so walk me through this better. Drug dealer found dead where, exactly?”

Penny stepped forward and indicated a spot between two big grey dumpsters. “Here. Out of sight of the street, and I think he would have stayed mostly hidden and rotted except the owners come out here at least every morning and night to throw things away. He was discovered in the evening.”

“And you said he was knifed, but worked over first?”

“He had a lot of bruising to him, so…” She shrugged.

“But no trace evidence?”

“I mean, no one looked into this case very hard, but none they could easily find.”

Clint slunk back to me with Tasha close behind, both cats looking dejected, ears nearly flat. He plopped himself on top of my boot and slumped like a child who’d been told there was no more ice cream in the house.

“May I help you?”

“No good sniffies,” he sighed, still utterly dejected. “Just faint magic sniffy.”

My interest sharpened. “Cleaning charm? You sure on that, buddy?”

“Yeah.” He used his nose to point to the same spot Penny had just indicated. “Right here.”

A cleaning charm had been used here…? But there was no sign that anything in this alley had been cleaned since it was paved.

“Interesting,” Gerring noted. “That’s the same spot where the body was.”

My eyes met the other two’s, and we shared a quick, silent conversation. The use of the cleaning charm pretty much nailed it, in my opinion. This was definitely our case and not just an accidental one that coincided with the game being played.

After more than two weeks, I hadn’t expected to find much. Bless the Felixes’ exceptional noses. I wished I’d looked more closely at those crime scene photos now so I at least had a better mental image of what they’d found here.

I scooped Clint up and put him on my shoulder like a baby before giving him some “there, there” pats. He went boneless and sighed like a man with two mortgages and six kids.

“That’s convincing enough for me. This is now our case. I’ll get the paperwork done to shift it over to us. Was a weapon not found?”

“Not here,” Gerring replied. “It was likely tossed somewhere else entirely. All that was found here was a body.”

“Figures.” Shaking my head, I turned back for the car. “Let’s get some coffee and something sugary. I want to talk something over with you two.”

“Sure,” Gerring agreed as he slid into the back seat.

Penny drove to Miss Amelia’s Bakery without asking where to go. Why? Because she was an excellent minion—ahem—friend, and knew me well. I’d pick up some pastries or something while I was there so Henri wouldn’t pout too much.

Amelia was her usual cheerful self, with an apron tied around her waist and her hair up in a bun. I gave everyone a chance to order, then paid for it all as my treat. The bakery wasn’t too busy at this time of the day, the lunch rush over, so we basically had the place to ourselves. I sipped excellent tea, enjoying my blueberry muffin, while Clint and Tasha lounged in the store’s big picture window. Where there was window, there would be kitties.

Once we were settled in, I broached the topic. “All right, long and short of it is, I’m severely understaffed right now. Cases are starting to pour in—more than I anticipated—and I can only train people so fast. What do you two think of joining me as Queen’s Own agents?”

Gerring choked on his bagel.

Penny’s eyes were in danger of leaping from their sockets as she spluttered out, “I’m not magical!”

I pointed to myself. “Girl, you think I am?”

“Oh. Uh…good point.”

Gerring recovered faster and the smile he gave me was complicated. “You’re dragging us into more work?”

I gave him my best woe-is-me expression. “I miiiiiiss you.”

“Uh-huh. Personally, I need to sleep on this.”

Penny gave a slow nod, but I could tell she was intrigued. “I do too. That said, the offer’s fantastical to me. I’m tempted, it’s just… Wait, does being an agent pay better?”

“It’s a good thirty percent pay boost.”

“Oh wow, that’s quite a jump.” A spark of greed lit in her eyes. “Would I be able to keep working with Gerring?”

“I can certainly make sure you two stay on the same team.”

“Oh good. I kinda like him for some reason.” She nudged his shoulder with her own, a familiar comradery between them.

Gerring heartily laughed at this. He seemed delighted that his work partner and friend wanted to keep him.

Prudently, she tacked on, “That said, still let me sleep on it.”

“Sure.”

Their fate was sealed. They just didn’t know it yet.

“Going back to our case, though,” Penny said next, “your board game case is reminding me of something. Gerring, remember that weird case Third’s detective was talking about?”

“What case— Oh, that one?” Gerring’s nose wrinkled like he was physically pulling that memory forward. “The weird floating clues case.”

“Yeah, that one.”

I lifted a hand. “Someone explain to me, please.”

Gerring took over as Penny had just taken a bite. “It was a few months back now, I think. There was this case making the gossip rounds because four different murders were all linked together with different items. I forget the finer details, but essentially, they were finding something from a previous murder victim on site with a different person. These people weren’t at all connected in any other way that they could tell. It was beyond weird. Case remains unsolved due to lack of evidence.”

“When you say item, like, what are we talking about?”

“I forget the specifics, but things like the pocket watch of one victim being found in the hand of the next victim. Things like that.”

What was this, Mancala? “That is very weird.”

“Tell me about it. It’s why people talked so much about it.” Gerring gave my face a searching look, then rolled his light blue eyes. “I know that look. Yes, I’ll go look into the case for you.”

“Please and thank you. It might not be connected to ours, but I’m pretty convinced Body isn’t the first game these guys have played. And what you’re describing sounds like a game to me.”

“Yeah, have to agree there.”

“If you’ll do that this afternoon? You can send the files to me via Eddy if you need someone to play gopher. I need to go do, uh, something important. Very important.”

Penny gave me that speaking look again. “You’re really not going to rejoin that meeting.”

I picked invisible lint off my shirt, unconcerned. “They’ll be fine. Besides, this is case related.”

“Uh-huh.”

So judgy, this one.

[image: ]




[image: ]

Game night!

And it was in full swing.

Henri had actually carted his card table up from his apartment to mine so we had enough playing surfaces. I had a full house—at least a dozen people here, including Regina. Three games were in action at this very moment, none of them familiar to me, of course. Kingston games were wildly different from Earth’s. Although it did make me wonder, could my parents forward a few games to me? Like, as digital files?

I’d have to replicate them here, somehow. Currently stuck on the how.

Anyway, one table was playing some kind of strategy game that involved lots of fake gems, another one was playing a color-based game where you had to describe the color without actually naming it, making people guess. Random cheers and groans emanated from the other table, which I took to mean people were having a good time.

Me, I sat at the third table, in the middle of learning how to play something like Poker but not. Kind of like if Poker and Gin Rummy had a baby, but there was a storytelling plot that went along with it?

I hoped that made sense to somebody, because it sure wasn’t making sense to me.

I finally gave up and handed the instructions back to Ophelia. “Let’s just play. Hopefully this starts making sense as I see it in action.”

“Sounds fine to me.” She started dealing out cards.

My future mother-in-law was in a very good mood. She’d been quite happy I’d invited her and Rupert over for a game night, and had brought three of the childhood games Henri and his sister had loved to play as kids. Henri hadn’t even known she still had those. Reminded me of my mom holding on to random things from my childhood.

Sherard sat at the table with us, along with his mother, Chantal. She was also in fine form, half a glass of wine in, snacking on chocolate-covered strawberries. I had a feeling we’d have to roll our illustrious combat trainer out the door later this evening.

Cards dealt, we started playing. I glanced at Sherard, who seemed a bit miffed still. Maybe disappointed more than anything else. Nudging his elbow, I asked, “Still mad about Junius Darling?”

“Yes.” His pout deepened. “Every time I think of a play that I loved from him, I get mad all over again. How dare he be such a waste of human skin?”

“On Earth we have the saying ‘never meet your heroes.’ This is a prime example of why.”

He gave a glum nod. Then he blinked at me. “Wait, I know you have television and movies, but do you have plays on Earth?”

“Sure. They were around thousands of years before we had TV, after all.”

He perked up a little. “Really? What types?”

“I mean, all types. Shakespeare’s probably the most famous playwright I can think of, but there’s so, so many from different cultures. Heck, we still have plays going on in society. There’s a place called Broadway that does plays on a high-end scale.”

Ophelia leaned over and looked at my cards, her blonde ringlets swinging with the movement, and pointed to one. “Play that one.”

“Uh…why?”

“Because it’ll forward the story and support your next play.”

I believed her so laid it down, but I seriously didn’t understand the logic.

Ophelia put down three cards next, then nodded to Chantal.

Sherard leaned closer to me. “I’m adding to your list of things you want on your next call home. I want a book of plays.”

“I’ll try to get you a variety. Some of it’s going to be very cultural and will likely go over your head, but I think you’ll enjoy some of them. I’ll try to curate something of a list from memory.”

“Appreciated.”

Another round went by, adding to my confusion, and the third round didn’t clear anything up for me either. Seriously, how did this game work?

The table next to me erupted in cheers and Henri stood to take a bow, so he’d clearly won. There was some good-natured ribbing, and I smiled as I watched my friends and found family having a good time. Nights like tonight made the drudgery of life worth it.

People scattered to get a refill on snacks and drinks, and Henri sauntered over to my table. He seemed a bit smug, but he normally was when he’d done something intelligence based and proven himself superior. Everyone needed a healthy dose of ego, so I didn’t call him out on it.

He placed an affectionate hand on my shoulder. “How goes it?”

“I do not get this game,” I admitted frankly.

He blinked down at me in surprise. “But it’s the same sort of difficulty level as Body and you picked that game up quickly.”

I gave him an arch look. “I speak murder fluently.”

He chuckled. “Here, I’ll sit with you and see if I can help explain things better.”

“Please and thank you. Otherwise, I’m going to switch games.”

Henri pulled up a chair, then detoured for snacks, bringing me a glass of wine while he was at it. Such a good fiancé.

With Henri at my side, we played the game through to completion, with Sherard winning. I might possibly have figured out—no, I was lying, still not sure how this worked. My brain kept trying to play Gin Rummy instead since parts of it were so similar, and my brain was rejecting the current rules.

I needed something totally different here, people, otherwise this would not work.

Still, I’d enjoyed spending time with people I sometimes only got to see once a month, and that was worth the payoff. Game over, I headed to the kitchen to make sure plenty of snacks were still available, as I had some more chilling in the fridge. Kitties lounged on different people’s laps, getting purring time in.

Overall, it was a good night, and I was determined to do it again. Fun should be had in spades, after all.
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I barely had my morning coffee at my desk when Clint sauntered in, hopped up on my desk, and licked his paw. Then he looked me innocently in the eye and said, “Penny and Gerring here.”

“Why do you have to lick your paw before telling me things like that?”

“Paw dirty.”

“That’s the higher priority, huh?” Shaking my head, I snagged my mug as I stood. “Where are they? Are they coming here?”

“No, conference room.”

Why there? I mean, they’d promised to look into some older cases for me—like the odd case from Third Precinct—to see if anything matched up, but did they find THAT much? In such a short time?

I was worried now. For me.

In the process of walking past my desk, I somehow acquired this big ball of purple lint on my shoulder. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Clint was a pirate’s parrot in a previous life. Used to it, I just kept walking, letting him catch a free ride.

Penny and Gerring were indeed in the smaller conference room. Them and about six boxes. I barely had a foot inside the door when I realized Gibson was coming in with another three boxes.

“Good morning?” My eyes roved over it all and I wasn’t sure whether to call in reinforcements now or hear them out first. “Uh, question.”

Penny grinned, like she was getting a kick out of my expression. “Shoot.”

“The heck?”

“Oh, you’re going to like this. I think I found you a previous game.”

An unholy smile lit my face. If Penny said so, I already believed her. “Oh, do tell.”

She waggled her fingers mischievously. “I’ll certainly tell, but you wanna grab anyone else before we sit and get into this?”

“Everyone else is doing other things. Gibs, though, you should sit and listen.”

“I’m already invested,” he pointed out as he set his boxes on the table. “I get some kind of fee for helping cart this in. Story time.”

Ready for story time, I plopped down in a chair. I loved story time—it meant less legwork.

Gerring pulled the lids off each box, then the top folder out of each. “Jamie, we told you Third had a weird floating clues case, right? This is it. After we reviewed the evidence, we kind of spent the weekend making our own notes and copies of the main crime scene photos as we went through the cases. They’re in this top folder, if you want a quick summary to hand someone.”

A CliffsNotes version? Smart of them, considering they’d likely have to explain this a few times at least.

Clint, of course, went for the empty box lid sitting to the side and made himself comfortable. Cardboard trumped paper? I dunno anymore, to be honest.

Gerring plopped four folders in front of us in a very deliberate order, listing out the victims. “Peter Sawyer, Jane Yardley, Deborah Lygon, and finally, Harry Marsh.”

“Did these four know each other?”

“Not at all.”

Gibs grunted, looking at the four folders. “How are these connected, then?”

Right, I hadn’t told him anything about this case. But I’d let Penny and Gerring explain; they were the ones who’d done the legwork.

“Because something from each crime scene was left at the other’s.” Gerring pointed to the first one. “Now, Peter Sawyer’s case was the first one, and it was weird from the get-go. He was found dead in his living room, hanging from the rafter, but it was clearly not a suicide. No way he could have put himself up there, there wasn’t a single item he could stand on and kick away, and he had defensive wounds on his arms. There were also ligature marks under the rope from a garrote-type weapon. What makes it odd was how he was dressed. He had on a bra, clearly a sex worker’s type; it had that kind of look and, er, material to it—”

I wanted to tease him and ask how he knew, but I held it in. It was hard, but I held it in. He was so cute when blushing, though.

Gerring cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Don’t look at me like that, Jamie. You pick up weird information while working murder cases. Anyway, he was dressed in female clothing, but there were two things wrong with it. One: His wife swore up and down he didn’t have that kind of hobby, and I believe her. No other female clothes were found anywhere in the house aside from the wife’s, but she was an entirely different size. And believe me, according to the detective’s notes, they looked. Two: The clothes he had on were very ill fitting. Wife didn’t recognize them, either.”

“If you’re going to cross-dress, you’d choose clothes that’d fit you,” I agreed. This whole thing was bizarre. “Was he being harassed in death for something he did? Like the bra was on him to send some kind of message, or ruin his image?”

“Regular salary worker, newly married, and a homebody. We can’t figure out why anyone would do this, to be honest. Motive is murky at best.”

“Huh, okay, so how does he tie into the second case?”

“By pocket watch.” Gerring flipped over the second folder to showcase crime scene photos. The top one being of the watch in question—a rather standard round watch with the chain missing. “Peter Sawyer had a family heirloom, a watch from his grandfather, pictured here. It can’t be mistaken for anyone else’s, as the grandfather’s initials were engraved on the inside of the lid. The chain for the watch was used to strangle the second victim, Jane Yardley.”

Penny rested her hip against the table, leaning in casually to add, “The watch was set to the time of her death, and placed in her hand. The killer clearly wanted us to see it. She also had defensive wounds on her arms, torso, and hands. The bruising pattern suggested large hands and a heavy ring, the kind typically worn by wealthy men.”

“Ooh, where are the autopsy photos?” I made gimme-gimme hands.

Gerring passed those over and I promptly flipped through them. The bruising would need to be carefully analyzed, but at a glance? “I swear to you, I think this is the same attacker as the Alley killing. A heavy ring, you said?”

Gibs leaned in to get a better look, letting out a low whistle. “It really does look consistent with 0ur drug dealer. Wow. That can’t be coincidence.”

I was all happy and excited now, because odds were steadily increasing that these cases tied into ours. “Third victim?”

“Deborah Lygon, found dead on the beach. She’d been there overnight, we believe, and no one noticed she was dead at first. She was propped up on a bench, set in a seated posture with a quick-set charm. Much like that case with the three charms, remember that?”

I groaned. “Boy, do I ever. Okay, so people assumed she was just sitting there at first?”

“Until someone came in closer and realized something wasn’t right. For her, she had a parasol in her hands that wasn’t hers. Turned out to be Jane’s. Her initials, JY, had been embroidered into the parasol.” Gerring tapped a finger against the stack of papers. “Also weird was that she had been drowned—not in seawater but regular tap water.”

This just grew stranger and stranger. “But we know for a fact that parasol was Jane’s?”

“No question. Family recognized it immediately. Jane made parasols as a hobby, and always made her own. This wasn’t something storebought.”

That would clinch it, all right. “Any defensive wounds on Deborah?”

“Not a one. We believe she was ambushed. Now, last case is Harry Marsh. Harry was found dead at home, in his own bed, cause of death poison. He had a heavy brooch stuck in his throat, the needle having been used to administer the poison.”

Ouch. “Was he alive when this happened?”

“Coroner believes he was knocked out first based on the lump on his head,” Gerring answered. “No sign he was awake for this.”

“Small mercy,” Gibs murmured. “The brooch was Deborah’s, the previous victim?”

“Indeed. A recent gift from her parents, in fact, also something they confirmed buying for her. Marsh was a bachelor with no lady friends and only his mother as a living female relative, so it wasn’t from anyone else the detectives could determine. Now, a thing to note for each case was that every crime scene had cleaning charms used at it.”

“Oh-ho,” I murmured in delight. That did tie things nicely together. Henri was going to lose it when he heard about this. To me, there was no question these four murders were committed by the same perps, but how did the game even work? Was there a game like this or had they made one up?

“Now, for the final touch.” Penny pulled a game from one of the boxes and set it down in front of me and Gibs with a flourish. “This is Pick Up. The object of the game is to move all your stones from one tray to the other side. There’s some strategy involved—basically, you want to move all your stones to each tray, filling each to the brim. Once it’s full, you can move everything in that tray to the other side.”

Huh, really did sound like Mancala. “How popular is this game?”

“Very,” Gibs answered. “I played it often as a kid. It’s one of those street games, too, where even kids on the streets play it. They don’t have an official game? Fine, draw the squares in the dirt, collect a bunch of pebbles, and they can play it on their own. The rules are simple and easy to remember.”

In-ter-es-ting.

“Okay, but where did the bra come from? Is there a fifth case floating out there that fits?”

Penny looked downright miffed. “Not that we can find. And we looked. But no sex worker deaths fit that time frame.”

Maybe the bra had just been bought so there was something to pass along? I didn’t know anymore. Nothing about that item made sense, but then again, this whole string of cases was mind boggling. “Murderers weren’t found in these four cases?” I double-checked. “Suspects?”

Penny shook her head. “No suspects, other than the heavy ring suggesting one was male, but no leads. All cases are considered cold.”

“Gibs, go with them back to the station, get these cases transferred to us and reopen them. They’re very clearly ours.”

“Can’t disagree there.” He rubbed his hands in anticipation, his expression sharklike.

“Penny, is this game yours?”

She glanced down at the board while answering, “Uh, no, I bought it so I could show it to you. I assume you want to play it at least once to get a real feel for how it works.”

“You assume correctly. I’ll reimburse you for it, and we’re playing at lunch.”

“Sounds good to me.” She gave me a brilliant smile. “Did I do good, Master?”

“You did excellent, my young grasshopper. I—”

The footsteps of someone approaching outside cut me off, and I wasn’t too surprised to see Noreen enter. The previous lightweight boxer had a very distinctive stride. In her hands was a thick file, and she seemed a little surprised to see both Gerring and Penny.

“Goodness me, what’s going on here so early in the morning?”

“Fun things,” I answered, and even meant it, although it would mean more work for us. Everything meant more work for us. That was the state of my life. “Whatcha got, Noreen?”

“Just wanted to update you on the theater people’s alibis. All clear—for murder, at least.” Noreen rolled her hazel eyes. “The amount of cheating, backstabbing, and drama from that group should be a play in and of itself.”

I laughed at that. “I bet. Well, we’re about to get more cases. Turns out Penny and Gerring found a previous game our perps have played. That’s what these boxes are about.”

“You’re kidding.” Noreen came in closer to take a look at one of the open folders. “How? I mean, how are you sure?”

My pad beeped and I pulled it out to see that Regina had sent me a message demanding an update. “I’ve been summoned. Penny, catch everyone in the office up to speed, will you?”

“Sure. Noreen, where is everyone else?”

I didn’t blame her for gathering them before explaining. Saved her the repetition.

At least because of her and Gerring’s hard work, I could give Regina a substantial update. They had saved my bacon in that regard. Although it did beg the question: How many games had this group played?

I was already a little heartsick about the potential answer.
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I sat in my office, sifting through spells, trying to determine how to undo a cleaning charm. Which showed my level of desperation since no one sane attempted such a thing.

It didn’t help that my own office needed a cleaning. Oh, irony. Two large chalkboards on one wall displayed all my case notes, some of them no longer relevant with their cases now closed. The large windowsill was dominated by warm cat beds and blankets that all needed a wash, and my desk was swathed in reports, evidence, and my own clutter. It was rare for my space to be cluttered, but I strove to ignore it because I could only focus on one problem at a time, especially with Tasha and Phil snuggled in the blankets. From the looks of them, they wouldn’t be shifting anytime soon.

A knock sounded at my door, and I lifted my head to call, “Enter!”

Two people I didn’t expect appeared and a smile lit my face. It had been a while since I’d seen both. “Gerring, Penny, how are you?”

“We’re wonderful,” Penny said with an answering smile. “In fact, we bring you a possible break in the case.”

“That would be stupendous. We’re floundering right now.”

“We actually need you to come with us,” Gerring said. “The various items for the cold cases in question are over at Third Precinct in evidence lockers. Gibson was supposed to go with us, but he was called away at the last second. We can catch you up on the way? You’re the only person we haven’t caught up yet. We tried to snag you earlier, but you weren’t in your office.”

I was quite eager for any break, any clue, so I left my seat with alacrity. “Please do. I was out this morning running an errand. Sorry for making you repeat yourselves again.”

“Not at all.”

As we walked toward the parking lot, embracing the cool weather finally above freezing, both of them gave me a succinct summary.

I listened intently, and when Penny made the connection to the game Pick Up, I gave her a round of applause. “Quite so. That’s very much what the whole thing reminded me of. You’re quick to put the pieces together.”

She gave me a smile and a little bow. “Thank you, thank you. You see why we’re convinced this set of murders belongs to your perps.”

“Indeed, I do. These cases were flagged as cold, though?”

“No suspects, no leads, but I’m hoping that if we put the cases right next to yours, perhaps something will leap out. More information is always helpful.”

“I can’t disagree. Well, let’s go and collect it all, then. Wait, didn’t you bring in something to show Jamie?”

“We brought in the detective’s notes and casefiles,” Gerring clarified. “The actual evidence, they wouldn’t let us take, understandably enough—hence our need for you.”

“Ah, okay, I thought I’d missed something.”

I chose to drive since it was easier for me to pass in and out of the palace gates. We took one of the larger van-type vehicles to accommodate the evidence we’d need to bring back with us. It did mean a bit of a tight squeeze, with all three of us in the front, but it was a bench seat and doable.

We passed through the gates without issue, which meant we entered Kingston traffic, and that was where we were bogged down. I sighed in resignation and joined the gas-brake-gas-brake pattern that would hopefully ease up once we hit Third Precinct’s territory. It was farther away from the downtown area, after all.

Penny cleared her throat, sounding hesitant. “Um, Henri? I’ve something to ask you.”

“Of course, what is it?”

“Jamie mentioned that she wants to bring us in as agents.”

“She mentioned the same to me. I think you’d be splendid at it.”

We’d stopped at a traffic light, which gave me a chance to study her. A happy spark lit her expression at my words. I didn’t intend them as flattery, not in the least. I knew what Penny McSparrin was capable of, after all. She could do this job blindfolded.

“I tried arguing that I’m not at all magical and Jamie just waved the concern away. It really isn’t a requirement?”

“No, indeed not. More so a preferred trait for the Kingsmen, since they handle tricky political issues and often need that magical ability to handle any threats to the palace or city, but even then it’s not a requirement. We, however, are doing the same job we’ve always done: detective work.”

Gerring said, “I’d like to point out I’m not magical either, in the strictest sense, just sensitive to magic.”

Penny face-palmed. “Ah, right, duh. And thanks, Henri, that helps clarify things. So is Jamie serious about this offer, then?”

“Deadly.”

Gerring leaned around her to ask me, “You’re sure of this?”

“Oh, quite sure. She’s bemoaned, whined, and moped that she didn’t have you working alongside her anymore. When I mentioned she could just bring you both into the Queen’s Own, you’d think I’d offered her lottery ticket numbers. She jumped on the idea. I think she would have done so earlier, but she wanted you to fully heal, Penny.”

The light turned green, but with so much traffic, we still didn’t make it through before it turned red again. If I could have teleported this whole van, I would have in a heartbeat.

Penny grimaced. “I can see that. The recovery was not fun. That said, that’s my other concern. She’s not asking as some way to make up for me being hurt? Because of guilt or something?”

I dismissed this with an adamant shake of my head. “No, perish the thought. She harbors no guilt for that incident. It still raises her ire when she thinks of it, why you were attacked, but I think that’s understandable. Any friend would feel the same way.”

Penny seemed satisfied, sitting back with a relieved expression.

“So she’s asked us because, what, she misses us?”

I waffled a hand back and forth as I answered Gerring. “Yes and no. Yes, she does, and wants to work alongside you once again. No in the sense that we truly do need you. We’re swamped with work, there’s no end in sight. You’d think with the parameters our cases must meet and the limited jurisdiction, that wouldn’t be the case, but we find ourselves with far too much work and not enough hands. Take this case, for example. What started as a singular murder case now ties into at least seven others. All are important, all must be investigated, but we only have three teams to handle everything.”

“Oooh, I see the problem,” Gerring muttered.

“Plus, we must still recruit more agents and then train them, which as you know takes a great deal of time. We just don’t have enough hours in the day. Right now, we’re breathing a little easier than usual because the last set of ducklings are trained. They comprise the bulk of our tertiary team, in fact. However, Jamie’s got a new set of ducklings incoming, and soon.”

Seeing that they didn’t quite follow, I elaborated, “They’re undergoing basic agent training right now, and then moving to combat training. Once Chantal is done with them, they’ll come to Jamie for field training.”

Thank all magic, the light was green again.

“Ahhh,” Penny intoned. “Got it. All right, so if I’m understanding you correctly, she wants us to not only help with the workload, but also to train the newbies.”

“In essence, yes. You have enough experience you could do the crash course for Queen’s Own training, mostly so you know how to handle the high-profile cases. Maybe attend a few sessions with Chantal. After that, you’d be team leads and trainers.”

“Honestly, that does sound very tempting,” Gerring stated. “I understand being an agent comes with quite the pay increase as well.”

“So it does.”

The two exchanged a look in that way long-term friends did, carrying on a full conversation with only their eyes. I could only glance in that direction, needing to keep my eyes on the road, but I had a feeling they’d agree.

Jamie wouldn’t be the only happy one if they did. I’d be pleased as well. I had only one concern. “Penny, how are you physically? It’s only been two months since you returned to work.”

“I’m still regaining some stamina and strength,” she admitted. “I lost some after being bedridden for so long. Still, I’m almost back to my normal self, slowly working out and training. Thanks for asking.”

“I’m very glad.” I also fervently hoped I never had friends or family in that situation again. No more witches clawing for fame by using my people as fodder for their fantasies.

Finally, I was able to take the right turn, and traffic eased as I headed farther east. “Well, do think about it, but I hope you give Jamie an answer soon.”

“I think we will.” Penny hummed a little before adding, “I want to sleep on it a bit more and ask questions about what all this new job would entail, but I think we’ll agree.”

“I certainly want to,” Gerring said with a grin.

I thrilled at the answer. Truly, it would be so much better to have these two with us.

A thought occurred, however, to dim that joy for a moment. Oh dear, if we took two more from Gregson, my former captain would be quite wroth with us. Hmm, a bribe or two to smooth over ruffled feathers might be in order.
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After a very long chat with Regina, I sat in the break room, debating my options. I could be healthy and get a glass of water and an apple.

I could be unhealthy and have a third cup of coffee with a muffin.

The thing was, I’d had a really hard time getting to sleep last night. It had taken me four tries to actually get into bed and stay there for more than five minutes. First, I’d heard a great crashing sound from the living room, which had turned out to be Tasha roughhousing with Clint and knocking a stack of books over.

Then, after I finally got back into bed, Clint had called for help with a nail stuck in one of the throw blankets. (Mental note to me: trim those nails later.)

I’d gone to bed a third time only to realize I had to pee, so back up I got.

It literally had taken me four tries. Wow, no wonder I was only semi with it this morning. To be honest, I didn’t know if I had the spoons for today. Knives it was!

I poured myself a cup of coffee as familiar steps sounded in the hallway. Penny joined me a second later.

“Back with all the evidence?” I asked.

“That we are. We piled it all in the second conference room. Henri and Gerring are sorting it per case right now.”

“Awesomesauce.”

For some reason, she eyed the cup in my hand with suspicion. “Didn’t you have a cup of coffee in hand when I was here earlier?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Which cup is that one?”

“Er…third?”

She eyed me warily. “Jamie, do you even know your limits?”

Oh, right, I got punch drunk on too much caffeine. Welpers, that was a problem for later me. “I know my limits. I don’t pay much attention to them, but I do know them.”

She gave a tragic sigh. “Well, this afternoon should be entertaining, if nothing else.”

I chose to change the subject. “While I have you alone…how’s things going with Gerring and Niamh?”

“I think he’s very much on the verge of proposing.”

I gave a little happy dance. “Happy to hear it. Do I need to covertly tell him her ring size?”

“I think that’ll speed things along. He’s been fishing for that information and what rings she likes.” Penny paused, looking distressed. “Please help him especially with that last part. He was looking at amber rings. Heart-shaped amber rings.”

I shuddered. “Just the description makes me think it should come with gum in a little round plastic box. I’ll help steer him in the right direction.”

“Please and thank you. Niamh will be forever grateful.” Penny paused before adding, “And I know I said I’d sleep on it, but if you’re really, truly serious about us joining the Queen’s Own—”

“Excuse you very much, I am deadly serious about you joining.”

“—then I’m interested and want to do it.”

Setting my coffee down, I wrapped her up in a bear hug, nearly vibrating with my excitement. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

She laughed, hugging me back. “Three thank-yous means there’s a lot of work coming my direction.”

She was right. But I was not about to admit that before I had her signature on a work contract. “Why don’t we go to my office and I can pull together an employee packet for you real quick. It’ll take a while to transfer you over.” A thought struck and I pulled back to ask, “Wait, just you?”

“No, no, Gerring will come too.”

“Phew, good. I didn’t want him left behind.”

“That much work, huh?” she teased.

Well, yes, but… “Splitting up a good partnership was not a good idea. All right, to my office, go!”

Penny laughed even as I snagged my coffee and she followed behind. See? Having a third coffee wasn’t a big deal if she was willingly following me into a small room. That said something, right?
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After arranging the evidence, I decided it was time for a well-earned snack. Jamie had disappeared into her office with Penny and Gerring to do the paperwork, but I assumed they’d be back shortly.

I was pleased to have my friends join me as colleagues once more. I’d missed working alongside them. I also looked forward to the day I could hand some of the growing work off my plate and onto theirs. We had definitely “bitten off more than we could chew,” as Jamie would put it.

Perhaps one of my requests to her parents the next time she called would be for an idiom phrase book. So many of her idioms made little sense, and even she didn’t know the source for half of them.

I made myself a cup of tea and was in the process of choosing a muffin when Gerring joined me in the break room.

“Done already?” I asked with surprise.

He snorted. “No, not by half. We did the parts that need Jamie’s signature. The rest we’ll take home and finish tonight.”

“Ah, understandable. Those forms are not short.”

“No government forms are short.”

“Indeed, that seems to be a universal truth.” Or multi-universal truth? Jamie had made the same complaint of Earthian government forms.

Gerring went about selecting a mug, but he kept eyeing me sideways, mouth opening and closing. Something weighed on him and he wasn’t sure how to ask, or so his body language said.

“What?” I prompted. “Ask me.”

“Well, I want to propose to Niamh soon…”

Delight filled me and I smiled. “Lovely! I’m happy for the two of you. I have no doubt she’ll agree, if that’s your concern.”

“No, er, I’m pretty sure she’ll say yes. I’m not worried about that so much as how to, um, how to propose. Any advice?”

Frantic memories of my own bungled proposal plans flashed through my head and I deflated. “Gerring…do not ask me for advice.”

He looked surprised. “It couldn’t have been that bad. She said yes, didn’t she?”

I just glowered at him, still put out at even the reminder.
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After filling out alllll the forms for Penny and Gerring, they’d had to return to their own responsibilities at Fourth. Though not for much longer. Mwuahahaha.

With everyone else busy, Henri and I decided to squeeze in a late lunch before the next disaster hit the fan. We’d chosen pizza—yum! Pizza tasted even better when I got a profit share. We only had three locations open for now, most of them around the downtown area, but business was booming as the people of Kingston flocked to the strange and new but delicious food. Despite being part owner in this restaurant, I still barely got a table. I was happily enjoying my hard work when my pad dinged. Pulling it free from my pocket, I read through the message from Gibs with growing interest.

“Oh-ho,” I murmured. “Honey, listen to this. We have a possible suspect for the department store case.”

I was hungry for suspects. Sadly, Junius Darling was off the hook unless we found undeniable proof. His ex-wife had confirmed she’d spent an entire night yelling at him—corroborated by the neighbors—packing up his stuff and throwing him out of the house. So he wasn’t our murderer and we were basically back to square one, unless Gibs’s find panned out.

Henri had his mouth full of cheesy goodness, but gave me his best quizzical face.

His quizzical face was adorable but, ANYWAY—I digressed. “Gibs says there’s an employee—well, former employee—who’s suing for wrongful termination. The gist of it is, the lawsuit’s ridiculous. The girl was sabotaging her colleagues’ work because they wouldn’t contribute to her engagement party fund.”

Henri swallowed his mouthful, and his quizzical face went up a notch. “There’s an engagement party fund people must contribute to? Why didn’t anyone tell us?”

“I know, right? Not that we had an elaborate party, but still, I’d like to know these things.”

Another ding and I read aloud, “Possible suspect is Prudence Askew—ha, her name’s ironic, all things considered—and she’s a half giant, so she’d also be physically able to manhandle Mrs. Wolferstane up all those stairs on her own.”

Another ding, with more context. “She apparently has an alibi, but Gibs is not sure how solid it is. He wants us to go interview her to double-check. Bless the man, he’s even got her address and a time set up for said interview, which is in about an hour.”

“Where is it?”

I just flipped the pad around so he could read it himself. My pizza was cooling, after all. Priorities.

He read it and grunted. “It’ll take almost a half hour to reach there from here, in Kingston traffic.”

Which was as bad as Los Angeles traffic, and getting worse. They seriously needed to figure out how to broaden the roads, or up public transportation, or something. The traffic lights only helped so much, as more and more people purchased cars. “Then the timing should work out perfectly. We can finish lunch without rushing.”

“Indeed we can.” Henri sipped his drink before saying, “Change of topic, but have you looked at any of the dress designs my mother sent you?”

Erk. I immediately felt guilty.

“You haven’t. I thought as much.”

“In my defense…bodies. Very distracting things, bodies.”

“Your day for visiting the designer is coming up soon,” he reminded me pointedly, an amused smile gracing his lips. “So you’d best find a moment.”

Some women dreamed about their wedding day their entire lives, and had whole mood boards for flowers and such, but I was just not a girly girl. Never had been. I’d have been content with a courthouse wedding, honestly, but I knew that wasn’t going to fly for several reasons. One: we had a lot of friends and family who wanted to celebrate with us. Two: the Davenforths were high society, so having their son marry at a courthouse would socially embarrass them, and I was not about to do that to people who had been nothing but accepting and loving to me.

Which meant I would need a true wedding party.

It also meant I would be doing this Davenforth style. No off-the-rack gowns for me, no sir. I would have something designed personally for me. As expensive as that sounded.

Eh, it wasn’t like I didn’t have the money for it, and it was helpful in a way. I looked for ways to spend my wealth, since hoarding it didn’t do anyone any good.

It did mean I had to find a moment to look through that design catalog I’d been given, though. Which would be a neat trick. I was having trouble finding time to sleep some days.

“Have you already picked out a suit, then?”

He shook his head. “No, but I’ve given my mother instructions on what I want. I just need to attend the fittings.”

Already head of the game. Figured.

We finished up lunch and then Henri drove, as per usual, to our possible suspect. I always hoped when we did these interviews that the person in question really was the murderer, just so I could close the case. I had enough balls to juggle as it was.

We pulled up in front of a fancy two-story brick house, with a large yard and the hint of a four-car garage out back. Especially with the neighborhood we were in, this place smacked of money. Not high society type money, but upper middle-class money for sure.

“Why would someone living in a house like this want an engagement fund?” I asked, puzzled.

“Because the rich are greedier than the poor,” Henri answered with a shake of his head.

Man had me there.

We got out and headed for the brightly painted red door. At our knock, a tall brunette woman in a sleek green suede dress answered. She was tall enough that I had to crane my head back to look at her, and I was a tall woman. For a human, at least.

I flashed my badge and gave her a disarming smile. “Hi, I’m Director Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own. This is my partner, Royal Mage Henri Davenforth. We’re here to interview Prudence Askew?”

“My little sister,” she said with a long sigh. “I’m Judith. Come in, we’re all expecting you.”

“Thank you.”

I followed her in, taking note of the place as I moved. The house was nice, with soft, carpeted floors, artwork on the walls, and a pleasant lemon and beeswax smell. We went directly into the room to the right, which was obviously a sitting parlor meant for receiving guests. They were rich enough to have such a room, at least.

Already seated were two other women, one notably younger than the other. The older woman looked small in comparison, and I sensed she was human. Her hair was the same shade as Judith’s, but I had a feeling dye was helping hide the greys. She was wrapped up in a thick shawl, a distressed frown on her face.

Next to her was who I assumed to be Prudence, wearing a nice black dress and pearls, scowling at me like I was the worst inconvenience in her life. She might have been pretty without that expression.

I introduced myself again and tried to soothe the matter a little, as I wanted her to talk, not clam up on me. “I’m just here to ask questions. We’re trying to get a sense of what was going on around Mrs. Wolferstane before her death.”

“I hope we can answer your questions, Director Edwards.” The mother pinned on a forced smile. “I’m Phila Askew, her mother. This is Prudence. Please, sit down and make yourselves comfortable. What questions can we answer for you?”

“I’m not dropping the lawsuit,” Prudence bit off.

I ignored the outburst and took this case’s notebook out of a pocket. “When did you start working at the department store?”

“Three months ago, more or less. Beginning of the month.” Prudence rolled her eyes, as if done with this conversation already.

Hot-headed, wasn’t she? I jotted that down. “And you worked there how long?”

“About two months.”

Girl. You didn’t even break through the probation period. Wowzers. “That’s an awfully short amount of time. What happened?”

“People were cheapskates, that’s what happened,” Prudence snapped. “And the second I gave them grief for it, they all got mad at me!”

Judith, the sister, let out a disgusted snort. “Prudence, no one owes you money just because you’re engaged!”

Tell ’er, sis!

Prudence turned sharply and snapped back, “All I wanted was a small donation to help fund a party, and they acted like I was some money-grabbing con artist!”

“That’s exactly what you were!”

“Girls, girls…” Phila put a weary hand to her forehead. “Enough. Agents, the long and short of it is, my daughter was engaged, and her engagement rather went to her head. She had a set budget for both engagement party and wedding, but she spent that budget very quickly, and half the preparations for either party weren’t even finished. Her father put his foot down—rightfully so—and told her that if she wanted anything else for those two parties, she would need to pay for it herself. Our decision forced her to get a job.”

Getting the sense Prudence had been the spoiled baby of the family. She didn’t know how to handle money, and it was currently biting her in the arse. Parents might be regretting not teaching her better as a kid, but that was none of my business.

“So you started working for the department store to earn money for everything you wanted?” Henri gave her that polite, charming smile he used to put people at ease. “An admirable solution.”

Prudence let out an aggravated sigh. “But it was too slow. My engagement party was supposed to happen this month, and I wasn’t making enough, so there was no way I could have the party I wanted. Daddy wouldn’t give me anything more—he said I had already overspent—so I tried to get my coworkers on board. I even invited them to the party!”

Girl was delulu. Absolutely delusional and out of touch with reality. No one paid to go to a party, for crying out loud.

“No one would do it, for some reason. And they kept talking about their own boyfriends and engagements, which is rude! I’m the one engaged!”

Full understanding dawned. It wasn’t just that she was money-stupid, she was a Me Me. Nothing else mattered but her and what she wanted. No one else was allowed to have a life. Eww, I couldn’t stand people like this.

“Other people can be engaged, Prudence,” her mother scolded. “And besides, you’re not engaged anymore, anyway.”

Oh snap, the plot thickens! “Why’s that?”

“My fiancé was embarrassed by my behavior, apparently. He heard that no one liked me at work.” Real hurt flooded her face and she glared at the carpet like it had offended her too. “He broke things off.”

“He broke things off because you tried to sue your boss for firing you,” Judith corrected, sounding like a broken record. “Even though you deserved to be fired. You were sabotaging your coworkers’ jobs because you were mad at them.”

“Shut up!” Prudence snapped.

“Girls,” Phila said again, sounding like she’d have spanked them if they weren’t already adults. And bigger than her. “Stop it. What other questions do you have, Director?”

She wanted this interview over and I didn’t blame her. “Just a few more questions, if you don’t mind. Prudence, did you dislike your boss?”

She delicately sniffed, nose turned up in a haughty expression. “She was too by the book. She could have given me grace.”

“That doesn’t answer my question. You disliked her enough to sue her.”

“I was standing up for myself! I didn’t care for her, honestly, but no one should be fired just for having a personal life!”

I got the feeling she didn’t hate Mrs. Wolferstane, as in, it wasn’t personal. More like suing her would give Prudence the money she wanted and be sort of a revenge for damaging her pride. All right, I might circle back around to that, depending on how she answered the next few questions. “Where were you last week on the night of Brew Day?”

Phila answered with some confusion. “Bythesea. Why?”

Not who I asked, but I kept going. “Why were you there?”

“Oh, we were trying to resolve a situation with the venue. We’d booked it for the engagement party and wedding, but with the engagement off, we wanted to cancel it and get our deposits back. It proved difficult; we only got a partial refund.”

Since I knew where Bythesea was, I followed up with, “So you were there overnight?”

“Correct. We left Brew Day morning and didn’t return until late the following afternoon.”

“Was it just you?”

“No, Prudence was with me, and Mrs. Salwey, her former fiancé’s mother.”

Oh good, a secondary witness. Also, that was a pretty tight alibi. You couldn’t get from Bythesea to Kingston quickly—that took hours, no matter what method you used. Unless a powerful magician teleported you there and back? Or a hitman was hired? Though from what I’d learned, she was too broke to afford either. She couldn’t even afford her own party. Still, I wasn’t ruling this girl out completely. She excelled in bad decisions.

Henri surprised me by asking, “Do you have a car, Ms. Askew?”

“I do,” Prudence said proudly. “It’s a Chandler II, with all the bells and whistles. Daddy bought it for me this year as a birthday present.”

Oh-ho! The same sports car we suspected had been used to transport Wolferstane to her office the night of her death. Not to mention the car that had been at Edith Vyner’s house. Good question, Henri!

“Where is it now?”

“In the garage?” Prudence asked as if she couldn’t figure out why he was interested.

“I’ll need to take a look at it before we go. For now, Jamie?”

I gave him a nod. “Yeah, just one more question. Your former fiancé, who’s he?”

“Gil Salwey,” Phila answered after Prudence refused to. “He’s a young attorney at Salwey and Sons, if you need to speak with him.”

“I will, yes, just to confirm things. Thank you. We’ll check out your car and then be out of your hair.”

Phila rose with us and asked in growing concern, “Just what is this about? I thought this meeting was about the lawsuit.”

Gibs apparently hadn’t told her much. I answered bluntly, “The newspapers didn’t report this, but Mrs. Wolferstane was murdered.”

All three women froze. Prudence found her voice first, spluttering out, “YOU THINK I KILLED HER?!”

I looked the girl dead in the eye. “Well, you’re apparently petty and self-centered enough to think the world revolves around you, and shallow enough to file a lawsuit against a boss who fired you. You’re the perfect suspect. Plus, you have a car that matches the description of the one that carried our victim to her office. So, yes, you’re on my list. I need to pull financial records, so give me access to those, and pray I don’t find any reason to haul you in for questioning.”

All color washed out of Prudence’s face. For the first time, she looked rattled, and incredibly young.

“You’ve got a strong alibi so far, and I hope that completely checks out for your sake. But if I were you, I’d drop that lawsuit and maybe reflect on why your fiancé really broke up with you. Why no one in your family is on your side in this. That hot temper of yours is getting you into a world of trouble. Don’t leave town again until I give you the all clear.” I gave Phila a polite nod. “Good day, Mrs. Askew. Hopefully you don’t hear from us again.”

She sank to the couch like her knees had been knocked out from under her, visibly shaken.

Parents like this, who raised kids who became Prudences, were always surprised when the world didn’t accommodate their kids. It was sad to see.

Henri and I showed ourselves out and a servant showed us to the multi-car garage. He did a quick series of spells, then stood back and shook his head.

“This car is the right stock color, but there’s no blood or anything to suggest foul play. No cleaning charm used on it recently either.”

“So not the car used for the murder. Okay, that’s fine. I’ll cross-check her alibi and financials anyway, just in case, but this might not be our girl. Ugh.”

“It might not be.” Henri made a face. “Still, I hope this case is enough to shake some sense into her.”

“Hopefully it is.”

Fortunately, Prudence wasn’t my problem at the moment. “Well, let’s get back to the office. I’ve got a young lawyer to look up.”
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I left Henri at the office, as he had too much work piling up, and went alone to meet with Gil Salwey. Clint and Tasha came with me since Eddy had complained they were more interested in lying on the case folders than actually looking at them, which was slowing down progress. As punishment, they had to leave their comfy paper beds and help me go see an up-and-coming young attorney, and the former fiancé of Prudence Askew.

Honestly, I didn’t have much hope for this lead. Prudence was…well, if looks were a job, she’d be CEO. But if brains were a job, she’d be fired a second time. Based on our interview, she wasn’t exactly the plan-an-elaborate-murder type. Unless the fiancé had helped her, I didn’t see how she was involved in the Wolferstane murder, let alone all the others. The sports car she owned was indeed the right vehicle, but that didn’t matter one lick since we’d found no evidence inside.

And even if she hadn’t tried to commit the crime herself, Prudence couldn’t string two coins together, every bit she earned burning a hole in her pocket that she had to spend right away. If the fiancé was enough under her thumb, then she might have convinced him to either hire a hit or give her the money to do so.

Hence, an interview to suss out the ex-fiancé.

I arrived without fanfare at Salwey and Sons, clearly a family-run law office. Stepping inside, I immediately came to a receptionist’s desk and gave the young man there a smile. “Hi, I’m Director Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own. Can I have a chat with Gil Salwey?”

He looked poleaxed to have this agent appear out of nowhere, but popped up regardless. “One moment, Director. The conference room is just there to the left, if you want to wait inside.”

“Thanks, I will.”

The conference room was rather nice, actually. Polished wood table, plush chairs, a few potted plants near a large picture window. I wished all interrogation rooms could look like this, but alas, we must terrorize the suspects.

Clint chose the middle of the table to sprawl out on, cleaning his paws assiduously. Tasha moved to my lap and rested her head on my forearm, purring. I gave her some love, sarcastically remarking how she’d been a good void kitty today, acting as if she hadn’t terrorized a single soul—or paper.

A half giant, from the size of him—he had to be over eight feet tall—entered the room and approached us, his fair cheeks flushed with concern. A wrinkle creased his forehead, and one hand tugged worriedly at his nice grey suit.

“I’m Gil Salwey. Welcome, Director.”

I offered my free hand. “Hi, Mr. Salwey. Sorry for just dropping in like this so near closing time. We need to have a quick chat. Sit, sit, you’re not in trouble. And ignore the Felixes, they’re harmless.” Well, most of the time. “Now, I just have questions regarding your ex-fiancée.”

Half of his tension left, replaced with a sort of exhaustion as he sat across from me. “What in the world has she done now?” Now didn’t that reaction say something.

“Well, I’m actually here to get more details on what happened with her old boss.”

His face cleared up a little, a hand rubbing the back of his neck. “Ah. That. It was ridiculous, the whole matter. She blew it far too out of proportion.”

“That was the gist I got as well. I’m confused, though. I mean, she’s clearly from money, driving a limited-edition sports car.”

“Yes, her parents spoil her. Well, they used to. I think they realized they mis-stepped in raising her, as now she’s constantly leaping from one problem to the next. All self-inflicted, mind you. Even I didn’t realize what she was like at first.” His expression fell, his broad shoulders hunched forward. “She’s just so charming and fun to be with, it takes a minute for you to realize that all the problems she’s up against are ones of her own making.”

Young men were susceptible to that kind of charm, and she was a pretty girl. “I’ve heard one side of this, about why she was working and asking for donations for her engagement ceremony. I’d love to hear your take.”

He groaned. “It started like this: Her parents have started to give her budgets for things. Especially parties, because she loves hosting parties, any excuse will do. The engagement party spiraled out of control in no time; she was almost treating it like a wedding, really. I couldn’t rein her in. Her parents tried and failed. Finally, they told her that if she wanted to spend that much on the party, she had to find a way to pay for it. I think she got the job at the department store thinking it was an easy way to pay for what she wanted, but she had no real experience working, outside of her family’s business. She didn’t realize how little the paycheck would be, so she kept trying to charm her coworkers into donations with invitations to the party, but of course the amount she wanted wasn’t sensible. No one, especially a retail worker, has that kind of money to throw around for someone else’s engagement.”

Spoiled little princess indeed. Sounded like Bridezilla was completely out of control.

“When she demanded that I be her attorney and file a suit against her boss for a wrongful firing, I just…I realized this would be my life now. That if I kept giving in to her, I’d be jumping from crisis to crisis the rest of my life. I couldn’t do it anymore. I ended the engagement and told her to find some other poor schmuck to do her dirty work. She screamed obscenities at me, threw things, then on a dime tried to cry and beg me to come back to her. It was scary, honestly. Finally, though, I think she realized that I really was done with her, and she stomped out after throwing the ring in my face. I haven’t seen or heard from her since.”

“Sounds like you dodged a bullet, my friend.”

He blinked, then gave a dark chuckle. “You know, I feel like I did.”

“Answer two questions for me. First, Prudence said she was with your mother and hers on the night of Brew Day, out of town, to cancel a wedding venue?”

“Right, she was. She’d insisted we get married at a winery out of town, despite the cost. But she had to go in person to cancel it, and my mother went with her, afraid we’d lose the deposit if she didn’t. It wasn’t a small sum, and Prudence has a habit of ‘losing’ money that belongs to other people and never paying it back.”

“Ahhh. I understand.” Just how money hungry was this girl? It was always the rich people who were the greediest. “You didn’t go with her?”

“No, I was very much done with her by that point and spending any time with her sounded hellish.”

“So, where were you on that night?”

“Actually, I was out of town at a young professionals’ work conference. It ran most of the week. Incredibly interesting. I learned more about the businesses in my area, and what all we do.”

He seemed like a good egg. Only a broadminded person would think that was fun. “Can anyone verify that? Sorry for asking, I know this is a slim chance thing, but I have to prove you didn’t possibly help her murder Mrs. Wolferstane. On that note, can I pull your financials? To be sure you didn’t provide her the means to hire a hitman.”

His brown eyes widened, mouth gaping open. “Oh. I, uh, didn’t realize she was a suspect, or even that the case had been ruled a murder.”

“Sadly, she is.”

“If that’s what it takes to clear me from it, by all means. In fact, let me go to the bank with you right now—you can get it directly from them. We might be able to catch them before they close for the day.”

So eager to help, this one. “That’s fine by me. Sorry for the trouble, I just need to clear suspicions.”

“I perfectly understand. I can give you the contact information of the conference’s organizer as well to clear me. Oh, and the number to my parents’ home, so my mother can verify things.” Gil made a wry face as he stood. “I do hope this will be the last time Prudence drags me into some sort of trouble.”

I hoped so as well. He seemed like a nice guy. If his alibi and financials checked out, he’d be in the clear. Prudence’s alibis seemed pretty airtight as well, which left me once again without a suspect.

The question remained: Who killed Mrs. Wolferstane? If I could just catch one player in this deadly game, I could find the others, and I was itching to do just that.
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Two sets of photographs lay in front of me, both of victims who had been beaten before being killed. I’d set up in a small, untouched corner of the main conference room so I had more table space to spread out on—my desk was a warzone of paperwork at the moment—which meant, of course, that I had KITTIES.

So helpful, having cats lounging about on top of the evidence I was trying to look at.

I glared at Tasha, who was licking a paw, tail flicking happily. “Do you mind?”

She lazily blinked at me. “No?”

“I do. Move.”

She pouted, actually pouted, then rolled over to face the other way. And went right back to grooming, of course. Very little could interrupt a cat’s bathtime.

I’d just finished reviewing everything in the way of autopsy reports for our duo. Weber had given me his findings on both Wolferstane and Miller this morning, punch-drunk tired but grinning proudly. I accepted them with a thanks and told him to go nap, boss’s orders.

In a way, the Wolferstane case was the most straightforward: strong traces of chloroform found in her system, deep bruising on the limbs from rough manhandling, but no defensive wounds. Death caused by single gunshot to the chest. She’d been healthy for her age. No evidence on her person to suggest who her killer might be due to the cleaning charm.

On the other hand, Miller was a hot mess. I hadn’t seen the body on scene, only heard about the state of him through Weber and Colette, but he’d clearly fought hard for his life. Autopsy photos showed lacerations and bruising, all defensive in nature. His chest, arms, and head were covered in wounds. Both eyes showed burst blood vessels, a common symptom of strangulation, but scratch marks on his neck—most likely from the vic’s nails—were centered around the ligature mark much lower than the actual rope burns. Weber was confident in his conclusion that Miller had been garroted prior to hanging, and noted a high probability of the garotte being the official murder method. Which begged the question: Why bother to hang him up? What was even the point? No one would buy a suicide, not with that many wounds on him.

Or was this because of the game? Theater meant death by rope, so he had to be found hanging for it to count? After lunch, I’d track down Eddy. He knew Body better than any of us and might be able to weigh in.

My teams were currently scattered, some people holed up in the other conference room trying to find leads or clues from our newly acquired cases from Third, others going over the financials for Prudence and her ex-fiancé.

I heard Henri’s footsteps from the hall before he appeared, and greeted him with a smile. “Hi, handsome, come here often?”

He grinned back, pleased with my subtle flirting. I was always happy to see Henri. At least, I was always happy to see him unless he was reporting I had yet another murder to solve when I was already neck-deep in cases. The casual way he strolled in made me think this wasn’t an emergency.

“Dearest, I wanted to tell you that Seaton and I are going to remove ourselves to his office to work today.”

I didn’t expect this and was glad he’d said something. If I needed him later, it wouldn’t have been fun to run him down. He didn’t always pay attention to the pad if he was in the throes of thinking. “Yeah, why?”

“Hmm, you’re aware that I’ve attempted tracing spells on what little forensic evidence we have?”

“Er, I knew you were going to try for that this morning, yes. I didn’t think it would work because of the cleaning charms.”

He gave a weary sigh and nodded. “Indeed, there was nothing to trace to the killer. I never thought I would rue the day that cleaning charms were too effective.”

“The charm’s just doing its job, it’s not at fault for being in the hands of a bad man,” I pointed out. “Okay, tracing’s not working, so you and Sherard are going to do, what again?”

“Create a new spell. Specifically, one to undo a cleaning charm.”

Ah, as expected of the geniuses. If all else fails, let’s reinvent the wheel. Why not? We’ve time on our hands. I did find it funny he was trying to Ctrl+Z this. That was the vibe I got from him, anyway. I’d be more skeptical, except I’d actually seen these two pull that off multiple times. I was surrounded by geniuses, come to think of it, if you added Ellie into the mix.

“Well, have fun. Because we both know you will.”

He grinned, not even denying that, and ducked in long enough to kiss my forehead before taking off again, this time with a distinct bounce in his step. He might end up on the floor tearing his hair out in frustration, but that was just part of the process.

Shaking my head, I finished reviewing Wolferstane’s and Miller’s autopsy photos and reports before moving back to the other two sets of photos in front of me. I pulled some tracing paper toward me and laid a sheet over one of the photographs—namely the drug dealer’s. The right cheek’s bruising pattern was very distinct, and something about it made me itch for a pencil to connect the dots. I’d been told the suspect wore a heavy metal ring, and that small bit inside the bruise…that looked like a design. Let’s see if I was right.

I heard Gibs entering the room and said without looking up, “Hey, Gibs, want to join me for arts and crafts?”

“How do you always know who’s coming without looking? Is your nose that good?”

I flashed him a quick grin. “Your footsteps are pretty unique too. Everyone carries themselves in a different way. Anyway, sitzen.”

“That’s…not a word?”

“Er, kinda is? I think it’s German-slangish? Full phrase being sitzen Sie Platz.” I shrugged my ignorance. “One of those phrases everyone says and uses without actually knowing the real words.”

“I take it that means sit down?”

“Yuppers.”

He sat opposite me to give Tasha room to continue her bath, sipping tea from his mug while he observed for a second. “What are you doing, anyway?”

“I think there’s a design in the bruising.”

He sat up, leaning in closer to look. “You sure?”

“No, which is why I’m trying to trace over it and connect the dots. But if this is, say, a custom-made ring—”

“Or possibly a signet ring?” he murmured. “Yes, I can see how that might be helpful. Pass me photo and pencil, I’m in.”

Craft projects were always more fun with a buddy, so I passed him Jane’s case photographs. Or would this be considered an art project because of the drawing? Eh, guess it didn’t matter either way.

I drew, or very carefully tried to draw, sometimes lifting off the tracing paper for an unfettered look, although with my enhanced eyesight it didn’t make a lot of difference. I couldn’t explain why I kept doing it. Habit? I had one side of the photo and the paper taped to the table to keep things from shifting while I did this.

“Penny and Gerring did good work finding this set of cases,” Gibs stated, setting up his own little workstation. “I’m glad they’re joining us.”

“Me too. It took some serious wheedling and whining, but they finally agreed to come play with me again.” Pardon me while I basked in smugness. I was super happy to have them again.

“It’ll take a while to transfer them, as they have to tie up the cases they’re working on right now, correct?”

“Sadly correct. Who knows, we might catch the murderers by the time they can officially swear in.” I made a face. “Although I’m not sure how many we’re looking at. Three, four?”

He tapped the pencil to his chin, expression thoughtful. “I believe it’s at least four.”

“Because of the minimum player requirement for Body?”

“Putting aside the rules and weapons of the game, the approach to each case feels completely different, especially now that we’ve found the Alley case. Róis confirmed that so far none of the auras have overlapped, making the known total four. Knowing it might be based on the game pretty much confirms it for me.”

“I can’t argue that. Game can go up to six, though.”

He grimaced. “I really hope it isn’t six. Maybe it’s just four, like it was for Pick Up.”

“Same, buddy, same. I’m getting that vibe as well. I’m also curious why they’re changing up victims like this. I mean, they went from blue-collar workers in the Pick Up game to more of the aristocracy. Was it just the nature of the Body game, calling for a specific type of victim, that made the changeup necessary?”

He ruffled his ash blond hair in a frustrated manner. “Perhaps? It would make sense. Although it’s hard to think they’d go through these elaborate games without any personal motive for killing these specific people, though.”

“Yeah, usually murder is a lot more personal. It’s not like a professional killer would play games like this anyway. Where’s the money in it, for one thing?”

“Exactly.” Gibs paused in his tracing. “Ohhh. Jams. I think you’re onto something.”

“Whatcha see?” I leaned in eagerly to look past his hand. “Oh snap. That’s a shield!”

His brown eyes met mine and we both nearly vibrated with excitement.

“That’s a crest,” he corrected. “I’ll bet you anything this is a signet ring. What’s so important that you wouldn’t take it off, ever?”

“I’ve seen the power of signet rings in this society, so that makes total sense to me. Also stupid of the killer, though. I mean, that’s something you definitely do not want the victim’s blood on.” I shook my head because dumb was dumb, but I was also not complaining. It was the first real break we’d had in this case. “Okay, you keep tracing yours. I’ll trace what I can see of mine. I think I’m seeing the imprint of a sword?”

“Really?” Gibs lifted a little out of his chair to see mine better.

The table was wide and not conducive to these looksies we were doing.

“Huh, that does look like a sword…or a long weapon of some sort. Maybe a spear?”

“We got a heraldry book somewhere?”

“Sure, I’ve got one in my office. I’ll fetch it after we’re done drawing; maybe we can narrow this down to some possibilities.”

“Perfect.”

A heraldry book didn’t make any sense to a born and bred American like myself, but in this society, it did. Every aristocratic family had their own crest, after all, something that had been designed and passed down for ages. The book of heraldry listed all those families out, with their crest designs. I think it was mostly meant as a quick reference for the minor families, the ones no one really knew, or as a teaching guide for teenagers entering the social season. But we did reference it on occasion here as well, mostly because our cases were in this social circuit.

Marshall wandered in, sipping tea, and came around to stand at the head of the table. His free hand found Tasha and started stroking her, which got the purr engine going. She melted under his hand, presenting her belly for rubs, which he obliged.

I paused in my tracing to give him a look askance. “Can I help you?”

“Came in to tell you what else I found out about the sports cars,” he informed me. “There’s good news and bad news. Part of this you already know. The Chandler II is a limited edition vehicle, and a rather pricey one. The cost alone will prohibit most from even owning it, so it’ll narrow our field of suspects somewhat. Bad news is, even with limited stock, out of the two thousand they made, over three hundred of them were released in the cherry red with black accents, most of those sales happening in this city.”

I grimaced. “I guess it’s better than the two thousand.”

“Trust me, I know. I wasn’t thrilled either. We’re trying to find anything, anything at all, to help us narrow that down even more. Unfortunately for us, red and black was the most popular color. Anyway, the car might not be the hot lead we hoped it was.”

“Big sigh. Anything else to report?”

Marshall gave a sheepish smile before adding, “The financial records of Prudence Askew are, in Noreen’s words, ‘a hot mess express.’ Prudence has overdrawn for the next year, at least. I know you were just double-checking, but I can confirm she didn’t have the means to hire a hitman. In fact, she’s so far in debt that her parents have secretly drafted papers to sell the sports car to pay for it all. Her spending is mind-boggling. I feel sorry for anyone who marries the girl—she’ll bankrupt them. I spoke with the ex-fiancé’s mother, who also confirmed Prudence was not in town.”

Slightly disappointed but not surprised seemed to be my constant state. “I had a feeling, and thanks for doing the legwork on that.”

“What are you two doing?”

“We believe the bruising pattern is actually a signet ring,” I informed him.

Marshall quirked a dark brow. His expression showed intrigue but also confusion. “Why?”

Gibs crooked a finger at him before pointing to his own tracing. “What does that look like to you?”

“Er…” He had to come around to stand at Gibs’s shoulder to see the tracing at the right angle. Then he leaned forward, the movement sharp. “Wait, whoa, that’s a crest!”

“See?” I puffed up my chest a little, preening. “I knew there was a design in the bruising. So gratifying to be proven correct.”

“Marshall, why don’t you join us?” Gibs suggested. “Three sets of eyes are better than two for this, and I’m curious if you’ll end up seeing the same things we do.”

“Sure, I’m all for it. Give me a photograph and a pencil.”

Marshall claimed the space next to me, using some of my case’s photographs, and immediately jumped in.

Look, more art buddies! All we needed was a radio playing music in the background. Actually, that was a good question: Why didn’t we have a radio in here? Granted, it was very new to the market, they’d only been out a few months. I guessed no one had thought to bring one in because of that. Just because we were working didn’t mean we shouldn’t have some tunes.

I’d pick up a radio on the way home today and bring it in tomorrow.

We drew, conferred with each other, and shuffled photographs around to draw on top of each other’s starting photographs, just to make sure our imaginations and eyes weren’t playing tricks on us. Then, after an hour or so, I called a halt and we lined up our tracings with each other’s—a side-by-side comparison.

I let out a low whistle. “I gotta say, that’s pretty damning. I mean, for all three of us to see the same things?”

The other two let out grunts of agreement.

All three of us had seen the same things, although we’d drawn them with varying degrees of artistic success. Marshall was clearly not artistic, let’s just say that. We all saw a shield, the…what was it called… “What’s that shield type design called again?”

“Heater shield,” Marshall replied.

He may not have been artistic, but he was my little history nerd. “Thanks, that was it. We all saw that, we all see a sword drawn through the middle, and something wriggly on either side. What is that, a laurel? Wreath of some sort?”

“Could be ribbons?” Marshall ventured. “It’s hard to tell. None of the skin carried the bruise of that well.”

“It’s a very small detail; I’d be surprised if they had. Still, it says something about how hard the victims were hit that the ring left even this much detail on the flesh. How many crests would carry this shield type with a sword in the middle?”

The way Marshall and Gibs gave me a look of pity suggested I’d just asked a very stupid question.

“It can’t be that many!”

“Well, hopefully those two things combined aren’t too common,” Gibs said as if he weren’t holding his breath over the possibility. “We’ve got to look regardless. Maybe we can narrow this down to a dozen or so.”

A dozen…? C’mon, I wanted, like, maybe three. Why a dozen? Didn’t people have any kind of originality or creativity when coming up with their crest designs?

Le sigh, probably not.

And so, we spent the rest of our day with drudgery.

I feared there was no other way to describe it. With the outline of the possible crest, we decided to divvy up tasks to narrow the list of possible car owners and family crests somewhat. The problem was volume. There were just so many of both to wade through.

Gibs took family crests, as he was more familiar with the nobility than I was. Marshall and I took the sports car, working through the possible owners and suspects list. We were doing a quick scan based on the car’s color, then checking to see if it had been sold out of country. I wanted to cross-reference it with Edith Vyner’s ward list on the off chance one of the known guests had bought the right type of car. People could lie about alibis, after all.

We didn’t know a great deal about our suspects, but we were still able to infer some things. They were a) physically strong enough to overpower a healthy adult, to start; b) of a certain wealth and status to have custom jewelry and limited edition sports cars; c) psychopaths.

Sadly, that was as much as we knew for certain. The rest was suspicions only.

Gibs tilted the heraldry book in his hands toward me and Marshall. “Jams, I know we all said sword, but honestly, most coats of arms have their weapons crossed, not straight in the middle like that.”

Marshall nodded. “Agreed, that’s normally the case.”

The coat of arms in question had three weapons—a halberd in the middle, with two long swords angled on either side.

We had indeed suspected something was on either side of the sword, but none of us could quite determine what. Something curved, that much was obvious. But sword hilts could be angled, curved, or flat, and the depiction showed a very curved hilt, so it was definitely a possibility.

Pleased, Gibs retracted the book and made a note of the family’s name. “Good, I was second-guessing myself.”

“No second-guessing yourself. I am monopolizing that today, no one else gets to do it.”

Marshall snickered. “If anything, I would say err on the side of caution and include anyone who remotely fits. Then we swap teams and cull both lists again.”

“See, this is one of the reasons why we’re friends. You’re smarter than me.”

“Please, hardly.”

“Play later.” Gibs tutted. “You’re only on page six of the sell sheet.”

I heaved a sigh of despair before turning back to it.

Clint now sat beside me on the table and randomly flipped the page on me. I gave him a confused look. “Wait a second, why did you turn the page?”

“Didn’t smell right,” he said confidently.

Now, how did one argue with that?
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For such brainstorming, I only had one friend I wanted to call on: Seaton. I promptly did so, and after receiving an affirmative reply, headed for the royal mage tower. I also felt like this opportunity might cheer Seaton up some. He’d been down in the doldrums this past week, still mourning a friend, and a good puzzle would help take his mind off things. If he wished to speak of Miller, I’d of course listen, but I thought offering him an opportunity to focus on something aside from grief might help.

I walked straight into his office and commandeered an empty chalkboard so I could write down the schematic of the cleaning charm. It wasn’t the most complicated charm in existence, but it was far from simple, and this way we could get a good look at it.

Seaton strolled in a moment later and looked it over. “Cleaning charms, you say?”

“They’ve thwarted me for the last time,” I grumbled, still writing. “I refuse to let them win. I also do not feel the need to reinvent the wheel, so to speak, so I’d like to just alter their design so as not to interfere with forensics. Or at least come up with a way to undo them.”

“I’d love to know how you’re planning to do this.” Seaton had that light of challenge in his eyes, hands rubbing together with anticipation, so I knew he was completely on board. “After all, the cleaning charms are popular because they remove everything so handily. How are you going to do this without rendering them less effective?”

“A very good question.” I wasn’t sure if I had an answer to it, either. “But surely we can change the charm so it will leave behind trace amounts of saliva or blood? And still give the impression of the area being clean?”

“If we do that, they’re no longer rated for hospitals,” Seaton pointed out. “Cross-contamination becomes an issue.”

I deflated a little. “I hadn’t thought of that. Does it necessitate a division between commercially available or residentially available charms, then?”

He stroked his mustache, slowly capitulating. “Well, not if we can’t find a work-around. Let’s dig into the problem.”

If anyone could help me figure this out, Seaton could.
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Normally, I didn’t see Ellie face-to-face on a weekly basis. She was busy, I was insane, so it just didn’t pan out most of the time. But this morning she’d messaged wanting to hang out and get dinner, and I wasn’t completely crazy today, so I happily agreed, mostly because we both needed to vent. Our venting place was On the Shore, so we once again met up for beers, fish, and chips.

Ellie hadn’t wasted time arriving, already ensconced at the bar with a beer when I entered the door. The crowd was definitely lively, but it was very much beer o’clock, as it had taken me a hot minute to get over here. Darn Kingston traffic.

Anyway, I had to weave around people and servers, the noise pressing in against me like a solid wall as I moved. Live music was playing in the far corner but, honestly, I didn’t know why anyone bothered to arrange that. Even with my hearing, I could barely make out one note in three from this side of the room.

I gave her a side hug once I reached her. “Hey, friend. What’s hangin’?”

Her head flopped onto the bar dramatically. “My sanity. By a thread.”

I laughed even as I squeezed into the seat next to her. “Hunting for a new place is going that well, huh?”

She just groaned and glowered into her beer.

“Well, I’m about to make it worse. That crazy case I’m working on, the one based off a board game?”

Ellie tilted her head at me, pointed ears perked. “What about it?”

I really didn’t want to say this. When I’d realized the possible connection today, I had thrown up in my mouth a little, and then kicked myself for not thinking of it sooner. There was literally a victim in Body called Inventor, and there were not many inventors in this city as famous as Ellie. Not to mention she was in exactly the right location to match the board game. The coincidence was giving me heebie-jeebies. “Also not going well, to be frank, but I’m afraid your warehouse is not in a good location. It matches up with the street name on the board game. Heads-up, you or your neighbor might be targeted for that reason. I need you to be super-duper careful when you’re there working. Be sure to warn the rest.”

Ellie’s cherub face fell. “I don’t like that.”

“I don’t like it either, trust me. Your wards are up, right?”

“Wards are always up. Our mini wards around each of our workrooms are always up, for that matter, to prevent taking out all of us if an experiment goes wrong. Still…” She made a face. “Well, I was seriously hoping not to move but just expand somehow. This news has certainly motivated me to get back on the hunt. Buying land and building is sounding better by the minute.”

“Not how I wanted to encourage you, but yeah, probably safer to just move. Not to mention wiser. How much space did you need again?”

“Two warehouses side by side.”

I side-eyed her. “Girl.”

“Trust me, I know how ridiculous that sounds, but we’re so tight on space right now, and I’m envisioning the future needs too because, as horrible as this whole process has been, I do not want to do it again in five years.”

“Fair. Totally fair.”

Bartender finally got to me, and since Ellie and I frequented this place, he recognized me on sight.

“Hey, Austin, how’s it going tonight?”

He propped both hands on the bar and let his head hang for a second.

“That good?”

Lifting his head, he grumbled, “Blue shirt at the end of the bar with the bright red hair, see him?”

Glancing that way, I clocked the guy, which wasn’t hard with that description. Based on his ruddy cheeks, he certainly looked to have found his drinking limit for the night. “A-yup.”

“He’s deliberately trying to start a fight. Keeps flirting in a very grabby sort of way with any girl who comes by, and says something controversial to anyone who will listen. I think he came in here asking for a beating. Thing is, we’re short on bouncers tonight, had two call in sick, so it’s just Evie.”

Now, Evie was an orc who could literally pick up men and throw them into the harbor, so I knew she could handle the job, but a single person for a crowd this thick? Yeah, she’d be run ragged in no time flat.

“I think I’m picking up what you’re laying down, here. Free beers and I’ll flash my badge at him and make him behave.”

Austin extended a hand. “Done.”

I shook, then moseyed over to the man in question. He was already eyeing one of the servers like he was going to grab at her. Real charmer, this one.

I got right in his way, put a hand on one of his shoulders, and lifted my badge from my pocket to show him. His mouth opened on a protest, his eyes sparking with anger, but when he saw my badge, he snapped his mouth closed.

“Let’s behave, shall we?” I said in a saccharine voice. I gave him the smile that most people trembled to see from a cop. The smile that said I will ask nicely only once. “You can just drink your beer, and eat your food, and go home, right?”

He nodded curtly, swallowing whatever drunken retort hovered on his lips, and turned back to his beer.

“Excellent, thank you. I am sitting at the bar, by the way, so don’t think about being sneaky, either.”

His shoulders hunched in a little more.

Why were people like this, seriously? Shaking my head, I went back to my seat and found that food and beer had appeared while I had my chat. Oh good, fun things!

I sighed happily as I sipped my beer. “Austin, let me know if he tries something, but I think he’s properly cowed now.”

“Will do. And thanks aplenty. I could tell he was minutes away from a fight based on the way he was acting, and we just don’t have enough people in here to handle that.”

“Nor do I want to try and eat while a fight’s happening.”

Austin gave me one last smile before moving on.

Ellie bumped my shoulder lightly. “Change of subject, but I’ve been working on the recording thing for your wedding. I’ve got visuals nailed. I can make something I think is playable on Earth.”

I was so happy I actually bounced in my seat. “Thank you, thank you, that’ll mean the world to my parents.”

“I’m sure. I do want to record something and send that along the next time you contact home, just to test it, so keep that in mind. I miiiight have figured out audio too? I mean, you’ll have to, like, add subtitles to the video so your parents understand what’s going on, but yeah. We’ll test both.”

“Is this something you can explain to me or will it make my head explode?”

“Dunno,” Ellie admitted with a cheerful wink. “It might make it implode instead.”

“Yeah, never mind, I’ll let you explain it to Henri.”

“He will understand more than you, at least. Speaking of the wedding, how are the plans going? Last I heard, you were still looking at venues.”

“Oh, that’s locked in. Actually, we’re using one of the Davenforths’ vacation properties. It’s right on the coast, gorgeous views, and can sleep up to twenty people, so I can have a full wedding party staying there. Plus, no cost, which makes me happy. This wedding has become ludicrously expensive.”

“You’re marrying a Davenforth, that’s to be expected,” she pointed out. “Also, I know I’m a bridesmaid, so when are we doing dress shopping?”

I snorted a laugh as I dipped a fry in sauce. “No, no, Davenforths don’t do something so mundane as off-the-rack, dearie. You get to go with me for a custom dress fitting.”

“Uh…since when?”

“Since my future mother-in-law has spoken.”

Ellie blinked, expression baffled. “I’ve never worn custom-made anything in my life.”

“You’re about to get a life experience, then.”

“No, but…ehhhh?”

I had no sympathy for her. Mostly because I was in the same boat. “Now, opinion time—my wedding colors are blue and silver. Like, a navy blue and antique silver. I’m thinking maid of honor will be in silver, the bridesmaids in a light grey. What are your thoughts on this?”

We talked wedding ideas and thoughts, and I got her opinion on a few things. Austin gave me a signal when troublesome guy finally left the bar, which meant I could fully relax and enjoy the conversation.
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It was incredibly early when I heard a pounding on the door. Phil, in fact, was the one to hop off my bed and go to answer it. I fumbled, attempting to kick myself free of blankets and somewhat failing.

The front door opened and my fiancée’s voice called out, “Henri! You awake?”

“I am attempting to be,” I called back, heart pounding from being jolted out of sleep. Phew, finally, the sheet let go of my foot. I shuffled out of my bedroom and almost ran into Jamie in the process, although my blurry vision wasn’t sure which one of her.

She didn’t look ready for the day; in fact, her uniform was askew, barely buttoned, and her hair formed a tangled curtain around her shoulders. What I didn’t like was the look on her face, one of great upset, and I immediately felt more alert.

“Dearest? What’s the matter?”

The distressed look on her face deepened. “Amelia.”

Amelia? I could only think of one whom we both knew, and I hoped dearly I was wrong. “Dearest, don’t tell me it’s Miss Amelia’s Bakery.”

“Unfortunately, yes, that’s precisely who,” she said, speaking quickly. “She’s fine—she was the one who called it in—but she found one of her employees dead in the kitchen this morning. Move, move, I’m getting Eddy up and then we’re going directly there.”

I moved quickly, sprinting for my bathroom, not even bothering to shave, just combing my hair, pulling on my uniform, and trying to leave the flat with all speed. By the time I reached the bottom floor of the apartment and hit the chilled morning air, I found myself the last to arrive. Jameson was in the back seat already, sleepily buckling Phil into his work vest. Jamie, now looking slightly more presentable, had paused to wait for me, and I loaded into the passenger seat as quickly as possible.

For once, I did not chide her as she tore out of the parking lot at full speed. My heart broke for my friend. Amelia had always been warm and kind to me, and I wished no ill upon her. It must have been a horrifying shock to walk in and find an employee dead.

One thing confused me, however. “Dearest, why are we being called in? Did you leave word with Fourth to call us if something happened at Amelia’s?”

“Not Amelia’s precisely,” she said, gearing up as she sped, sirens blaring. “I left word at every precinct that if a murder happened at a grocery store or bakery on Fourth Avenue, they were to call me.”

The obvious struck. Amelia’s bakery was on Fourth Avenue. I kicked myself mentally for being so stupid. There were two Fourth Avenues in the city, and I’d failed to recall that. I’d thought of the other Fourth Avenue, the one more in city center, as it was closer to the other murder sites. Amelia’s bakery hadn’t even registered as a possibility to me.

Once again, Jamie had proven smarter than me.

With the sirens blazing, we made it to the bakery in record time. I’d expected crime tape and beat cops from Fourth to already be dispatched on scene, keeping the lookie-loos out, but it still felt wrong to see my favorite bakery in such a morbid state.

Jamie barely had the car in park just outside the crime tape before the cats abruptly unloaded, using my lap and shoulder as springboards to vault out of the car. To be honest, I was so used to them doing so, it didn’t even faze me.

The second I was free of the vehicle, I spotted Amelia, who hovered outside with her coat clutched tight to her chest. A light fog had settled across the city this morning, something that flowed in an ebbing tide around her. The freezing wind caught wisps of hair that kept obscuring her eyes. She wore her typical apron and sensible shoes, hair up in a bun, but her face lacked any color whatsoever. Tears kept leaking out of her eyes and she wiped them away sometimes, but most of them made tracks down her frozen cheeks. My heart broke for her all over again.

Slipping past the tape and beat cops, I beelined for her and was within range when she spotted me.

Her expression lit up briefly, one of hope before stress shut it off again. “Henri. Oh, thank you for coming.”

“Of course. I couldn’t do anything else.” I took her hand in my free one and gave it a squeeze. “We will sort this out, I promise. Can you tell me what happened?”

The beat cop standing with her stirred a little. He was a young one, a Dark Elf like Gerring, and had been taking her statement while waiting for us to arrive. “Uh, sir? Who are you?”

Ah, of course, I was not known to everyone. “Henri Davenforth, Royal Mage and Queen’s Own.”

His eyebrows shot to his hairline. “For a bakery murder?”

“Not just any bakery. This is my dear friend, Officer. And that”—I turned to gesture in the general eastern direction with the jerk of my chin—“is my flat farther up the street.”

He swore under his breath. “Sorry, sir, just had to double-check.”

“I appreciate your caution. This woman and young man joining us are also Queen’s Own, Director Jamie Edwards and Agent Edward Jameson. The rest of our team should arrive soon. Can you walk them through what you have found so far while we interview Miss Amelia?”

“Of course, sir.” He tipped his hat to us before turning and doing just that.

Amelia gave us a watery smile. “Thank you, again, for coming. I’m…shaken and need a friend just now.”

“I’d be upset too,” Jamie crooned. “Do you want to go in and sit?”

She shook her head adamantly. “I-I can’t go in there, not when—” Her voice cracked, lips trembling when she couldn’t force the words out.

Jamie rubbed Amelia’s shaking shoulders, offering comfort. “All right. I’ll call someone to come get you after we talk, okay? There’s no need for you to be here while we’re working.”

Her relief was blatant. “Thank you.”

I hated to ask but necessity demanded it… “What happened?”

“I honestly don’t know.” She pressed a hand to her forehead, eyes closing as she visibly held herself together. “Tommy always came in at four a.m., an hour before me, to get the baking started.”

Jamie whipped out her notebook and pen. “Tommy…?”

“Baker.”

I met Jamie’s eyes for a brief moment in morbid humor, Jameson letting out a small noise beside us. We had a Baker! Finally, a person who had the same name as the board game’s victims!

Something I couldn’t say aloud, obviously.

Amelia continued, “I came in to start brewing the coffee and tea, and when I went into the back to fill the kettles, that’s when I…I found…”

Jamie gathered her up in a side hug. “It was horrible, I’m sure. Now, just a few questions I must ask. When Tommy comes in, does he lock the door behind him?”

She shook her head no.

“Which door did he use to enter?”

“Back alley door. That was the only door he had a key to.”

That at least gave us a certain point of entry. “How well known was this routine?”

Amelia shrugged, expression helpless. “Why would we hide that? Anyone who worked or commuted along this street would surely have known through observation.”

An excellent point.

“Did you notice anything unusual this week?” I asked her gently. “Any problematic customers, any threats, anything that just felt off?”

She shook her head helplessly. “It was a regular week. If anything, we were busier than usual, but no one stood out.”

“And nothing was odd when you came in? Which door did you use to enter?”

“The front, always the front. And, no, nothing. I heard a noise when I entered, but I just figured Tommy was moving things around.”

Sadly, I’d expected that answer. “What about Tommy Baker himself? Does he have a troubled home life, or was he acting oddly?”

“No, his family is very warm, loving. His mother checks in on him at work sometimes and chats with me. Oh gosh…she doesn’t know…her baby…” Amelia broke off sobbing, and Jamie resumed rubbing her shoulder in comfort. Jameson and I shared a look before turning to give her some privacy.

After a few minutes, she’d collected herself enough to continue through streaming tears. “Tommy, he was in good spirits the past week. There was…nothing to suggest anything was wrong.”

“We’re going to dive in now,” Jamie said. “If I have follow-up questions, I’ll contact you. Henri, take Eddy and get started. I’m going to get Amelia settled with family first.”

She was kind that way, always making sure the living were cared for. I let her do that since my talents were best used elsewhere.

Before leaving, though, I fished one of my cards from my breast pocket and handed it over. “If anything—and I do emphasize anything—comes up, please call me.”

Amelia seized the card with a small nod. “I will. Thank you, Henri.”

Sadly, there wasn’t much more I could do for her in this moment. I left the rest in Jamie’s capable hands and entered the store with Jameson.

Warmth surrounded us as soon as we stepped out of the brisk cold, heat emanating from the ovens and filling the cozy space. Baker must have turned them on as he prepped for this morning’s rush. I started scanning the area for cleaning charms the moment I entered the door. Hmm, nothing here, but I was still in the front part of the shop. What about the back, the kitchen area?

I walked at a steady pace, wand in one hand, bag and notebook in the other, my eyes peeled for any sign of magic use at all. With a bakery like this, the only charms I should see were the typical ones most buildings and businesses had: fire suppression, weather protection, et cetera.

I still remembered the first day I’d set foot in this bakery after moving into my flat and seeing the appalling fire suppression charm on the wall. I’d bought a new one that very evening, then stopped in again on my way home from work, changing it out for Amelia with an admonishment not to skimp on these protections. That kindness was what had started our friendship, not that I’d realized it at the time.

I walked past the counter and in through the swinging door, reaching the kitchens. The ovens were indeed on, and I should likely turn those off, but I wanted to review the scene in its most intact form first.

To my astonishment, my diagnostic spell didn’t register a cleaning charm. Well, I take that back—there seemed to have been one used on the counter, but only the counter? For some reason? The rest of the scene was bare of one.

A thrill went through me. Finally, a chance for trace evidence!

I practically skipped for joy, then realized the back door was ajar. “Who’s in the alley?” I called.

Gibson stuck his head inside. “Me. I’m monitoring the Felixes. They’re on the trail of something, said they’ve got a sniffy.”

“I’ve no doubt that’s the case.” I pointed to the counter. “A cleaning charm was only used here. The rest of the scene isn’t wiped clean.”

A spark lit in his brown eyes, and he shared a grin with me. “Oh-ho.”

“Follow up with the Felixes,” I urged him. “I’m going to go through this scene with a fine-tooth comb. When Weber gets here, make sure he’s wearing gloves and shoe coverings. This is one scene where we can’t afford any contamination.”

“I’ll make sure everyone’s wearing those, for that matter.” With the shadows cast across his face from the alley, his expression looked downright chilling.

Finally, finally, let this be the break in this thrice-cursed case that we needed.
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Amelia’s sister and elderly mother ran a breakfast spot a block over. When I called them, the mother rushed to her daughter’s side. I handed her over to Momma with relief, knowing she was in good hands. Amelia thanked me over and over for responding so quickly, still shaken and in tears as she walked off with her mother.

I felt for her, so much. This had to be a nightmare, and one she hadn’t even seen coming.

I left Marshall with the beat cops, asking bystanders if anyone had heard/seen anything, and looped around to the back alley door. I didn’t want to disturb the crime scene by walking through it, not until Henri and Weber gave me the all clear.

Besides, I wanted to see point of entry.

I didn’t make it very far before I was hailed by a kitty. Phil sat right at the mouth of the alley, looking very official in his work vest and beside himself with happiness. Since it was still dark out, he was only illuminated by dregs of streetlight and a few randomly placed mage lights, likely cast by one of my team.

“What’s shakin’, Phil?”

He waved a white-tipped paw. “Jamie, Jamie, they left from here.”

“Who? The killer?”

“Yes!”

I mean, I figured, if point of entry was the alley, but I was not saying that and bursting his bubble. He was too cutely proud of himself. “Awesome. You track by scent?”

“Not just scent.” He turned and Pointed.

Now, I wasn’t talking like he used his paw to point. No, no. Picture the epitome of a hunting dog. The pose was perfect, tail slightly up, back straight, head just so, like the depiction you’d see on some ancient urn, the precise posture of a hunting dog who had found his target.

Only, you know, he was a cat.

Anyway, that’s how I started laughing so hard I ran into a building.

Phil turned his head, confused. “Why are you laughing?”

“Phil—” I choked out, trying to regain my composure and pretty much failing, “where did you even learn to do that?”

His confusion mounted, ears flattening, his little face scrunching up. “I shouldn’t?”

“Bud, you’ve never done it before, and I never trained you to do it, so where did this idea even come from?”

“But when we went out with Henri’s family that one time, and they were hunting ducks, that’s what the dogs did. To show their humans where the ducks were?”

Ah, that explained why his posture was so good. He’d learned it from the masters.

His ears swiveled forward, then back again, like he was unsure of himself. “I can’t?”

“Buddy, you can do whatever your little heart desires. Point if you want to point. Let no one stop you.”

Pleased, he went back to his pointing. “This.”

Where’s a camera when I needed one? Seriously, the pad needed a camera function. I was missing capturing this moment. I’d have to get Phil to do this again for Henri later. It was too adorable not to share.

I gave myself a light slap on the cheek and tried to get back into business mindset. Focus, Jamie, focus. Murder. Very serious business, murder.

All right, what was he pointing to—oh-ho. There, in the dark shadow of the alley, was a partial footprint of…er, some sort of white powdery substance, captured very clearly on the dark, half-frozen pavement of the alley. “Phil, what’s that powdery stuff?”

“Flour.”

Flour…as in, something happened, flour got spilled, and they’d stepped all in it before running?

Oh now, this smacked of mistakes on the killer’s part.

I loved mistakes.

I squatted down next to him, looking the footprint over carefully, as well as the one next to it. Based on size, width, and general shape, it looked to be a man’s. The print wasn’t clean but rather looked like someone had been running while keeping an eye over one shoulder, the impression somewhat tilted and smudged.

From my bag of goodies, I pulled out gloves and a can of hairspray and sprayed the shoe print to make sure we could capture a casting from it later. I also plopped down a marker so people wouldn’t accidentally step on it. I’d need to get a camera over here in a minute, but I was curious about where these tracks led.

From farther inside the alley, something rustled around in a large, tall, square-shaped trash can. Then Tasha’s fluffy head popped out of the top and she called in her childlike voice, “Jamie! Come see! I found gun!”

“You did what now?!” I popped up and spotted Gibson at the back door. “Gibs, get me an evidence kit!”

Careful not to step inside, he leaned over the threshold and called for Henri, who would undoubtedly have the right stuff on him.

Avoiding the footprints, I jogged over to the trash can and scooped Tasha out before she could contaminate evidence. Her tail lashed excitedly as she explained in a fast-paced monologue.

“Phil and I split the area, he did footsteps, but I smelled a sniffy from the trash can and went in to find it ’cause it smelled like gunpowder and metal and human, so I was careful, I stayed around the lid, but I couldn’t find the source, so I had to climb inside, but I made sure not to touch it, it’s in the far right corner, in a big wad of brown paper, like shipping paper.”

“Great job, baby.” I kissed the top of her head and she purred against me. “You seriously found something awesome. You and Phil are rocking this case. Wait, where’s Clint?”

“He’s inside with Henri.”

Phew, all kitties accounted for.

Gibs was heading in my direction with Henri in tow, who had booties in one hand.

“What’s this about a gun?” Henri demanded.

Tasha arched her back with pride. “Back right corner, under the brown paper.”

“Be careful. I’ve got footprints in flour out here, too.”

“I told him,” Gibs assured me.

Henri was a happy man as he took the cat from me so I could climb in and get that gun. Very carefully, with pincers, to avoid any direct contact until I could bag it.

“We’re in serious luck here,” Henri told me and Gibs, practically bouncing on his toes with happiness. “The murderer did use a cleaning charm, but it was botched. They must have been in too much of a hurry. They set it on the counter but knocked over a cup of coffee and a bag of flour in the process.”

“Hold up.” I paused to look over my shoulder. “Once upon a time, on a previous case, you told me charms were normally made on embossed paper and were water resistant. So how did the cleaning charm stop working just because it got wet?”

“This cleaning charm was cheap, not made on embossed paper,” Henri explained. “And I believe dye ink was used instead of pigment, as the ink has run as well. Normally, a layman wouldn’t notice the difference, nor would it make much difference with cleaning charms. I believe our murderer grabbed a cheap one and didn’t realize it could be compromised.”

“What is this, murder on a budget?” I went back to retrieving the gun.

“Fortunately for us. At any rate, the counter was the only thing cleaned, and even it wasn’t completely cleaned. Everything else, however, is untouched by the charm.”

I leaned back, gun in hand, and beamed at him. “Yaaaas. Music to my ears.”

Gibs threw a punch into the air. “Finally, a break. From the footprints, it looked like the killer panicked and ran.”

“That’s my take on it. Gibs, can you start documenting those footprints? I sprayed the one I marked with hairspray, if you could try to lift a print, too.”

“Of course. I’ll fetch a camera.”

Phil came trotting up to us, still pleased with himself. “Henri, I found the footprints.”

“You most certainly did,” he praised. “Great find. You and Tasha are doing some very good work today.”

Clint’s high-pitched voice called from the kitchen, “I found the cheese!”

Uh…he sounded serious. “Clint, what’s that supposed to mean?”

He repeated himself, sounding exasperated. “It means I found the murder cheese!”

The what now?

Henri gave me a hand down from the trash can, which was totally unnecessary but very gentlemanly. I gave him a quick kiss in thanks after I had boots back on the ground. He smiled back at me but was apparently too curious to linger, as he snapped on booties and went through the open kitchen door, then gave a huh.

I was all sorts of curious now. Stuffing the gun into an evidence bag, I snapped my own booties on so I could see this murder cheese for myself. For once, we might have trace evidence after all.

The kitchen wasn’t a large space, which didn’t surprise me, as the store itself wasn’t big. The bakery was barely eighty square feet in the front, with only four window tables, so it stood to reason the back wasn’t much bigger. It made for tight quarters, with a wall of mixers, ovens, and refrigerators on my left, and a counter filled with different jars and baking equipment on my right.

The victim lay sprawled face down on the red tiled floor, blood arrayed around him, with what looked like a gunshot wound in his back. His once-white uniform was now soaked in blood, and his baker’s cap had fallen off when he hit the ground. Seemed young, poor guy.

If we had a gun, then where was the casing— Oh, there, someone had marked it already. Perfect, we had something to match ballistics to. Jacketed bullets sometimes survived impact, so the casing on the floor was a very positive sign. The automatic gun we’d found in the trash also happened to use this caliber of bullet, another positive sign.

Weber was already at work, looking the body over. I had no idea when he’d arrived. While I was working in the back? Must have just gotten here since he was still doing his first-over inspection. He seemed busy so I just waved hi before focusing on my cat and his cheese find.

Clint sat on the counter, looking so official in his work vest, carefully guarding a block of cheese. This side of the counter looked squeaky clean, but I saw in a glance what he meant by “murder cheese.”

Someone had taken a serious bite of that block, leaving clear teeth marks behind.

Henri handed Tasha over to Eddy, freeing his hands, and mapped out the parameters on the counter. “The cleaning charm reached this far. I’m still casing the area, but I won’t find anything in this specific section.”

I snapped my fingers, tsking in frustration, then brightened. “Still, we can pull a dental mold from the cheese, and then dental records. Er, assuming this doesn’t belong to the victim. I’ll take any clue at this point for our perp.”

“Let me check,” Weber said from the floor. He carefully opened the victim’s mouth, stared hard at his teeth, and then he stood and examined the cheese without touching it. Almost immediately, he shook his head. “Not the victim.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Canines.” He pointed down at the victim. “Baker has two very pronounced canines, and his bite isn’t even. He could have really used braces. The bite marks in this cheese, however, are perfectly straight and lack sharp canines.”

“Oooh, speak science to me.” I did a little booty wriggle right there because this was cause for happy dances. “So, I’ve got a gun, footprints, denture marks—so much evidence! Weber, what else can you tell me?”

“Body’s still warm,” he replied, also smiling. “He’s been dead less than an hour. I would say the murderer was startled by something, otherwise he’d have done a better job of cleaning this place up before leaving. I will say, victim had no chance to defend himself. No defensive marks, and he was likely dead before he hit the ground. With the way he’s oriented, it’s like he heard a noise, turned to see what it was, and bam.”

Amelia. Amelia’s entrance into the store was what likely threw the murderer into a panic. Now there was a scary thought, because the murderer could have just as easily chosen to kill her instead of running. I’d almost lost a friend this morning, and I sent up a prayer of thanks that it hadn’t played out that way.

“Any exit wound on the body?”

“None. I believe bullet’s still in him.”

I tsked again. No matter what you saw on TV, you couldn’t track a bullet’s trajectory with just one point of contact. A bullet had to go through at least two surfaces to get the trajectory down. I’d only be guessing at how far away the killer was when he fired, but he was at least within line of sight of Baker, and this was a small area, so within a dozen feet? More or less?

Henri slowly turned in place, that brilliant mind just clicking away. “So, the murderer came in here, likely expecting to only see the one employee because of the early hour.”

Bakers did start at some crazy times, so not surprising.

“He comes in armed, kills Tommy Baker, then…what? Starts rummaging around the kitchen?”

“Like, who kills people and starts looking for snacks?” Eddy said with a scoff.

“You say that, but these guys are literally killing for fun, so clearly we’ve got some psychopaths on our hands. All right, so killer shoots the guy, looks around for some cheese, bites into it—honestly, it looks like he bit into it just to hold it, like you do when your hands are full and you’re trying to make one trip.”

On a hunch—and the obvious smells—I went to the ovens and opened one of the doors. Burned bread greeted me. “Ah-ha. He smelled fresh bread baking, decided to help himself to some bread and cheese. I’m going to turn the ovens off, this bread is literally toast now.”

Henri waved me on. “Go ahead.”

I turned the knob carefully so as not to smear any possible fingerprints, a mental image taking shape in my head. “So, he’s got cheese, he’s probably reaching for the bread in the oven, and that’s when he hears the front door opening and Amelia coming in. Panics, drops the cheese on the counter, throws a cleaning charm down next to it, then runs—but he knocks the coffee and bag of flour over in the process and disrupts the charm. That is a very coffee-soaked charm.”

“Fortunately for us, the cheap ones stop working if they get wet.” Henri beamed from ear to ear. He’d developed a distinct grudge against cleaning charms because of this case. Not that I blamed him.

“And then on the way out the door, he panics enough to throw the gun into the trash can, leaves flour footprints in the alley, and likely hops into a car or taxi.” I rocked back and forth on my heels for a moment. “Gibs, call Róis until she wakes up, get her over here. I want to see if the aura of the killer can be tracked or even if it matches other crime scenes.”

“On it.”

My brain was still clicking away with a to-do list. “Let’s get out a fingerprint kit. I’ll need to get Baker’s and Amelia’s to weed theirs out, but we might very well be able to get the murderer’s prints here, and I’m not passing up that opportunity.”
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We were nearing the breakfast hour, or when I generally ate breakfast, and my stomach gave a petulant rumble. Unfortunately, I was still processing this scene, so my neglected stomach would have to wait. I mentally promised it something lovely after we finished here. Which hopefully wouldn’t be too much longer.

The bitten cheese gave me hope, but it was a hope thwarted by practicality. I kept eyeing the distance between the cheese and that half-decimated cleaning charm. Could it have reached the cheese before the coffee destroyed it?

Or did I, for once, have a chance to trace saliva?

Eddy Jameson popped up at my elbow seemingly out of nowhere. I almost startled out of my skin.

“Child! Make noise when you walk.”

He grinned, completely unrepentant. “Whatcha doin’, Henri?”

“Attempting the possible. Hopefully.” I lifted my wand and spoke the lyrical-like spell.

Only for it to immediately fizzle out.

Then I let out a very resigned, forlorn sigh. As expected.

“That wasn’t what you wanted, I take it?”

I shook my head and unbent enough to explain, “I had hopes that the cleaning charm hadn’t cleaned any residual saliva or dust from the cheese before the coffee destroyed it. Sadly, that’s not the case.”

Jameson stared at the cheese for a long moment. “I guess I’m wondering why the cheese wasn’t cleaned off the counter too?”

To a layman, it was a valid question. “Cleaning charms have very exact parameters they work within. Think about it—if it was set to ‘clean anything from this surface’ then you couldn’t use them anywhere. Not on a floor, or a kitchen counter, or any surface because it would either destroy or remove everything from that surface.”

“Whoa, like, say you used it on a floor, it’d take a couch off?”

“An extreme example to be sure, but yes, if those parameters aren’t in place. Part of the parameters is size, as anything denoted under a certain weight or dimension is considered to be in the correct place, and the cleaning charm treats it as part of the surface. Take your metaphorical couch, for instance—because of its size, the cleaning charm would treat it as part of the floor. Because it’s now a part of the floor, the cleaning charm will clean the furniture of dust, residues, liquid, et cetera. Such is the case with our cheese. It’s large enough to be considered ‘object on counter, treat as counter’ so it was cleaned of everything on it—including the saliva.”

Jameson gave an understanding grunt. “Got it. Kinda cool, but not helpful in this case.”

He’d definitely been hanging around Jamie for a while to use “cool” so naturally. That was very much a Jamie word.

Jameson craned his head about. “Soooo, is there anything here we can use?”

“There is a task that must be done, yes. We are reasonably certain the gun found outside and the bullet in Mr. Baker are a match, but for the procedures of law, we must actually prove that. Sometimes, these things are thrown in as a red herring. A trick criminals use in order to dismantle the evidence against them in a courtroom. It’s both petty and effective.”

Jameson’s brown eyes narrowed. “It’s like you’ve seen this play out.”

“I have, in fact, once. Not my case, but a former colleague’s.” I did not miss the days of working with Sanderson. Redoing the blighted fool’s work contributed to a large part of that feeling. “At any rate, I need to do a ballistics check.”

For some reason, the teen’s eyes lit up. “That means you’re going to shoot a gun. Can I puh-leeeeease shoot the gun?”

Why would he— Ohhh. He hadn’t had firearms training yet, being deemed still too young. I knew Jamie had taught him how to handle a gun, but she was so busy he rarely had a chance to practice, so he jumped at the chance now.

“As you wish. First, a quick double-check.” I picked up the casing with tweezers and then pulled the right brush out of my bag to lightly dust it. No prints. Well, it had been worth a shot. Shrugging, I put the casing into an evidence pouch and wrote the necessary information on it. “Now, to the morgue. We must confirm something.”

Jameson did a happy dance—a mini-Jamie, this one—as he followed me out. I did verify with Marshall where I was going—poor man was still gathering fingerprints—and why, and that I’d be back shortly if he needed me. He waved me on, assuring me they had this well in hand. There wasn’t much more I could do here anyway, as I’d checked for everything I could think of. Even Weber had already absconded with the body. In fact, after Marshall and Gibson were done with the fingerprints and interviewing potential witnesses, they would likely shut the scene down for the rest of the day.

They might be the last ones here, in fact. Jamie waited on Róis outside, hoping to determine where the suspect went. The Felixes joined her since they were always trying to one-up Róis when it came to tracking. I left them to it and drove us back to the Queen’s Own building.

Gun and casing still in their evidence bag, we trooped down the stairs to Weber’s office long enough to retrieve the bullet. Weber had thankfully cleaned it of any blood or ichor, so we could see the bullet without fluids in the way.

When Weber handed me the bagged bullet, I gave a little grumble. It was quite rude for the bullet not to exit. It made more work for the rest of us. Still, might we have good fortune in another aspect? Perhaps the bullet might be intact?

Weber caught my reaction and gave me a little grin. “Yes, it’s intact for once.”

“Eh?” Jameson’s eyes bounced between the two of us. “What?”

“Most bullets don’t survive the impact of entering a body,” I explained. “They become rather mangled in the process. I’d also hoped the bullet would go through the body, to give us a chance for trajectory findings, but sadly that’s not the case. At any rate, time for the next step.”

Jameson followed, asking questions along the way. “Wait, but aren’t bullets made from metal? Isn’t that tough enough to go through bodies easily?”

“My dear child, bullets can be stopped by paper. You do remember that?”

It took a second and then Jameson snapped his fingers. “The whole thing with the man who lived because he had a notebook in his pocket.”

“Precisely. Sheets of paper bound together can stop a bullet, so why wouldn’t dense human muscle or bone be able to mangle one?”

“Yeah, okay, you’ve made your point.”

We stepped outside into the freezing air, the wind chill enough to make me flinch, the overcast sky preventing the sun from providing any smidgen of warmth. It had definitely gotten windier since this morning, a storm noticeably blowing in. We’d be in for more snow later today, it seemed. A dreary thought, to say the least. I was very much looking forward to spring.

The firing range was empty at this early time of day, so we were able to sign in and commandeer a lane without much issue. For the sake of evidence, I pulled on gloves and made a note of how many bullets were in the magazine and chamber. It was almost fully loaded, in fact. I checked over each bullet for fingerprints but found none, then I reloaded two.

“Now, Jameson, a crash course on ballistic forensics. First, the bullets we’re looking at are jacketed, because any automatic weapon tends to jam without them. Since jacketed bullets have a good chance of surviving contact, we’re looking for marks left on both the casing and bullet. As a bullet spins in the barrel, unique microscopic scratches are left by the striations in the barrel, allowing us to match bullet to gun. These details do change over time, which is why we as forensics can only fire this gun a limited number of times. It’ll change the details otherwise, as the bullets do cause wear and tear on the interior of the gun. So, the rule of thumb is you can only fire twice.”

Jameson gave a serious nod. “Got it.”

A doubt occurred. “You can reliably hit a bullseye, correct?”

“How rude!”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” I put on my ear protection and then stepped back.

Forensic ranges were set up quite differently from the normal range, as we couldn’t fire into something solid, like a bullseye. That would affect the findings. Instead, we fired into either sand or water, usually water—in this case, very large water barrels. The easier to fish the bullets out from.

Jameson’s form was perfect as he lifted the gun and fired once. I could see Jamie’s teaching in him without problem. He had even hit near dead center of the water. Now, if he could do it again, I’d be suitably impressed.

Resetting himself, he fired again, hitting quite near the first shot. All right, I was now suitably impressed. He was a good shot indeed.

Jameson lowered the gun and smirked.

Amused, I inclined my head in a mock bowing way. “I do apologize for my doubt, good sir.”

“As you should,” he said snootily, then grinned. “All right, so fetch the bullets?”

With gloves and a levitation spell, fetch we did, then put them in their own plastic baggy. They were now evidence of a different kind. It was a trifle cold here in the shooting range, so I chose not to linger in the building, instead signing out and bringing Jameson along with me to the office.

He was clearly still thinking as we walked back. “So, if the scratches and stuff can change as you’re firing the gun, does that mean you can’t really compare bullets between multiple cases and get a surefire answer?”

“Depends on several factors. How much the gun was used between each killing, for one thing. If the gun’s only used for each case—say, five shootings altogether—then we can reasonably ensure it was the same weapon. However, criminals are aware we can do this, so they’ll take a file to the barrel to completely change the markings. Not too often, as that does affect the rifling on the inside of the barrel and make the gun less accurate to fire, but they do it.”

“Ahhh.”

“Honestly, there’s some debate over this whole thing, but here is the general idea: Not all guns are created the same due to the low tolerances in gun manufacturing. Guns are not all made equally, they are just manufactured to the tolerances required. It’s not unusual for guns to be hand-fitted, either at the factory or afterward by the owners, because it’s out of tolerance and not working well. The magazines and feed ramps are all bent slightly differently, the chambers have quite a few odd defects, the bolt isn’t usually perfect in all guns, et cetera. So, as the gun is used, it wears differently and incurs various damage. This all affects the gun’s performance, hence the markings on the bullets. It’s partially why the casings of bullets tend to be made of a soft metal like brass, because anything stronger would wear out the barrel.”

“So, in theory, you should be able to tell the difference.”

“In theory. But as usual, theory is quite different from practice. It’s trickier than it would seem on a surface level. I do have a spell to help us with the ballistics examination, something I can do and certify, as the spell is ninety-nine percent accurate. Meaning it’ll occasionally miss some nitty-gritty detail but otherwise be precise. It’s within tolerances for court forensics, so that’s what we’ll do.”

He nodded along, absorbing the information readily. “Cool beans.”

Reaching the office, I pulled out the three bullets with their casings, placing them all on a single tray to keep them from rolling about on the desk. The one from the murder scene I kept on top of the evidence bag, to keep it separate. Bullets loved to roll around and end up on the floor, where they had no business being. Then I pulled a ballistics form out of the filing cabinet, set the paper to my right, and activated the writing spell from wand to paper, so the spell could fill out the form for me as it read the information. Only then did I use the ballistics spell.

“Form of form, read clean and true, compare these things. Read out the differences, analyze the similarities, tell the wielder of their source.”

The magic wrapped around all three bullets, almost engulfing them in a haze of white threads and grey fog, and then it shot down to the paper and started writing out words on the form.

I tilted my head to read it better. “Ah-ha, as suspected, the bullet casings are a match to each other. Within a one percent tolerance, in fact, which is perfect for our purposes. We can prove this is indeed the gun that killed Baker and not a red herring.”

I stopped the spell and put things back into their separate bags. “Jameson, if you’ll send that information along in our group chat? I’ll put all of this into the evidence locker.”

It felt odd to make that request of him. For nearly two years, this boy had felt like a scamp I had to put up with. However, he truly had matured into a wonderful, hard-working young man. I now saw him the way Jamie had from the very onset. He was a person worth mentoring, worth investing in, because I saw the results of her guidance. Mischievous, yes, he was still that, but Jameson was coming into his own. Several moments throughout this case had reinforced how glad I was that he’d weaseled his way into our lives.

He pulled out his pad and obediently started writing, then asked, “So what do you do next?”

“I shall return to catching a serial killer, or several. Wish me luck. I feel like, since we have some solid evidence, this game is finally going in our favor. I will certainly capitalize on the momentum.”
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The sun had risen while people wrapped up the crime scene inside, but the wind was definitely picking up, the windchill no joke. I could smell a snowstorm blowing in, dark and ominous clouds rolling along the sky. I definitely needed to get this trail figured out before that hit and we lost the tracks.

Fortunately, Róis showed up moments later, looking a little disheveled, as if she’d thrown on her uniform in the dark while fighting off ninjas. But she also looked excited, practically bouncing in my direction. That could be good. That could be bad. Did I dare ask?

“Hi, Róis, sorry for the early morning call.”

“I am so glad you did!” she answered, a maniacal grin stretched from ear to ear. “Jamie, I am absolutely certain the murderer here was the same who killed Miller.”

I stopped dead and stared at her, a thrilling zing bouncing through every limb. Finally! “You’re not joking?”

“I’m not. The aura is unmistakable. I can’t compare scent, really, but the aura…” Her green eyes examined the ground, her head panning as she followed the flour footsteps. “The aura is unmistakable. This is the same person.”

I fist-pumped the air. “Hot diggity dog. Now we’re getting somewhere. All right, let’s see if we can track this down. Maybe we’ll get lucky and can track the killer to his house.”

“I’m certainly game.”

Clint tilted his head up at her. “I can find him.”

Róis, well accustomed to how competitive the cats could be, just snorted. “Prove it, furball.”

The sharklike grin Clint gave her seemed out of place on a cat’s face. Just sayin’.

Róis was already in motion, me one step behind her. The cats, of course, were thrilled to track down sniffies, their noses to the ground and in almost lockstep with Róis. The elf looked very much the hunter in her own right, her slender frame covering the terrain in quick, light movements.

No distinct tracks led to the bakery, of course—at least not the floury kind. The flour prints had ended when he stepped into what was likely an arranged vehicle, which wasn’t something we could follow. However, I wanted to know where he came from, so Róis was tracking scent and aura to see how he’d approached the bakery to begin with. I sort of picked up tracks just based on what the Felixes were nosing at. The shoe print was distinct, although other passersby had crossed over it a few times. Even if I wasn’t sure, cats and Róis both were. He had walked in from a southeasterly direction.

“Guys, guys, please watch for cars!” I rebuked the cats. “Clint, you especially!”

Clint paused, then blinked golden eyes up at me like he wasn’t sure of what I was saying. “I’ve never been hit by a car.”

“Great track record. Let’s keep it, shall we? You can start by actually looking both ways before you cross the road.”

He blinked again, looking about him, and I could see it on his little furry face, the dawning realization that he’d nearly just walked right into traffic.

Tunnel vision was a serious issue with these cats, I swear. As bad as Henri when he got on task.

I threw up a hand, halting traffic long enough for us to cross the road, and then both Róis and the cats took a sharp turn right, heading along the sidewalk. I passed by dozens of people on this sidewalk in just a minute, so whatever prints had been here were long gone, obliterated by other feet, but the cats’ noses were not to be questioned. Neither was Róis’s. Better than bloodhounds, these four, so I followed after them.

And, you know, played traffic cop so they wouldn’t get run over.

Everyone had their purpose in life. Mine was cat wrangler.

I followed, and followed, and the area we walked through just got seedier. Bar on the right, gambling hall on the left, destroyed-factory-on-the-corner kind of seedier. The kind of place where bars covered windows and people padlocked doors with multiple locks.

If I weren’t immune to most conventional weapons, I would not be walking around here with just three cats, I could tell you that. Well, Róis was deadly when of the mind to be. But she was also really distracted right now. I better stay on my toes.

Then Clint stopped. I mean, stopped dead, his nose practically pushed into snowy mud.

I knew this sign and sighed a little. “Did you lose the scent?”

He sat down with a huff, glaring at the mud as if it was a personal insult to his ancestry. “Yeah.”

Róis stopped too, frustrated. “Too many have come through here. The aura’s all muddled. I can’t find our perp’s among this wash of people.”

“Too many scents,” Tasha grumbled, sitting down next to Clint and just kind of collapsing into his side, making him hold her up, a clash of purple and black.

Too many scents, huh? They couldn’t pick out his from the rest. I looked about and saw nothing but gambling halls and bars. I could probably come back here during operational hours and nose around, but in places like this, no one knew anyone. No one knew anything. No one would talk to a cop, for sure.

All right, so…let’s backtrack this. “Follow me, guys, let’s walk back.”

I had three sad, mopey kitties trailing along as we walked back to Amelia’s. Róis honestly wasn’t much better. I thought as I walked. “Róis, let’s walk and talk, here. This is an interesting direction for the tracks to go.”

“Have to agree there. If I had to guess, this guy was down here until the small hours of the morning, drinking, maybe gambling, and then walked several blocks up to the bakery. Almost a direct route, actually, or as direct a route as you could manage with these city streets.”

“So, what, this guy had been drinking, gambling, and then chose to go commit murder to round out his night?”

“Or had he been drinking and gambling to wile away the time for Baker to get to work and open the back kitchen door?” Róis countered. “Bakers keep very early hours, so why not just stay up all night instead of trying to wake up early?”

She was onto something here. I was inclined to agree with her. “If he was drunk enough, he could have misjudged the time, hence being startled when Amelia came in. He thought he had more time than he did. I lose track of time quite often, and alcohol does not help with that.”

She tugged on her blonde braid, thinking hard. “If he had walked up, though, that means he hadn’t kept a vehicle near the alley waiting to take him away.”

I thought the logistics over on that. “Odds are fifty-fifty on whether he had a friend already scheduled to come and pick him up, or if he hailed a taxi. Taxi drivers never sleep, so…we just have to find who picked him up, if anyone.”

We shared a look.

“How about you head to the office, and I’ll follow up on the taxi?”

She shrugged. “Works for me. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is.”

“Don’t we all.” Knowing Marshall was likely still on scene, I pulled my pad free and called him up. “Quick question, is there a phone in that kitchen?”

“Uhhhh…”

I took that sound to mean he was quickly looking around for one.

Then: “Ah, there is, right inside the door. Why?”

“Pull phone records for me. I think the reason why the guy was loitering around biting into cheese is that he’d called for a ride and was waiting on it.”

“Oh! Wait, so when you followed those footprints, how far did you go?”

“About seven blocks.”

“Wow, that’s kinda far for that early in the morning. Wait, seven blocks which direction?”

“You’re quick. He’d come up from the wharf area, where all the gambling halls are.”

“So…he was gambling, drinking, and all that, killing time before he got around to the killing?”

“Hardy har har, you’re hilarious.”

“I do try.”

“But yes, that’s the size of it. I’m not sure if he called for friend or taxi, so pull the phone records. I’m next to a taxi company, so I’m going to pop in and ask around a little before returning to the scene. Let’s close it up, give it back to Amelia, as she’s got cleaning to do before she can reopen.”

“Sure thing.”

I hung up and then rounded the corner, crossing the street with my cats and keeping a weather eye on the traffic. Seriously, people behind steering wheels were not to be trusted. We all made it safely, so Róis split from us there, hailing a taxi to take her back to headquarters. I entered the taxi company building, cats tagging along.

The sad office had seen better days, clearly needing a paint job fresher than the one from fifty years ago, with barely any front foyer. A long desk and filing cabinets took up the entire wall, with two tired looking women manning the desk. Only one looked up at my entrance so I gave her a smile and showed my badge.

She barely glanced at it before saying in a bored voice, “If it’s Frank, we know he owes on the child support, and we’re garnishing his wages.”

Frank, you naughty boy. “Not here about Frank. Er, well, I don’t think so. I need to know who picked up a passenger from Miss Amelia’s Bakery on Fourth Avenue at about five a.m. this morning.”

She blinked at me, blinked again, and said, “I’m sorry, repeat that?”

“I need to know who picked up a passenger from Miss Amelia’s Bakery on Fourth Avenue at about five a.m. this morning.”

“Why?” A suspicious look crept across her face.

“Because they picked up a murderer and I want to know who to question.”

NOW I got a reaction. She just about tumbled backward in her chair from sheer shock.

The other receptionist whipped around, her glasses shifting on her nose from the force of the motion.

“I heard about that! It was on that new radio system this morning.”

Why were reporters so quick? Why? Banes of my existence, I swear.

“Ask everyone, as I’m sure you don’t get a log of who’s picking up who throughout the day.” I said that because I knew full well they were going to spread this around like butter on toast. “I need to track this guy down. He would have had muddy shoes covered in flour as he got into the cab. Even if they didn’t get a name, get me an address of where he was dropped off. A description would be smashing.”

“We’re on it,” the first receptionist promised, then she faltered a little. “Er, but most of these guys are dead asleep right now.”

Third shift, right. “Just tell me when they’re back on. I’ll come and ask them directly if I need to.”

“We absolutely will,” she promised.

“Thank you. Are you the only taxi service that works this area?”

“Generally, each taxi service mostly operates in their own area. If you go too far away, it’s expensive for the customers, and they complain.”

“Anyone else who would answer a pickup call from the Fourth Avenue area?”

Dual shakes of their heads.

“Especially not at that time of the morning,” the first receptionist maintained.

“Okay. All I needed to know. Someone will check back in if I don’t hear from you. You’ve been very helpful, I truly appreciate it.”

“Sure,” she said faintly.

I wasn’t even all the way out through the door when I heard her open a back door and frantically call for a boss.

Well, if nothing else, I’d given them a good work story.
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Jamie asked me to pick her and the Felixes up, which I was always happy to do, and then accompany her as we notified next of kin. Jameson had chosen to stay at the office and cross-reference evidence. According to Amelia, poor Tommy Baker was still a young man—just turned twenty—who had been living at home, saving up for his own place.

The Bakers were an average family living in one of Kingston’s many apartment complexes, and we were able to find their flat without much trouble. Jamie knocked on the door and a middle-aged matron answered it, wiping her hands off with a towel, her cheeks flushed from either exertion or cooking.

“Mrs. Agatha Baker?” Jamie asked gently.

She nodded uncertainly. “That’s right, you are…?”

“Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own.” Jamie showed her badge. “This is my partner, Royal Mage Henri Davenforth. Can we step inside for a moment? Where’s your husband?”

“Albert’s…sleeping in. Night shift, you know.”

Ouch, bad news the second you woke up was the worst. I regretted the timing on that.

“Please wake him up.”

I think Agatha knew something was very, very wrong—you could see the fear in her eyes. Still, she gestured us in, then quickly crossed the flat to the other side, presumably where her husband slept.

The flat had a very homey feel. There were stacks and stacks of children’s toys for very young ages, quilts folded up on the couches, and a nice radio set in the far corner. I was a bit perplexed by the toys, as Baker was their only child, and Amelia hadn’t mentioned he had children. I wouldn’t think he did, at least.

Agatha came back out, uncertainty written in a broad stroke over her face. “Um, have a seat. Can I offer you anything…?”

“I appreciate it, but no, thank you.” I took a seat and couldn’t help but ask, “Are the toys for some purpose?”

“Oh! I watch the young children in the building,” she explained, also sitting on the adjoining couch. “So the young parents can work. I’ve got a dozen kids at any given time, the youngest being about six months old.”

I tried to imagine a dozen toddlers in this flat and winced. The noise alone would be deafening. “You’re a sturdier woman than I am, ma’am. I have a nephew and he wears me out just chasing about after him.”

“They can be a handful,” she admitted with a weak smile.

“No one’s here today?”

“No, today’s an off day for most businesses,” she explained. “It being a holiday.”

I swore to myself. In all the madness, I’d forgotten today was a bank holiday. Our department rarely observed those holidays for the simple fact that murder scenes couldn’t be put on hold.

Albert Baker made his way out of the room, expression one of deep concern. He did look like someone roused from sleep, pillow creases still impressed into his cheek, but he’d run a comb through his auburn hair and beard, so he wasn’t spouting bedhead. He’d thrown on dark pants and a white shirt, not even slippers, and came to sit anxiously near his wife.

“What’s this about, Agents?”

Jamie’s voice softened, so very gentle. “I’m sorry to say this, but your son was murdered this morning.”

The news didn’t impact them for a moment. It never did, that moment of disbelief apparently engrained in the human psyche. And then Agatha crumbled, sobbing into her hands.

Albert’s head did minute little shakes, as if he were internally fighting over this news. “How…what?”

“I had a feeling something was wrong,” Agatha sobbed, clutching at her husband’s arm for support and comfort. “Tommy was late. He’s never late.”

Baker that he was, he likely did knock off sometime before lunch and go home. Since he started at four in the morning, that would have been a full workday for him.

“I am so sorry, but we have to ask you questions. I can explain what we do know at this point.” Seeing them both nod, I gave them the rundown. “Your son was in the kitchen at work, we believe mixing up the daily specials, when someone walked in through the back door. Tommy was shot at near point-blank range, and we believe his murderer was spooked by Miss Amelia entering the bakery, at which point the murderer turned and fled. We’re in pursuit of leads right now on who is responsible.”

As only a mother could, she lifted tear-filled eyes to me and asked, “D-did he suffer? Did my baby suffer?”

I was only too happy to allay this worry, at least. “No, our coroner believes he was dead before he even hit the ground.”

Her eyes closed in a fatalistic manner and she nodded, relieved on this point, at least.

“I hate having to ask questions, as I know this is a difficult time for you both, but can you think of anyone who might want to hurt your son?” Jamie asked. “Or did Tommy mention anything strange happening at work?”

Both shook their heads no.

“Tommy just wasn’t one to jump into the fray. He was very quiet, kept to himself, liked his routine. Only had two friends in his entire life, both of them as close as brothers. He just didn’t look for trouble.”

I feared he was only killed because of his last name and occupation because of that blighted game, but I could hardly say so, especially in this setting. “Does he keep contact with those friends?”

“Not currently. Both joined the navy.”

Ah, so dead end there.

“He liked the job because he could work without people bothering him.” Albert’s expression collapsed into one of acute sorrow.

A fellow introvert, it seemed. It didn’t seem we’d find answers here. I fetched a card from my pocket and passed it over. “Please call if there’s anything I can do, or if you remember anything. We can’t release the body to you quite yet, as the autopsy is ongoing, but we’ll do so soon.”

“Thank you.” Agatha took the card with shaking hands and clutched it to her chest as if it were a lifeline.

There wasn’t anything else we could do, so we took our leave at that point, and I could hear both parents wailing in earnest as soon as the door shut behind us. Losing a child had to be horrible. I felt utter compassion for them.

“When we do catch who did this, he’s going to have a lot to answer for.” Jamie shook her head in disgust as she headed for the stairs. “Killing someone just because of a name and occupation is downright evil. Those poor parents.”

“I feel for them. Unfortunately, all we can do is find the man who did this.”

“I’ve got several leads out that I need to follow up on, but”—she paused at a landing to glance up at me—“how about an early lunch first? We can meet at the pizza parlor near work with the rest of the team.”

After such an early and hectic morning, I was quite famished. “Sounds excellent. You message them while I drive.”

“I figured you’d say that.”

That was because only in moments of true emergencies would I agree to let her drive. I chose life.

We arrived at the pizza parlor without fanfare. I placed an order for our usual assortment of pizzas, anticipating that a wave of hungry people would descend shortly. Despite only being ten minutes after opening and a weekday, it was already quite crowded. Jamie had miraculously snagged our favorite table—one of the few in the small parlor large enough to accommodate our full team. I was truly excited to scarf down some delicious food, my mouth watering already from the smell of the place alone.

Marshall and Gibson arrived just as I got settled, shucking coats and tossing them over the backs of chairs, with Gibson demanding, “Pizzas already ordered?”

“They are. Should be on the table in five minutes.”

He groaned in what could only be relief. “Perfect. I’m starved. Marshall and I were about to break for an early lunch when Jamie messaged us. Jameson’s on the way, he got sidetracked leaving the office but should be only a few minutes behind us. Where are the Felixes?”

I indicated the large picture window, where they were shamelessly posing for the passersby, flipping to show off their bellies or waving with a paw. Jules Felix had failed to install any sense of shame into the creatures.

My pad beeped and I took it out, wondering who’d messaged me. Everyone who normally did was sitting at the table with me.

Ah, my mother. I should have anticipated that.

The message was short and sweet: Henri, don’t forget you have your appointment with the tailors tomorrow. Remind Jamie she needs to be at Cicely’s by ten.

I had, in fact, forgotten.

In my defense, murders were very distracting. Turning, I told my fiancée, “Dearest, we have our wedding attire appointments tomorrow.”

Jamie blinked at me, then snapped her fingers. “We do. Snap, I forgot.”

“So had I, but my mother just sent a reminder.”

I hesitated to honor that appointment, as we were neck-deep in this very complicated web of cases.

Perhaps that showed on my face because Marshall said, “Go. You set this appointment months ago. There’s always going to be something going on; you have to carve out time for yourselves.”

He did make a very excellent point.

“It’s all legwork at this point,” Gibson tacked on, “and we can handle that for a day. Plus, the other team’s working alongside ours now. Jamie, any leads you want me following up on tomorrow?”

“Only lead I have out right now is with the taxi company that may or may not have picked up our killer. And of course still going through family crests and the car list.”

“Which one company?”

I let them talk and messaged my mother back: We’ll be there with bells on.

Impress upon Jamie that she WILL have a full bridal ensemble.

This amused me in some ways. It was true that while Jamie did enjoy dressing up on occasion, she was just as likely to wear pants and some comfortable sweater. I’d also never seen her fully dressed to the nines. She didn’t wear full jewelry sets or the elaborate hair pieces in fashion, choosing simpler accessories instead.

Actually, seeing my bride in a truly spectacular bridal ensemble was something I’d pay good money to see. But above all else, it was Jamie’s wedding day, and she could wear whatever she wanted. I was not fighting this battle for my mother.

I’ll let you two hash that out.

Henri, do be sensible. At least talk to her about it.

Jamie can wear what she wants. My advice is to present her with a jewelry set that has a minimalist, simple design. She’s more likely to wear it.

:((((((

Now, who had taught my mother emoticons?

I’d bet it was Jameson.
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Ellie had brought along her camera today as a test run, or so she said. She kept saying she wanted to record me choosing a wedding dress and send it home since I would be able to call between now and the actual wedding. She wanted to test the system, and I wanted her to test the system, to make sure it would work.

It did rather make me feel like I was on Say Yes to the Dress, no lie.

I had picked her up from the warehouse and carefully driven us in, as it had indeed snowed yesterday, but luckily it had only dumped about six inches before dissipating. Still, as I drove, I couldn’t help but notice that she was antsy and quiet compared to her usual bubbly self. We came to a stoplight and I glanced at her. She was staring out the window while twisting her hair around a finger, a habit of hers when she was deep in thought. “What’s up with you?”

“I don’t know. Something weird happened this morning before you got here. It’s not that it’s dangerous weird, just…” She frowned a little. “Maybe I’m overly sensitive to cleaning charms?”

“Uh…you joining Henri on that bandwagon? I think he’s viewing them as an archenemy right now.”

Her face scrunched up, upturned nose wrinkling. “Kinda? Maybe he’s rubbing off on me. It’s just that we had a package delivery with a huge box of cleaning charms come in this morning to the front office. But when my runners went to deliver it, they couldn’t figure out who ordered it. I double-checked against the purchase orders and we didn’t order them at all. But the box was clearly addressed to my guild. I’m…confused? I mean, it wasn’t a small order, there had to be a hundred in there.”

I let out a low whistle. A hundred cleaning charms would be the equivalent of ordering a hundred magic erasers. That kind of purchase stuck in your head. Granted, it wasn’t hugely expensive, maybe a few crowns, but still, that was a lot. Someone should have remembered doing that. The light turned green as I asked, “That does sound weird. Give me more particulars. What company was the box from?”

“That’s the other weird thing. It was a plain box with no company or label, not even my address.”

So it had been made and hand delivered? Without any payment? A tingle of alarm ran along my scalp. My instincts didn’t like the sound of this, especially with her being in the right area for the board game to play out.

“Report it to Sherard, just in case, and ask him to double-check your wards. I’d rather run paranoid right now.”

She made an uncertain noise. “I know how busy you are, I don’t want to sidetrack any of you, it’s just this gut feeling that something’s off.”

“Trust your gut. Message him, I promise you he will not mind. He adores you.”

“If you say so.”

Trying to sweeten the pot a little, I threw in, “Barter with him, if you’d like. He and Henri are experimenting with cleaning charms right now and are destroying them faster than they can buy them. Tell him he can have the whole box in return for your peace of mind.”

“Oh. Now that I’m willing to do.” Ellie promptly pulled her pad out and messaged him.

A minute later, a ding, and she gave a grunt. “He said sold, he’ll swing by my warehouse and take a good look at everything later this afternoon.”

“See? Told you he wouldn’t mind. Now, get your game face on. I’m counting on you for backup if my future mother-in-law tries to shove me into something with lacy frills.”

Ellie snorted, chuckling like she was looking forward to a show. “I really should have brought popcorn for this.”

“Some friend you are.”

I poked her in the side and got her laughing, but now I had to focus on finding a parking spot. Which was difficult in this ritzier section of north Kingston, especially on this street with all the haute couture stores. Finally, I managed to snag a spot only a block down from the actual store. Go, me!

Cicely Bower was the designer we had an appointment with. I had visited her once before to have a formal dress made for the year-end party my future in-laws threw last year. Henri and I hadn’t been engaged at that point, but I think they already saw me as a daughter, hence the insistence on having a good dress for the party.

Cicely’s was a very upscale boutique, named after the main designer. She even employed two shop models who wandered around the store in her latest designs. Something I’d not even heard of until I came to this world. Smart, I think, because people could see how these clothes would look on. Rather like an active magazine for customers to view.

Ophelia and Emilia were waiting for us in the dedicated lounge space. Ophelia had her blonde ringlets caught up in a loose cascade at the back of her head, tucked under a hat with a partial veil that dipped over her forehead. The color brought out her pale skin and clear blue eyes. She looked smashing. Emilia had cut her hair recently into something shoulder length. The dark hair now framed her face, highlighting those pretty dark brown eyes of hers. Like this, she somehow looked even more like Henri, which I hadn’t thought possible—those two were clearly kin when you saw them. Both were dressed to the nines, which I expected for a high-end appointment like this. I myself had even dressed up a little this morning, as odd as it felt to purposefully wear a dress in the winter. Bless fur-lined coats and wool stockings.

It was just us girls for this appointment. Henri had been dispatched to the tailor’s farther up the street with his father and brother-in-law for a tux fitting. Also to avoid him seeing my dress before the day. Not that I cared, I just found all the maneuvering about funny.

Now, in Kingston, they didn’t do white wedding dresses. Made sense, as white was the color of mourning in this world. Instead, the tradition was for the bride to wear a shade of blue and coordinate the wedding party with their chosen colors—in our case, navy blue and antique silver. Her wedding party and groom would predominantly wear some mix of those colors. The guests wore black, gold, or a mixture of black and white to make it clear they were a guest.

I thought the tradition was awesome, letting the wedding party stand out from the rest of the guests.

It also meant I got to wear something aside from white on my wedding day, which made me happy. Henri and I had chosen favorite colors—mine blue, his silver. He would wear a silver waistcoat and cummerbund to complement his navy-blue tux, matching with his groomsmen.

Henri would be easy to dress.

Me? Eh, we’d see.

Cecily headed straight for me as I came inside, all smiles. She was willowy and tall, looking sharp in her all-black ensemble, with her black hair in a sleek curtain over one shoulder. “Jamie, it makes me so happy you chose me as your designer, how are you, are you excited, I bet you are, you’ve caught such a gem with Henri, he’s such a sweet man, and the two of you will be the talk of society even after you’re married, now just come in, take a seat with Ophelia and Emilia, I have some designs drafted up for you, and some fabric samples pulled, oh, are we filming this?”

Cecily and breathing were only nodding acquaintances, if you couldn’t tell.

“Do you mind?” I asked her. “My parents are very far from me, and I wanted to film this so they could somehow be a part of the process.”

“Heavens no, that’s fine! What a sweet thought. You can set up right behind the chairs, no one will bump into you that way.”

Ellie headed where directed to set up the camera and tripod.

I found the right timing to actually sit on the couch, Ophelia patting the cushion between her and Emilia, silently directing me. I plopped down and then took a look at everything that had been gathered here already. That was…a lot of samples. And three sketchbooks?

Surely I wouldn’t be going through all three of them?

I began to worry for me.

Cecily looked over to Ellie and asked, “Need a minute?”

“Yes, please, just a few minutes.”

Ellie was quick to set up, a pro at work, then she did a little mic test to make sure sound was coming through clearly. Then she gave me a thumbs-up.

It was apparently showtime.

“All right, where am I starting?” I asked my designer.

“With designs first,” she informed me, and plonked a fourth huge sketchbook in my lap. “I have an idea of your taste from the previous time you visited, but I want to know if you’re going more grand for your wedding dress.”

“Of course she will,” Ophelia said with a bright smile.

Anything I said at this point could and would be used against me sooooo, let’s just open the book and look at the pretty pictures. I should have brought Regina with me. Only Regina could rein Ophelia in.

The first design on the page was an absolute no for me. It wasn’t a bad dress, it just had lots of dangling beads draped across the fabric, and the pattern was too intricate for my taste. Like it was trying a little too hard.

“That’s pretty,” Ophelia encouraged, leaning over my shoulder.

“It is, but the beads would drive me insane.”

Emilia fortunately backed me up, “Yes, I can see how they would. I like the base design of the dress, though.”

“I don’t mind a sheath dress, for sure. All right, next.”

We continued in that vein for several minutes, me looking at things and dismissing one design or another based on picky reasons. At least, I felt like I was being picky after a while, because really the dresses were all fine, I just wasn’t in love with any of them.

They were also starting to all look alike, which wasn’t a good sign.

Maybe I should just randomly pick one…?

Ellie leaned over my shoulder, one hand braced for support. “I feel like the running theme here is that you don’t like things with a long train, you don’t want a lot of intricate beadwork, and you want a design you can move and dance in.”

See? This was why I had an Ellie. “Yes, exactly. You summed that up so perfectly.”

Cecily heard this and pulled the design book out of my hands. “Changing books. Let’s go to a completely different style, then.”

I accepted the second design book, prayed for better options that suited me, and opened it. Then I paused, intrigued by the first design.

Oh hey, now, this was a dress I could get behind.

It had a fifties feel, at least the top did, with a sweetheart neckline of silk and a lace bodice that went up into a sort of Mandarin looking collar. The skirt flowed out thick and full, but it was tea length, meaning I wouldn’t be tripping over a train.

It was a very fun dress, really.

“Oh!” Emilia leaned in to get a better look, then her eyes darted to my face. “You like that one.”

“I do,” I admitted. “This is something I’d be comfortable wearing. I especially like the collar on it. Um, Cecily, can I tweak this design a little?”

“Of course!” She bustled over to stand next to Ellie behind me, presumably so she could see the design without craning her neck in a weird direction. “What would you like to do?”

“So, this is going to be a summer wedding, and obviously with it being in a garden, I worry about getting too hot. The sleeves on this are down to the wrist. Can I change them to where they’re about”—I used a hand to indicate the length, which was just past the top of my shoulder—“here?”

“Easily done,” she assured me brightly.

“Also, the lace. I love that you’ve got the design here where the lace matches the rest of the dress, I’m not sure how it would look if I put silver lace over the top instead?”

“Let’s play with it,” she suggested. “If you want this design, then we can discuss fabrics next.”

“I really like it,” I said. “I want to go with this one.”

“Then let’s do so!”

She bustled back around for the fabric samples.

Ophelia tapped a finger to the sketch page. “Remember, your jewelry is white gold, so it can always be an accent against the blue as well. In fact, we should make sure the jewelry and lace don’t wash each other out.”

A fact I had not considered. But that was why I had two women who were far better at fashion than myself sitting with me.

For a moment, I felt this sorrowful ache in my heart. How could I not? My sister and mother should have been here with me, sitting on this couch, talking dresses and jewelry. I’d always planned on having them with me for such a moment. At least, until I landed on this world. Part of me wished for the impossible—that I’d blink and they’d suddenly be here, holding my hands and happily chatting about designs and swatches, partaking in this joyous moment.

I consoled myself with the thought that I instead had gained two new people who could fill that gap. Emilia and Ophelia had truly adopted me as their own. I couldn’t imagine how hard this moment would have been, emotionally speaking, without them. But listening to my future sister- and mother-in-law chatter, blatant in their happiness to be here with me, to support me, I felt the vise on my heart gradually loosen, feeling their love pour into those gaps.

“Do you want to change the length at all?” Emilia asked me. “Most brides choose a much longer hem.”

I blinked back into the moment and strove to put the what-ifs aside.

“Garden party,” I reminded her again. “I’d rather not. I like this length.”

“Then we’ll need to make sure you have beautiful shoes to go with this.”

Since they’d be on full display? Made sense.

Cecily brought over an armful of fabrics, beaming at me all the while. They were in every shade of blue in the rainbow, and I’d swear she’d even made up a few herself.

“Now, Ophelia told me blue, but not what shade. What are you going for precisely? Let’s get that base color down first.”

I eyed the heap of swatches and for a moment almost forgot what we’d chosen. I was sure she had it in that stack, though. I was also sure I’d be needing a nap after this.

I had the distinct feeling I was going to be here a while.
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I was back at work the next day, content with my dress and jewelry choices. I suspected Henri had given Ophelia some advice, as the jewelry sets she showed me were not at all to her own taste. She liked big, ornate pieces with plenty of filigree, while I preferred a slim, classic style. Most of what she’d shown me was very much to my taste.

We’d ended up with a navy-blue ensemble, the jewelry set white gold with sapphires—truly a gorgeous combo. All I had to do now was pop in now and again for fittings, but the hard part was over.

Ellie had reported last night that the sound had worked perfectly when she tried playing it on my borrowed laptop, so odds were, my parents could get video AND sound of not only the dress shopping, but the wedding. Which made me shed a tear of joy, not gonna lie.

Banzai! Things were working as they should!

My inner pessimist was trying to ruin the moment by saying something was going to go wrong any second to compensate, but I hushed it. Let me bask in the moment, you turd.

I heard footsteps approach my office and lifted my head, listening properly. “Hi, Sherard!”

He snickered from the hallway, soon appearing in the doorway. “You can see through walls now?”

“It’s a new talent.” I waited until he had properly entered before gesturing him to a chair. He wasn’t in mourning white anymore. The traditional time of mourning for a friend lasted a week, or until after a funeral, so that clocked. “What’s up?”

“I wanted to follow up with you about Ellie’s mystery delivery.”

“Ooooh, yes, anything odd about that?”

He waffled a hand back and forth. “Yes and yes. More strange than alarming, but I have a feeling I’m underreacting.”

“To be fair, the brain does that because it doesn’t want more problems to deal with. Mine does it on a regular basis. Tell me the scoop and I’ll make a judgment.”

“So, there was nothing weird about the cleaning charms themselves, and the wards around the warehouse are working fine. I even checked the individual wards.”

I nodded in understanding. Because Ellie and her guild of maniacs were constantly handling chemicals and other things that might go boom, they had not only a ward up around the entire building, but individual wards around each person’s workspace. Just on the off chance that if someone had a bad accident in one, it wouldn’t take out the whole guild in one go. Smart safety precaution, in my books.

“So what’s got your spidey senses tingling?”

Because Sherard had watched all the Marvel movies with me, he got the reference. “I pulled a you and looked for fingerprints. There were none.”

“Uhh…where did you check?”

“The box the charms came in, which you could explain away as delivery drivers often wearing gloves.”

“A point I was about to make.”

“But the cleaning charms themselves had no fingerprints either. Ellie and her employee who signed for the box wore work gloves, so that accounts for them, but it’s strange there’s not a single print otherwise.”

An alarm went off in my head. “Now wait a hot minute, cleaning charms are not volatile; people pick them up with their bare hands all the time. I don’t think anyone packaging these things up would wear gloves. Even if they did, what about the dozen other people who manufactured the charms to begin with?”

Sherard snapped his fingers, pointing at me with a justified expression. “Now, see, that’s precisely what I thought. This was too odd, that not a single charm inside the box had even a partial fingerprint. And I looked! I also checked to see if one of the charms had somehow activated and cleaned everything inside the box, but none of them had.”

Alarm bell turned on the red swirly light. “That’s weird, man. I do not like the weirdness of this. I mean, if this is a prank, then why erase any fingerprints? Did you tell Ellie any of this?”

“I did. She’s unnerved and even more paranoid. And these weren’t exactly high-quality charms. Certainly not the type her people would order.”

“Yeah, the whole thing smells hinky. Tell her to absolutely stay on her toes over the next few weeks. Scratch that, I’ll call her and tell her. Maybe arrange for some kingsmen to offer protection over the next few weeks. If I can squeeze some time from anyone; we’re all pretty slammed at the moment.”

“We’re all short staffed,” Sherard admitted. “Every department. This city is growing faster than we can recruit and train people.”

“Tell me about it. I’m just grateful we were able to find a few volunteers to patrol City Park despite the shortage. Well, thank you for checking on things. I’m now going to lose sleep over this.”

“I did tell her that if anything looks off, she’s to call me and I’ll portal directly to her.”

His words eased the grip on my heart just a hair, and I blew out a steadying breath. “Thank you for that. You can respond faster than anyone else, after all.”

A little knock sounded on the door and then Penny leaned inside. “Hi, can I interrupt?”

“Only if you’re bringing good news. We could use some right now.”

“I am, actually. But what’s wrong?”

Sherard turned in his seat to answer her more face-to-face. “Ellie got a package of cleaning charms delivered to her warehouse. But no one had ordered them, and when I checked the box, there were no fingerprints on either the box or the charms themselves.”

Penny groaned. “That’s too suspicious.”

“I know. We’re now all on edge for Ellie’s sake and really hoping this was just a weird prank. She does have her own fan following that doesn’t always adhere to common sense.”

“Let’s hope it’s that, then.”

I prompted her before she forgot why she came in here to begin with. Which happened with all of us on a regular basis. “Your tidings, madam?”

“Oh, right. So yesterday while you were getting your dress shopping down, I checked in with our taxi company.” She gave a little gamine grin. “Turns out, our perp was picked up from the alley behind the bakery.”

I did a little seated booty dance. “Yes! What could our driver tell us?”

“He gave a rough address and even rougher description. He’s coming into Fourth this morning to sit with a sketch artist, but he admitted he didn’t really see the man’s face. Didn’t really pay attention to begin with. All he could describe to me was a human man of average height and build, pretty tan despite the season, drunk and freaked out. He kept tugging a cap lower over his face.”

None of that helped me, and I didn’t have faith in that sketch either. “Right, so what was the address?”

“Rounded Square.”

I let out a little huff, wheels spinning like mad over this bit of news. The extensive shopping area was surrounded by many, many fancy apartment buildings, townhouses, and a small park.

“Did he stop at a particular apartment complex or business?”

Penny shook her head. “Nope, he dropped him off right at Rounded Square, near the little park by the courthouse, or so the cabby said. Likely our perp didn’t want to be tied to a particular place and walked the rest of the way in. I would have done that in his shoes.”

“Still, that gives us a place to start. Even if it’s just canvassing the area.”

“Second thing to report: I’ve got a shoe update.” Penny waggled her fingers, a spark of delight in her cornflower blue eyes. “These are bespoke shoes.”

Had I mentioned how happy I was that Penny and Gerring got to help us out? I pitched my case to Gregson about being overrun with cases, and he let these two help me part-time. For which I owed the man many favors. And look, it was already paying off!

Sherard was fascinated. “How in the world do you know that?”

“Every shoe manufacturer has their own patented tread on the soles. The design is unique to that company. It’s actually pretty easy to identify a shoe’s make as a result. The prints we found in the alley didn’t have any of those designs, they were more custom leather. Also a size nine, pretty standard for men.”

Average height normally came with average shoe size, so that wasn’t surprising. But bespoke shoes? That spoke of wealth. Or bad spending habits. Sometimes both.

“Any lead on who the maker could be?”

“I’ve got some inquiries out, trying to track that down now. There was no maker mark on the sole, at least.”

“Hmm, okay, do your best.” It might be a longshot with no maker’s mark. “Well, since you two are here, want to get an early lunch with me? I’m starving this morning, for some reason.”

“Sure, sounds good to me.”

Sherard also stood, lips curved up. “Pleased to. I somehow managed to skip breakfast this morning.”

“How do people do that?” Penny mused. “Gerring does that sometimes and he can never explain to me how or why. Jamie, does Henri sometimes skip meals?”

I snorted. “My foodie would never.”

Sherard snickered as he followed us out of the building and into the parking lot. Then again, he knew Henri well enough to know Henri viewed food like a religion. Ardent worshipper, in fact.

We voted on where to go as we loaded into the car and agreed that a café right off palace grounds was calling our names, mostly because of the delicious desserts they served. I liked that it was a five-minute drive once you left the palace gates, as I really had a lot on my plate today. I just needed fuel first.

I parked the car near the café, a minor miracle in and of itself, before we unloaded and headed in. I barely had my hand on the café’s door when this feeling washed over me, a nagging sense that eyes were on me.

My head whipped around on instinct, but I didn’t see anyone visibly watching. Still, that feeling of being watched didn’t abate. If anything, it became more concrete in my mind.

“Jamie?” Sherard poked me in the shoulder. “Why are you stalling?”

“I just felt someone’s eyes on me.” I scanned the area carefully, but everyone walked back and forth on the sidewalk, going about their own business. No one was even standing still.

This was just weird. I often had eyes on me, years later still being approached by people who wanted to meet the famous Shinigami Detective, but this time it felt…off.

I tried to shake off the uneasy feeling and go inside, but it proved hard. My instincts had never been wrong.

Seemed like I, too, needed to keep an eye on my six.


[image: ]

Anyone who works in an office can attest that after lunch is when the food coma tries to set in. With a warm, happy belly and sleeping cats in front of me, my desire to join them in a nap was powerful and growing.

Being an adult sucked, I tell you.

Penny and Sherard had returned to work doing their own thing, which left me with Henri, Gibs, and Marshall in the main conference room to go through lists. Endless lists, it seemed. Clint, of course, was back to lying on top of papers and absorbing things through osmosis.

I buddied up with Marshall to tackle the cars, as the whole signet ring question was still better answered by Henri or Gibs. Y’know, the two people who had half the noble heraldry memorized.

We’d been diligently skimming for twenty minutes when from across the table, Henri made a noise of intrigue. “The Wyverstone signet is a possible match.”

Wyverstone? Now where had I heard that name before… “Wait, as in Eugene Wyverstone III, who we met briefly at the ski lodge? He’s friends with Paul Billinghurst. You said he had a nasty temper, right? That it runs in the family?”

Henri met my gaze, expression pensive. “Correct. There’s been a number of staff allegations against the family, specifically their youngest son, though no cases ever went to court, always ending in settlements. After our brief encounter, he’s certainly someone I prefer to stay away from, just to avoid the headache of his presence.”

So, our little lord already had a reputation for a temper, eh? “What about the rest of the family? Any known cases or rumors that stuck out?”

Henri tapped a finger against the book. “They’re all known to have fits of anger, especially Lord Wyverstone II, Eugene’s father. He’s always in the public eye, though, so tends to be more well behaved, if only to protect his image. Eugene’s siblings are—and I say this loosely—more pleasant to be around than those two.”

“So, the Wyverstone signet ring is a match for those bruises. And one of those wearers is known to have an unchecked temper.” Gibs lifted the heraldry book to wave it in the air. “What are the odds of this? That someone who is friends with a victim’s grandson might also have potentially incriminating evidence in these cases?”

“I think that would be astronomically low odds unless he was involved.” Marshall leaned over the table to stare at the nice sketch of the signet pattern some more, then at the book Gibs still held up. “I seriously believe that’s Wyverstone’s.”

I mean, it looked like it to me, but it also kind of looked like six others, so I couldn’t swear to it in front of a judge. Which I’d need to do. Instead, I just said, “Mark the family down as possible suspects and put a star by Eugene’s name, so we know who first to follow up with.”

Back to more mindless paperwork.

I was admittedly skimming through the car lists when a name jumped out at me. My eyes honestly doubted their ability to read for a second. “Uh, Marshall?”

“Yeah?” He leaned in to see what I pointed to and then let out a low whistle. “Well, well, isn’t that interesting?”

“That can’t be coincidental, surely?”

From across the table, Henri lifted his head. “What is it, dearest?”

“Guess who’s got the right model car in the right color?” I flipped the list about so he could see it. “Elias Brownlow, another friend of Paul Billinghurst’s.”

“Oh, now that is interesting,” he murmured. “Possibly coincidental. After all, he’s a rich man’s scion and that is the latest toy.”

“While I don’t disagree, this is making my spidey senses tingle.”

Gibs let out a snort. “I’m revising what I said earlier. What are the odds of two people who are friends with a victim’s grandson also having potentially incriminating evidence in these cases?”

“Isn’t Brownlow a mob family?”

We all stopped and looked at Marshall.

“Before I became a kingsman, I worked with law enforcement. Mostly around Third Precinct,” he reminded us. “I heard that name in break room talk. I don’t know if he’s part of the same family, but if he is, he might have mob connections.”

“Mobs would know how to hide evidence,” I mused, more a thought spoken out loud. It would explain the cleaning charms, how clean the murder scenes were, and how despite the various methods and approaches, each murderer had been diligent. How did a killer know how to do all of that, right out of the gate?

They had a master teaching them the tricks.

Abandoning my lists, I got up and headed for the phone in the room. I called Third Precinct station, and when a light female voice asked where she could direct my call, I said, “I need whoever is over the Brownlow family.”

“Understood. One moment, please.”

Waiting, waiting, waiting…

A gruff voice got on the line. “Roel speaking.”

“Detective Roel? This is Director Jamie Edwards, Queen’s Own.”

A creak of alarmed wood let me know he’d snapped upright in his chair. “Yes, ma’am, what can I do for you?”

“Well, that depends on how you’re going to answer the first question. Confirm something for me: Is Elias Brownlow part of the mob?”

He scoffed, the sound like a dirty engine trying and failing to rev. “Ahem, pardon, almost swallowed spit the wrong way. Yes, he’s very much mob. Multigenerational. Why are you asking, Director?”

“I suspect he’s part of a serial murder case I’ve got on my hands. Can you send over any cases you suspect he’s been involved in? I need to get this kid’s number and I know very little about him except that he drives a fancy red sports car and has questionable friends.”

“I would be delighted to hand over any information you need if it locks even one of those bastards up.”

“Tell you what, give me an hour to wrap up things here, then I’m coming to have a long chat with you. Should I bring coffee and snacks?”

“I’d love a snack, personally.”

“It’s a date. See you soon.” I hung up and told the room at large, “Poor Detective almost choked on his own spit. To answer the question simply, Marshall was right and Elias is very mob. Multigenerational.”

We all looked at each other, making a silent consensus.

“I’ll go with you to the station,” Marshall volunteered. “I think we need to properly look into this friend group. Too much is odd.”

“Odd in all the wrong ways, too. Which brings us to the last person in the oh-so-close friend group.” I resumed my seat, thinking cap on. “One of Edith Vyner’s staff mentioned that when Lord Zebediah Dawkins snapped his fingers, Paul came running. I wonder if that’s the case for all the friends?”

“Something to ask,” Henri said. “I suspect the answer is yes.”

Clint flicked an ear at me before announcing calmly, “Elias was Zebediah’s alibi for Vyner’s murder.”

We all paused and looked at him, me especially. Now, my furball could be a class clown, but he’d also found some amazing evidence over the years. I’d learned to listen to him when he did say something. Well, something aside from “my heating charm is wearing off” and “need more blankies.” Which he said a lot.

Anyway. “What do you mean?”

“Paul was at ski lodge with Eugene the afternoon before the murder,” he reminded me in that high-pitched voice. “But Zebediah and Elias joined them the morning after, remember? When you cross-checked Vyner ward list, they were each other’s alibi.”

Holy cannoli, he was correct. We’d confirmed they’d joined the other two up there, but at the time, there had been no reason to hunt either one of them down, as they were peripheral suspects in the case. I mean, why would the grandson’s friends be considered for the murder? What could have possibly been their motive?

But now, I really had to wonder…where had Zebediah and Elias been that night? Were the Chandler II tracks we found at the Vyner house from one of them using Elias’s car? The same type of car later used during the CEO’s murder?

“Look at you, so smart,” I praised. I leaned in to give him a good head rub, which set him to smug purring. “How did you think of that, anyway? I don’t think I told you the exact timeline.”

“Osmosis,” he purred.

This brat. I guess sleeping on all our case files did filter through somehow.

Gibs sat back, making his chair creak a little. “To recap, the by-all-accounts ringleader of the group and mob friend might not actually have alibis for Vyner’s murder, committed in a house they both have access to through the grandson. One of them not only drives the right model of sports car but has family ties to a mob, which knows how to deal with crime scenes. And another friend of the group has a signet ring that bears a striking resemblance to the bruising patterns on multiple victims. Oh, this group is looking very suspicious to me. I think we need to take a much closer look into all of them.”

A wave of giddiness rushed through me as the pieces started coming together. “I think we’re onto something here, guys. Let’s dig into this a little more. Marshall, let’s skim the rest of the lists and see if there’s anyone else in the group who has a sports car or if it’s just Elias.”

“Done.” Marshall lifted the list again.

“We’re not through with our own list,” Henri said, “but we’re close to it, I think. Should we interview Zebediah and Elias?”

“I don’t want to reach out to any of them directly just yet and tip our hand, but we should put out feelers.”

Henri nodded. “Consider it done, dearest.”

Meanwhile, I was hoping and praying this all came together somehow. Right now I had a lot of dangling threads, but did they lead me to a tapestry?

One could hope.
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After another long week, Jamie and I voted to have date night at home. In part because it felt like we barely had any personal time to ourselves these days with work being so hectic. In part because I dearly craved some of her chicken and potato curry.

I sat at the kitchen island, chopping up carrots, humming a little ditty as I worked.

“I see you are singing your ode to curry,” Jamie teased from the other side of the island, pouring butter into a pan on the stove. For the roux, I assumed.

“While it does not yet possess lyrics, I am intent on composing them.” I shot her a wink before focusing again. I’d rather not slice my finger due to inattention. “Dearest, I was informed today that the house is being put up for sale next week.”

Her voice lilted up in question. “Wait, the house you like so much? Gracewoods Manor?”

“The very one. Are you still sure about your decision?” I wanted to verify with her before making any sort of offer.

“I absolutely am if you are. I really like the house and love the location. A few tweaks here and there to make it ours and we’ll be set for life.”

“Precisely how I feel about it. I’ll meet with our agent then and have her send in an offer.”

This decision pleased me in multiple ways. Our wedding was coming up in less than a year, after all, and I wanted to move into a new house with my new bride. It wasn’t a very large or complicated wish, but somehow managing the logistics of all this meant having impeccable timing. And with Paul Billinghurst back on our list of suspects, it would be a tricky thing if the house got wrapped up in legal paperwork.

Still, if we could win the bid on this house, we would be well set.

Jamie glanced around her own apartment as if seeing it for the first time. “Occurs to me that it’s just as well we’re moving into a house with a library. If we get it, of course.”

“Between all my books and yours, a library is a necessity,” I agreed with a laugh.

Jamie, once she had learned the language well, had picked up her reading habit with gusto. Of course, she had a plethora of books on her Kindle, but she enjoyed a physical book in her hands, and reading gave her better insight to the many idioms, inside jokes, and whatnot in this culture.

Jamie kept mixing and made a grumpy little sound. “I think this every time, despite the fact I always make this huge pot—I can’t bring it into work with me. There’s no way to heat things up.”

Sadly true. We had a magically heated water kettle for tea and such, but no other appliance in the break room to heat food up with. An oversight, for sure. “What were those appliances I saw in the TV shows? The little box that dinged.”

“Oh, the microwave?” Jamie sighed. “I want a microwave.”

“Is Ellie not working on one?”

“Oh, she is, it’s just not quite ready for home use yet. She’s still in the testing phase. I’ll have to be patient a little longer. I’m just glad I finally got duct tape.”

“Duck tape?”

“No, honey, not the animal. Duct as in the air ducts of a building.”

“Ahh. But why that?”

“Duct tape can fix anything. It can almost make anything. Saw a man make a boat out of duct tape, once, and it floated just fine.”

The mental image of a man putting multiple layers of tape around a boat’s frame and it not sinking immediately made my brain short circuit. “What sort of science is that?”

“Sticky science.”

I gave her a droll look for that bit of nonsense, which got her laughing. Sometimes, she said things just to make me react so. My expression apparently amused her.

My pad in my pocket rang and I set the knife down to fish it out, a little spark of unease floating through my stomach as I saw who called. “Speaking of her, Ellie is calling. Hello, Ellie?”

“Henri, hi, I’m sorry for this, but I need you here.” The tension in her voice was clear. Her words shook around the edges, as if she were barely holding it together but panic threatened to set in. “Another weird package has been delivered, but this one’s worse. It’s full of charms, and they’re the type that don’t play well with others.”

I was already out of my seat and heading for my coat, not bothering to fill Jamie in, as she’d easily be able to hear the conversation. “Which charms?”

“Well, a few cleaning ones, but also fire suppressant, anti-storm, and I-I think there’s a fireworks charm in there too. I can smell the gunpowder. The charms are already starting to stick to each other, not the type that should be mixed, and it’s giving off that weird ozone smell, you know the one.”

The unease from before turned into a five-stage alarm. “I do know what you mean and that’s very much not good news. Ellie, where are you exactly? The warehouse?”

“Yes, that’s right. Near the side door—not the main one, the door that leads directly to my work area.”

“And the box is there too?”

“Right. A man delivered it, but he’s gone.”

“Do not move it. Do not move anything, in fact. Try to clear the building. Just the fumes alone will knock you out if you stay near it for much longer. Move, now, get people evacuated.”

“I will. Where are you?”

“Jamie’s apartment, which means I’m on my way, but it will take me more than a few minutes to get there. Call Sherard if you can.”

“He’s not answering for some reason, but I’ll keep trying.”

“Do so. Hang tight.” I ended the call and turned, only to find that Jamie had already moved the pot off the stove, turned it off, and was in the process of shoving feet into boots. “I know you want to be on scene, but do be careful. If we have a magical mix on our hands, it might impact your core.”

She merely grunted in response. “I’ll keep a safe distance, but I can’t just sit here and worry.”

No, she could not. I knew her well and wouldn’t ask it of her. I could see in her body language the worry that coiled within her. She moved quickly, faster than the average human could manage, which fed into my own sense of urgency.

I almost bit my tongue but somehow managed to say, “You drive.”

Jamie shot me a grim smile even as she raced out of the flat. “Don’t regret your words!”

Oh, I’d regret them. But we’d get there much faster if she drove, and right now, speed was of the essence. I called to the Felixes as we rushed for the door, “Stay here!”

Yowls of protest followed me, but I ignored them as I shut and locked the door.

I hopped into the car and let Jamie drive off like the whirling dervish she was. I just held on to the dash for balance, even as I worked the pad with my free hand. Ellie was likely frantically trying to evacuate everyone, so I would call Sherard again for her.

It rang.

And rang.

And rang, before ending the call.

Sodding deities! Just what was he doing? Or was he in a place where he couldn’t hear the calls?

Frustrated, I rang up Jules Felix next, on the off chance he was still in his office.

“Davenforth? What’s this, then, and tell me it’s not an emergency. I have a date tonight.”

“Felix, it might be, which is why I’m calling. Are you still in your office?”

“I am, why?” The wariness in his voice was justified, based on past times I’d called for his aid.

“Can you run and see if Seaton is still in his? I need him urgently.”

“Oh, sure thing. Hold that thought.”

I could hear the sounds of him going up the stairs, the tread of his boots on the staircase, little huffs of exertion. Then a clear knocking sound.

“I say, Seaton, are you in?”

A door opening, then Seaton’s voice clearly answered, “Not for you. What are you bothering me about?”

“Davenforth is looking for you.”

Seaton’s voice suddenly became much clearer. “What is it?”

I spoke louder, hoping he could hear me. “Seaton, Ellie’s just called us in distress. Another box was delivered but with a volatile mix of charms that are already giving off the smell of ozone.”

He swore roundly. “I’ll portal straight there. Are you on your way?”

“Jamie and I both are. Quickly, man, move. We’re still a good ten minutes away.”

“Will do.”

Felix spoke again. “Annnnd he’s gone. Uh, I do have a date, but if this is bad enough, call me anyway. I’ll pop over to help.”

It did aggravate me at times like this that I didn’t have more magical power. If I did, I’d have been able to portal myself and Jamie directly to Ellie. Grumbling wouldn’t change anything, but still, it was salt in the wound in dire situations. “Appreciated, and I might yet. There are some very explosive materials in Ellie Warner’s guild, and I do not like the thought of that building going boom.”

“It’ll take out half the waterfront.” Felix sounded faint. “Hence my offer. Just let me know.”

“Thank you. We’re doing our best to get there before that very thing happens. I’ll let you go for now.”

I hung up and blew out a stressed breath. “Thank heavens he was still at work.”

“That was smart, to have him go and check. I bet Sherard was deep in thought and just didn’t hear his pad go off. He’s as bad as you when he’s got his thinking cap on. A world war could happen around him and he wouldn’t hear it.”

I had no way to disagree, as she was quite correct. We were similar in that regard. “I just hope he’s already there and mitigating the damage.”

“Yeah,” Jamie said grimly, and hit the gas, forcing the car even faster. “Me too.”
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I pulled up to a nightmare.

The warehouse was ablaze despite the onslaught of water—not that water could contain wild magic. Even from here I could feel the pressure of the heat against my skin, almost scorching despite the flames not touching me. My heart was stuck in my throat as I threw the car into park. Two firetrucks were already on scene, pumping seawater onto the building. Through a thick haze I could see people scrambling out of the building, clutching various items to their chests, and at least a few ambulances treating people.

I raced for the ambulances, hit with an onslaught of thick, acrid smoke so heavy that it invaded my mouth and clung to the back of my throat. Visibility was awful; I couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction because so many people, flashing lights, and lingering smoke blocked my view.

Ambulances…keep heading for the ambulances. First, I had to make sure none of my friends were in them, then I could help with this scene. Well, maybe, if Henri would let me anywhere near it.

Henri ran past me, heading toward the fire, wand already in hand, so I knew he’d do his best to put it out.

Sherard? Ellie?

Where were my people?!

I stumbled across Luther first, Ellie’s right-hand man, sitting inside the back of an ambulance and getting a temporary splint put on. The kobold looked smaller than usual in his torn black coveralls. He looked utterly relieved upon spotting me.

His voice, normally deep and untroubled, audibly shook as he called out, “Jamie! Thank all the deities. Is Henri here too?”

“He is, already fighting the fire,” I confirmed. “What happened?”

“That benighted box just blew! We were still trying to get the word out to people to stop, evacuate, when it just”—he used his free hand to mime an explosion—“blew. I’ll be all right, they think my arm is broken, but Ellie…I-I lost Ellie in the confusion. She was down and out last I saw her, Balt had to carry her out. I think she was too close to the blast, but I don’t know for sure. Find Ellie.”

Alarm didn’t begin to describe the hot emotion stabbing my heart. Fear had taken up residence in every nerve ending, so intense I felt my fingers shake from it. My stomach felt like lead and, honestly, I felt like just crying for a second, but I shoved that feeling ruthlessly down and took off, frantically looking for Ellie. I’d never been so desperate to lay hands on a friend as I was in that moment.

If Balt had to carry her out, then was she still unconscious? Would it do any good to even try calling her name in this madness? Between the first responders calling to each other, the harsh spray of multiple hoses beating against that fire, and the sirens wailing, pandemonium prevailed. This much noise and chaos overwhelmed me, but I did my best to push past that, to focus, to sift through things to find Ellie.

Oddly enough, it was a familiar scent that caught my attention first. On instinct, I whipped about and spotted a flame of bright red hair against a gurney.

I raced the short distance, skidding to a stop near her head, and checked myself before I grabbed her. Instinct wanted to reach out, but training kept me in place. Two EMTs were frantically wrapping bandages around her, and my heart broke as I realized why. She’d clearly suffered injuries to her left arm and leg. Hastily applied bandages and splints covered both those limbs, her head oozed blood through a bandage, and burn marks marred her visible skin. Second-degree burns, probably, because while there was blistering, the skin still looked intact. Red, bumpy, and swollen, but I prayed it wasn’t bad enough to damage her muscles or leave her scarred.

“My god, Ellie,” I breathed, so shaken seeing her like this I just about burst into tears right there on the spot.

One of the EMTs, female and younger, lifted a hand to shoo me away. “Ma’am, you need to evacuate the area—”

I fortunately still had my badge in my coat pocket and snapped it free. “Director Edwards, Queen’s Own. This is Ellie Warner, of the Black Clover Artificers’ Guild. She’s my friend, and I’m riding with you.”

My words brooked no argument. My tone made it clear this wasn’t a request.

“Then move,” the older EMT ordered. “We’ve got to get her to hospital now.”

I grabbed the gurney’s sides and helped them lift it into the ambulance. Then I clambered up, the doors closing behind me. My focus was on two things: first, alerting people; second, getting help.

Older EMT leaned over a little to look at my pad. “Is that the new device they’re talking about letting all first responders have?”

“It is.” I gave him a quick glance, most of my attention on the screen. “Ellie invented it.”

“Whoa.” He seemed suitably impressed. “We’re supposed to get those issued next week. Can’t wait.”

First message: Henri, Ellie’s in a bad state, riding with her to hospital.

I knew he likely wouldn’t hear the pad now in the heat of the moment, but when he came looking for me, he’d see the message.

Second person needed a call.

Please pick up, please pick up, please pick up—

Vonderbank answered with a gruff, “I’m literally in pajamas.”

“I do not care what you are wearing, meet me at Central Hospital, now.”

His tone changed into one of concern. “Why? Who’s hurt?”

“Ellie Warner. Her warehouse was attacked and it’s partially in flames right now. I might need you to treat more people than her, but she’s not in a good state.”

He swore. “I’ll beat you there.”

Likely that meant he’d fly in. “Thank you.”

I hung up and took a breath, because this next call was going to be the hardest. I wished to god I didn’t have to make it, but I knew I had to. I owed it to Mama Warner.

The female EMT piped up with, “I know it’s cold comfort at the moment, but Ms. Warner was the worst hurt, from what I saw.”

I spared her a quick smile. “Thanks for saying that, actually. I wasn’t sure about anyone else. They’re all friends, but Ellie’s practically my sister.”

She gave a small nod, sympathy in her gaze. “I understand.”

Breathe out, breathe in, now call.

The male EMT pointed at the pad. “Who you calling now?”

“Her mom.”

“Oh, good, we’ll need someone to sign off on surgeries. Uh, I can give her a quick rundown on her daughter if you’d like.”

“I need you to.”

Mama Warner was good with technology, much like her daughter, and had embraced the pad with gusto. She always had it on hand, and tonight was clearly no exception, as she answered on the third ring.

“Hi, Jamie! It’s been a while since we chatted.” Her soprano voice was cheery, and my grim mood lightened a hair.

“Mama Warner, I wish I could say I was calling to chat. Actually, I need you at the hospital, stat. Ellie’s been attacked.”

She sucked in a breath and then bellowed for her husband before demanding, “How bad?”

The EMT sitting near me leaned in to reply, “She’s stable, but she’s got at least two broken bones, a laceration on her temple, second-degree burns on her arms and face, and a lot of smoke inhalation that’s likely damaged her throat and lungs. She’ll definitely need surgery to put the bones back into place, and imaging to check for internal injuries.”

“I’m on my way, but treat her, don’t wait on me. Jamie, you keep me updated.”

“I will. Try not to stress, I’ve got Royal Mage Vonderbank meeting us there.”

I could hear her rushing out the door even as she spoke to me, and the engine of a car fired up. Hopefully her husband was driving since she was still on the call with me.

“You can just call in a royal mage like that?”

“Vonderbank is a friend. Thankfully, he’s quick to respond in situations like this. He’s flying in even now and I think he’ll beat us there.”

“I’ve never been more grateful that Ellie’s friends with you. I’ll see you soon. Wait—Jamie, you’re not hurt?”

As expected of a mom, to check on everyone. “I’m not. I wasn’t even on scene when this happened. I’m assured Ellie’s people weren’t nearly as badly hurt, although I saw Luther. He’s got a broken arm.”

“I’ll message you his wife’s number. Can you call her once you reach the hospital?”

“I can, yes. Thank you.” Honestly, it felt better to have something to do once I hit the hospital rather than sit in the hallway wringing my hands.

We hit the hospital’s emergency room doors with sirens going, and the back doors immediately burst open. At this point, I was more hindrance than help, so I got out of the way as people quickly unloaded my friend and rushed her in. I was grateful all over again I’d pushed so hard for ambulances and EMTs to be a thing in this world.

A nurse came to me and demanded, “Next of kin?”

“On their way; her parents. I expect them in five minutes or less. I’m Director Edwards, Queen’s Own. This is part of my case.”

She nodded in understanding. “Got it, Director Edwards, we’ll keep you apprised.”

“Ellie’s also a dear friend, so let me give you a heads-up on this. She can’t have Azzin or Izadan, allergic reaction to both.”

Both of those were topical anesthetics, and normally used to treat burns.

“Oh! Good to know. Anything else?”

“Those are the only two things I know of, at least.”

“I’ll rush and tell the team that.” She turned on her heel and ran in, likely to catch them before someone tried to use them on Ellie. I appreciated her speed.

Standing there in the hallway, I spotted Vonderbank farther down, crossing from one room to another, already wearing scrubs. Good, he was on task already. I seriously owed that man so many favors.

The doors swung in behind me and I turned sharply, then relaxed a little as I realized Ellie’s parents had arrived. “They just wheeled her back in. Vonderbank’s already here and with her.”

Mama Warner looked much like her daughter, with the same fiery red hair, fair skin, pointed ears, and petite build. She skidded to a stop and demanded, “Did you tell them to not give her anything with Ilmon in it?”

“Uhh, I told them not to use Azzin or Izadan on her.”

Her lips pursed, expression distressed, and she rushed past me.

Papa Warner paused long enough to explain, “It’s actually Ilmon she’s allergic to. That’s a common ingredient in pain relief drugs, it’s just that Azzin or Izadan are what most people try to use on her.”

“Ohhh.” I had not known that part. I’d just heard her repeatedly say no to Azzin or Izadan. I felt even worse now.

We headed farther in to get a breakdown of what surgeries she might need. I knew she was in the best of hands; I couldn’t have put together a better team to treat her. Still, something in my heart felt like it was rattling loose, and I didn’t think it would go back into place until Ellie opened her eyes and started sassing people. Seeing her lie on a gurney so unnaturally still had inserted icy fear into my heart. I never, ever wanted to see her like that again. I had a feeling tonight was going to live in my nightmares for the next year.

I put my back to the cold white wall and just breathed for a second. I gave myself that moment to pull myself back together. I still had to get my wits about me, and that meant putting things into motion.

First, message Gibson.

Gibs, Ellie’s warehouse was attacked tonight. It’s currently on fire, Henri and Sherard on scene. Get the team over there and start working the scene. I’m at hospital with Ellie, she was badly hurt.

I got a scribbled response that looked like a lot of swear words and an okay, but it was honestly hard to read. He’d clearly scribbled something while trying to move at the same time.

Assured he was moving, I proceeded to the call I dreaded the most. Ellie was very much Regina’s friend too, not to mention a national treasure with her mind and inventions. Politically and personally, Regina was not going to take this well.

A feral smile graced my lips at the thought. I was fully planning to murder the bastard who did this to my friend. Odds were good Regina would help me. Or at least look the other way.

All I had to do was catch him.

I called, waiting for the answer. I wanted to call Sherard too, but he was likely in the thick of things. Despite not seeing him earlier, I knew in my heart he was fine, and I had no reason to worry about him.

Later. I could check in with him later and entrust him to Henri for now.

The call connected. “Jamie. What is going on?”

“Ellie Warner’s guild was attacked tonight, and Ellie…Ellie was badly hurt—”
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That night in the hospital felt like a decade stretched out over an eon, though in all honesty only about two hours passed before I was given the all clear to enter the patient’s room. Ellie had come out of surgery and was in her own room, which meant things had gone much better than I’d feared. I jogged that way and found Vonderbank half inside the doorway, clearly waiting on me.

“She’s just waking up,” he said, and I could tell from his tired smile that pleased him. “We used a nonstandard spell on her for the surgery, and she’s responded well to it, waking quickly.”

I barely managed to keep the tears from falling in utter relief. “Okay, but how is she altogether?”

From inside the room she grumbled, “That’s my question!”

Just hearing her voice soothed me. I’d known she had a great chance of recovery, but still, I needed to hear her.

I pushed past Vonderbank’s expansive wings, wanting to see her too. She leaned against several pillows to help her sit up in the bed, her left arm already in a cast and resting on a pillow, left leg also cast and propped up. This thick, gel-looking stuff covered her arms, face, and hands. I’d seen something like it used with the bomb case.

Her parents sat in chairs to the right of the bed, hands clasped together. They looked up when I entered, smiling tiredly, but I only managed a brief nod before rushing to my friend’s side.

“God, Ellie, how are you?”

“Pissed off.” Her brows snapped together, vengeance burning in her eyes. “I can’t believe the gall of that bastard!”

The part of my heart that had been rattling loose for the past two hours slotted itself back into place. I hated that she was hurt, but the relief of seeing her sitting up and already planning revenge…that was enough. Enough for me to breathe out. Even if she sounded like a chain smoker right now.

“I’ll help you catch him,” I promised.

I leaned in to carefully give her a hug around the shoulders, pretty much the only place she wasn’t hurt. She lifted her good arm to hug me awkwardly back. I felt like crying all over again, my throat tightening under these strong emotions, but I could cry later. I still needed answers.

Retreating a little, I demanded, “First, let me hear what’s wrong and how long it will take for you to heal. Vonderbank?”

He stepped to the right side of the bed, turning to address all of us. “The good news is, the breaks in both your arm and leg were clean, nothing complicated. I was able to set them back to rights without much trouble, and since you’re so young and in good shape, I expect you to heal from this quickly. The burns look more serious than they actually are. My healing gel will keep them protected and cool, so don’t take that off. Don’t try to bandage them either, or it will interfere with the spells. You’ll heal without a scar as long as you leave the gel on. The spells are meant to keep the burns moisturized and will accelerate healing. Just try not to move around much in the upcoming weeks. Let your body heal. I estimate you’ll be back to perfect health in a month or two if you don’t push yourself. Right now you’re on some strong pain meds, but don’t let them fool you into thinking you’re fine.”

We were supposed to keep Ellie from moving around?

Ellie?

Our Ellie?

Crap. We were screwed.

Ellie’s mouth was already forming a pout. “I have to completely replace my warehouse and this man’s telling me to just sit around— Wait, my warehouse! Jamie, how’s my guild, my baby?” Her trembling bottom lip pushed out, and she looked at me with wide eyes.

“Mixed news on that.” I placed my hands on the foot of the bed. “Your guildmembers are fine. Luther’s arm was broken but other than that, people were mostly dealing with smoke inhalation, bruising, or some light burns. You definitely got the worst of it.”

She blew out a breath, visible relief like a wave over her face. “I was still evacuating people when it all blew. I feared for them most of all. My warehouse?”

“Er…mostly toast. Sorry. The individual wards over each workspace kept anything inside from burning to the ground, but the outer shell of the building is used-up kindling at this point. Henri and Sherard did their best, but with all the chemicals you had in there—”

Ellie winced, then tried to clear her throat. “I was afraid of that. Plus, the building was very old and almost dry-rotting in areas.”

“That didn’t help either. But! They kept it from spreading to the rest of the neighborhood, and your workspace weathered it fine, so not a complete loss?”

“I’ll take the win.” She smirked a little but still looked miffed.

Papa Warner leaned a little around his wife to speak to his daughter. “We’ll help you find a new warehouse, Ellie.”

“Thanks, Papa. I’ll need it.”

Her father was a real estate guru, and I had no doubt he’d already been helping Ellie try to find a new location. The situation just demanded more urgency now. I trusted him to have that well in hand. My task was to find the one who did this to her.

I also needed to take her statement while the memory was fresh in her head. “Vonderbank, anything else you need to tell us?”

“Not a thing.” He spread his hands, tone matter-of-fact. “In fact, I’m going back home to bed.”

“Fair enough. Thank you so much.”

He held up a finger and demanded, “Breakfast burritos.”

I laughed. “You got it, man, just name the day.”

Pleased, his tail did a little happy wriggle as he left the room.

Good to know my burritos were tasty enough for bribes.

Mama Warner shifted in her chair and caught my eye. “Jamie, Ellie said this was a deliberate attack on her. What can you do to make sure she’s safe?”

“We’ll have round-the-clock protection on her from this point,” I promised. “I’ve already got my team working on the area. Queen Regina’s been updated on this situation and has dispatched two kingsmen to stand guard outside her room. I’m waiting on them to arrive. Can the two of you go to Ellie’s place, grab whatever she needs, and then come back? I can introduce you to the guards that way and you can easily see her without me needing to run interference.”

“Oh! Sure, sure. Ellie, what do you want, sweetheart?”

Ellie proceeded to rattle off a list, which her father dutifully wrote down. I let them do that for a minute, just soaking in the fact that Ellie was awake and would be okay. Calling in Vonderbank for her might have been overkill, but I’d do it again in a heartbeat, just for the peace of mind that she’d been treated by the very best, if nothing else.

I let the two of them leave, and then shut the door behind them before pulling up a chair next to her bed, notebook in hand.

“I absolutely hate that I was spot about you being a target. Unfortunately, between the game rules and your own popularity, you were a prime target. I suspect those two reasons are the only motives behind this attack, but if you know something, now’s the time to spill. So, sis, let’s talk about that bad man and what he did, shall we?”

That light of retribution returned with a vengeance. “My favorite topic. Jamie, I saw him make the delivery.”

My attention, already on her before, now sat up straight and saluted. “You did?!”

“I did!” Her gamine grin showed she was pleased as punch. “He was cocky. I think he believed I would be killed by that box. It was in an incredibly bad state when he dropped it off. That’s why I called Henri so fast. But this bastard literally bypassed reception and rolled up to my personal door, knocked like he belonged there, and actually had me sign some paperwork for the delivery. He was dressed like a delivery worker, but…something about that just didn’t ring true for me.”

I encouraged her with a wave of my fingers. “Go on, just stream of consciousness, talk it out.”

“So, it was…he was too clean. Does that make sense? His haircut was fresh, face perfectly shaven, gloves obviously brand new. I’ve never seen a delivery person that late in the day who didn’t look like they’d somehow survived a war. They’re usually a little sweaty even in the winter because of all the heavy lifting, gloves scuffed up, maybe a little frayed—you know what I mean?”

I understood precisely what she meant. Blue-collar workers just got into stuff, and their hands directly reflected their hard work. “All right, so he was a pretty boy. You said he was dressed like a delivery worker, though?”

“Right, in the blue coveralls with a cap pulled low over his face. But I did see his face.” She paused, coughing hard.

The effects of smoke inhalation would likely linger in her lungs for a while. I jumped up and fetched her a glass of water with a straw. She’d have trouble holding a cup just then, so I offered it to her. She gratefully seized the straw and took several large gulps, then paused to cough a bit more before sucking down the rest.

“More?”

“I’m good for now,” she assured me, her throat sounding a bit more raw than before. “Ugh, I’m going to be hacking that stuff up for weeks. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right, I saw his face. High brow, square jawline, pitch-black hair, blue eyes—like, a very light blue, almost grey. Could have been the lighting, though?”

I jotted this down. “If I get a sketch artist in here, can you describe him?”

“Absolutely.”

“Any rings on?”

“No.”

“How tall was he?”

“About your height. Maybe a little taller.”

“Age?”

“Early twenties, maybe mid-twenties.”

“Did he say anything to you?”

“Just asked for a signature.” Ellie almost snapped her fingers before thinking better of the gesture. “That was the other thing! He didn’t sound right. Like, he was trying to sound like a dock worker, but the accent was wrong.”

I noted that down too. “Did he look native to this area, though?”

“He did.”

The overall picture started to come together. A man very much out of his element, pretending to be from this side of town in order to throw off anyone watching. Given our renewed interest in four certain suspects, it seemed I’d be making a few more inquiries tomorrow. “Ellie, think about this carefully: Did he ever interact with the ward itself?”

She frowned hard and I could tell she was reviewing everything that had happened tonight under a mental microscope. It was so Ellie. Nothing could stop that sharp mind from working, not even the harrowing events of today. “No. No, he never did. He had it on a dolly—the box, I mean. My workstation’s ward doesn’t engage from the outside, but the inside of the room, all of ours did. The main ward over the whole building is meant for storms only, or accidents, not theft per se. Still, he didn’t come anywhere near my ward. He stayed a good foot away from the door when he made me sign for it, and even when he delivered the box, he just tipped the dolly so the box slid onto the floor, and then he quickly walked away. I was honestly mad at him for doing that. It was a heavy box, and I had to get Balt in there to help me shift it. I couldn’t close the door otherwise.”

I met her eyes levelly. “Sounds to me like he knew wards were in place, but not precisely what they did. Also sounds like he was afraid that box would blow up in his face too, so he got out of there fast.”

“Yeah, I have to agree with that. At the time it was just weird and annoying. Only in retrospect is this obvious.”

“Did anything about the paperwork look weird to you?”

“No—” She paused, another coughing fit forcing more gunk out.

I got her another glass of water, which she downed a great deal of, then grimaced. “Thanks. Ugh, I’ll kill him when I get hands on him.”

“I didn’t hear that. More water?”

“Not for now. Thanks.”

I sat back down and encouraged her to continue.

“Honestly, the delivery was from a company I recognized. The logo on the paperwork was the usual one, at least. That’s why I didn’t question it enough and just signed.” Her mouth stayed open for a second and then she frowned. “The truck was wrong…right style, wrong color. It was blue and not white.”

“A delivery van, but blue?”

“Right. It didn’t have markings on it, either.”

I also noted that down. This really seemed like a poor disguise, but I guess good enough to get the box inside, which was his whole aim.

“I’m kicking myself for accepting that box,” Ellie groaned. “It was just a box of charms. I didn’t think of it as dangerous until I opened the lid and that smell hit me. But especially after that first weird delivery of the cleaning charms, I should have questioned it.”

Clearly, the cleaning charm delivery had been a test to see if the would-be murderer could get past her wards and security with a box, and the answer had been yes.

I drew in a deep breath, steadying myself against the onslaught of emotions. “Ellie, next place, you’re getting more secure wards.”

She sighed. “No argument.”

“For now, though, I’m going to let you rest. Your eyes are drooping. Your body needs sleep.”

“You’ll be here, though, until the kingsmen arrive? Promise?” She was already sagging into her pillow.

“I will, I promise. And you know not much can get past me.” I dared someone to even try.

She snickered softly even as her eyes fell closed. “I have a loaded friend and I’m not afraid to use her.”

Scamp. I pulled the blankets up closer to her chin, but she was pretty much out like a light already.

I scrubbed a hand over my face as I dropped back into my chair, and for a moment just let myself feel heartsick. Far too many friends and family had been hurt this year. I didn’t know what kind of sacrifice I needed for the goddess of luck, but I was seriously looking into that.

Anything to end this trend of people I loved getting hurt.
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The warehouse was still smoking along the edges as I walked carefully about the area, trying to discern exactly what had happened. I had already called Róis to see if she could aid me in tracking down whomever caused this. I hoped the attacker’s aura lingered after the brouhaha of last night.

I surveyed the aftermath, thankful everyone had made it out alive. Basically nothing of the warehouse structure still existed. The explosion had demolished the roof and left gaping, scorched holes in the walls. Only individual worktables had survived, but much of the materials and equipment hadn’t. The thick, acrid scent of burning elements and scorched metal lingered unpleasantly in the air. I had to wear a mask just to walk about the place.

Memories of last night kept filtering in, even as I looked the building over. Seaton and I had fought hard to suppress the wild magic within the flame, the firefighters aiding when they could. We’d been able to save the neighboring warehouses from going up in smoke and should have been proud of our efforts. Still, some part of my mind found it hard to grasp the reality of how this had happened. Ellie had of course called me about the charms in the box but—this much destruction? This much destruction from one grouping of charms in a single box?

It boggled the mind.

Gibson, Marshall, and Jameson had come in last night to help contain and process the scene, calling in the other team for support. The area was huge, and we’d needed all hands. It had left us all sleep deprived and exhausted today, but hopefully, some good came out of our long night.

My pad dinged and I whipped it out, more alert than usual because of yesterday’s explosion. I’d barely gotten a wink of sleep last night after returning home, and I knew Jamie was in the same boat after hours spent at the hospital. It was hard to relax into slumber when the nerves were so unsettled. Plus, I battled magical exhaustion from pushing myself to the limit last night and now working the weekend instead of curling up on the couch with a good book. Cranky didn’t begin to describe my mood.

Henri, Eddy, and I are heading to the hospital this morning. We’re meeting with the sketch artist.

I appreciated her letting me know and drew her a smiley face in return. Mostly to make her laugh. I hadn’t seen her since last night, only exchanged calls with her, but I knew how upset she was. Of course she would be; Ellie was incredibly dear to her.

You’re cute with the smiley. Ellie says she’s willing to play bait to draw killer out, so let people know she’s alive.

That was so much like Ellie, I wasn’t the least bit surprised. Understood.

Ellie had excellent protection, including two kingsmen at all times, plus Felixes and Eddy starting rotation this morning. Phil stuck with me today, mostly sitting on my shoulder, as the ground was treacherous with debris.

I put my pad away as Seaton came into view. He had also been walking the perimeter of the destruction from the other end so we could meet in the middle. He had a pensive expression, the wind coming off the sea whipping his red coat about his long legs, mussing his dark hair.

It was one of those days when one felt the wind. It sliced right through material and straight to bone, sending errant chills through my body. The sun was of no help, hiding behind clouds as it did. I shivered under the onslaught and mentally instructed the heating charm in my pocket to do its job.

Must I redesign heating charms next? Not that I’d made much headway in the cleaning charms department. I shoved that thought off to the side as something to review later.

“Davenforth,” Seaton greeted. “Anything?”

“Hmm, no. Nothing I didn’t already know, at any rate. Parts of this just don’t line up. A singular box filled with charms could do this?”

He grunted in agreement, turning so he stared squarely at the crumbled building. “No, this doesn’t make sense. Think back to that case you had with the shoddy charm maker—what’s the difference between now and then?”

“Well, but the charms then weren’t meant to be explosive or harmful. Even the cases where people stack the charms for disposal and they catch fire that way don’t compare to this. Those instances involve used-up charms, which don’t contain a lot of inherent power. It’s the time given to them for remnants of magic to mix that sets off the reaction. This was clearly deliberate and timed.”

Seaton splayed a hand. “Which makes me think something else was in that box. You can’t get this kind of precise timing otherwise. Unless the charms in there were a decoy?”

“I’m not so sure. Part of the defenses on the building’s wards were for explosives. They have had that scare before, you see. No, this—whatever this is—was clever.”

“You said Ellie called and listed off some of the charms. What were they?”

“A few cleaning ones, but also fire suppressant, anti-storm, and possibly fireworks charms.”

“Why did she think firework charms?”

“Because she smelled gunpowder. That and a strong scent of ozone.”

“Ahhh,” he intoned, a man who’d finally found an answer.

I wanted to smack him. “Don’t just stand there looking all wise and sage-like. If you know, tell me! Wait, you don’t think there was just loose gunpowder hanging about at the bottom of the box, do you?”

“I love how you read my mind even as you demand answers.” Seaton grinned. “Yes, that’s precisely what I think. The wards wouldn’t register that as a danger or a bomb, after all. It’s an ingredient used often here, and likely bought in bulk.”

“I know for a fact you’re right on that.”

“Now, let’s suppose that Ellie, in her panic, didn’t look at the charms as closely as she should have. What if that wasn’t a fire suppressant charm?”

“Wasn’t a fire suppressant? Then what else could it—” I groaned, cutting myself off as I remembered the trouble I used to have over this very thing. People would snatch up some fire suppressant charm from a bargain bin but fail to look at it properly and buy the wrong charm. It was one of the banes of my existence that the two charms looked incredibly alike. “Anti-flood charm.”

“Anti-flood charm,” he agreed. “Looks like the bastard child of a fire suppressant charm, and while an excellent purchase for a homeowner because of the massive rains and tidal waves we sometimes get, not so good in this case. If that charm was sitting on top, it was there for a reason. To prevent any water from touching that box.”

I turned to stare at the building now, playing it all out in my mind’s eye like a stage play: the charms in the box being assembled, with certain key charms placed on top; cleaning charms as a decoy; anti-flood and anti-storm there to keep the box completely waterproof… I’d wondered why the fire and explosion suppressant charms on Ellie’s building had failed. But they hadn’t failed, they’d been neatly countered, all with the contents of a singular box.

The charms had deliberately been stacked on top of gunpowder so that the second the right type of magical friction occurred—which wouldn’t take much—it would explode immediately.

I pinched the bridge of my nose, already feeling a headache coming on. “How do people keep figuring out these horrid methods?”

“Ingenuity?”

“Sadly, yes. If we could just harness that ingenuity for the greater good instead…”

“Yes, quite.” Seaton sighed and gestured to the building. “This means careful cleanup on our parts. Too much could be reignited or, well, considering what’s in this area, we could accidentally harm ourselves if we touch the wrong thing.”

“You take left, I’ll take right?”

“I suppose that’s for the best.”

Deciding he needed some good news, I added, “I did hear from Jamie just now. Ellie’s awake this morning and plans to sit with a sketch artist. She saw the man who gave her the box.”

Seaton’s dark eyes lit up with evil glee. “Oh, did she now? That’s quite excellent news.”

“She’s also volunteered to play bait to bring him out.”

“I hope she’s saying that with proper protections in place.”

“She is.”

Seaton still didn’t look reassured. “I’ll swing by after this and visit her.”

“Probably for the best. I have the feeling Ellie will make a terrible patient.”

Seaton’s shoulders slumped. “I feel so guilty for not answering her call, for not getting to her in time. I’d left my pad in another room and didn’t hear it.”

“My friend, don’t beat yourself up over this. Mistakes happen. I leave my pad in my coat pocket half the time. It’s hard to be on guard and on call all the time.”

He nodded but was clearly still kicking himself for the mistake. “Well, let’s get this hazard sorted before it causes trouble.”

“Yes,” I agreed wearily, as working for several more hours in this wind wasn’t something to look forward to. Still: “More trouble is definitely something to avoid.”

A car drove up and I turned to see who it was. The beat cops keeping the area cordoned off challenged this new person but then let the car through. Oh, who was this? Wait, I saw the Queen’s Own emblem on the car.

To my relief, Róis slung herself out of the driver’s seat. She spotted me immediately and waved. “Hi, hi, sorry, I got here as fast as I could.”

“I appreciate your speed. I just want you to take a look at something.”

“Sure, what?”

I guided her to the side door Ellie’s disastrous package had been delivered to. Seaton tagged along, no doubt curious. I’d barely got the door—or where the door had been—in sight when Róis threw up a hand. I paused, eyes sharp on her face as she moved about. I’d seen the Felixes act like this, with their heads tilting this way and that, the way they’d pause and stare at something for a long second. In fact, Phil was intently staring at Róis, his ears perked. Hope rose in my throat. Still, I didn’t interrupt her train of thought by demanding answers.

After a long moment, she said, “The same. This is the same aura as the person at the Vyner house.”

The bottom of my stomach dropped out before rising again in a fury. “The same man?!”

“Is it a man?”

“Yes, Ellie saw his face. She verified a human male in his twenties.”

The Woodland Elf’s smile cut razor sharp, the light in her eyes speaking of raw anger. “Oh, did she now. Unfortunately, the trail seems to dead-end very shortly. Did he get into a vehicle?”

“He did. A delivery van.”

She nodded once. “That explains it. Still, I’d bet you my entire paycheck this man was the same one who killed Edith Vyner.”

I’d been waiting for verification that Ellie’s attacker was a player of the game, and now we had it, along with two possible suspects. Trackers were worth their weight in gold.

Seaton demanded, “If you see this man, can you verify it’s him?”

“In a second.” Róis rubbed her gloved hands together, looking at us both with a gamine grin. “Let’s find him quickly, shall we?”
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As soon as crap hits the fan, you realize who’s truly a friend, who’s unquestionably reliable, and who will have your back no matter what’s gone down.

Ellie was having that moment right now. I could barely get a foot into her hospital room this morning because friends, family, colleagues, and even some admirers had all come to see her. A kingsman never left her side during this, with the second kingsman standing vigilant at the door, because we wanted people to come and see her. Still, it was heartening to see the outpouring of love, and Ellie especially looked touched.

She still sounded like a chain smoker because of the smoke inhalation, but her color had already improved. The burns looked better, too, not as angry and red, thanks to the healing gel. She looked quite comfortable propped up on three thousand pillows with a purring cat in her lap. Clint had volunteered for lap duty. He was an excellent nap buddy, so he was free to stay with Ellie to his heart’s content. Tasha had been tagging along with me all morning. Upon gaining the room, she hopped lightly onto the bed so she could snuggle against Ellie’s good side.

After the sketch artist left and the crowd thinned, I was only planning to do a bit of teasing before getting back to the job myself. I wanted to track this bastard down, and I had a good idea of where to start based on the news Henri had shared earlier.

“Well, Ellie, I only have one thing to say.”

She knew me well enough to give me a dry look. “And that is?”

“Silver lining—insurance gets to pay for your new place.”

She rolled her eyes expressively. “Yes, but now I HAVE to find something and it’s not an option!”

“Girl, it wasn’t an option before, you were just living in delulu land.”

Colette, sitting near the head of the bed on the other side, started laughing. “She’s not wrong. You were delusional if you thought you could stay in that place.”

Ellie stuck her tongue out in response. “With friends like you two, who needs enemies? Just for that, you two have to go warehouse shopping with me.”

“Like we weren’t going to do that already,” Colette sassed back.

I cleared my throat, calling their attention to me. “I can give you an interesting update before we stare at real estate listings, at least. Róis said the man who attacked you is the same person who killed Edith Vyner.”

Ellie’s eyes crossed. “WHAT?!”

“Quite sure of that, in fact. Congrats, looks like you were indeed the Inventor for the game.”

My pad let out a notification sound, then another in quick succession, which meant it had been flagged as high priority. What the…?

I whipped it out, or tried—the pocket was trying to hang on to it. Don’t pull hard, me, you’ve already torn every jacket pocket at least once. Phew, there it went. I looked at the screen and my heart sank at the four words from Gibs.

Attack at City Park.

Adrenaline shot through my system. City Park was one of the designated murder locations in the Body game, which meant it was very possible our murder gang had struck again. Interviews would have to wait. I had to get there now.

“I’ve gotta go. Clint, come! Tasha, stay as guard kitty.”

Clint launched himself from bed to my shoulder, and I was out the door in a split second.

Eddy poked his head out and called after me, “Where do you want me?”

“Stay with Ellie!” I called back over my shoulder.

The park was just far enough to warrant driving there, although I groaned at the thought, as Kingston traffic would make going anywhere a pain. Still, I got in the car, threw it into reverse, and hit the sirens at the same time. With a judicious use of siren and gas pedal, I managed to get there in record time.

I found parking—sort of—and threw the car into park before heading toward the entrance. I didn’t have far to go; I could see from the parking lot two of my team circling around a young woman who looked shaken, but also mad as a hornet.

Gibs spotted me first and waved me in closer. “Jamie!”

I lifted a hand to acknowledge him while I jogged in that direction, Clint right on my heels. A beat cop stood with the rest, a short woman with the thick build of a dwarf. Not someone I recognized, but that was hardly news; this city was recruiting cops as fast as it was growing.

Marshall took lead for introductions and said in a soft, gentle voice, “Ms. Flora, this is Jamie Edwards, director of the Queen’s Own. At her heels, the little purple guy, that’s Clint. He’s her Felix and familiar.”

“Oh! Is that what he is? I’ve heard of them.” Her voice sounded distinctly hoarse. She bent enough to smile at Clint, the movement pained.

Beautiful, that was the first word that came to mind. This girl was just beautiful. She had the kind of graceful build of a model or elf, with silvery hair the color of moonlight, and skin so fair it would put Snow White to shame. She kept touching her throat like it pained her, though. I saw hints of a bruise forming, and the area appeared a bit swollen. Between that and the red spots in her eyes, it was obvious she’d been attacked.

I gave her my best smile. “Ms. Flora, I’m here to help. If it doesn’t hurt too much to speak, can you tell me in your own words what happened and who did this to you?”

“Oh, I know precisely who did this. That mongrel Eugene Wyverstone. Launched himself out of the bushes like some kind of rabid wolf and I his prey!”

I thrilled to the tips of my fingers hearing these words, and I had to contain the feral smile threatening to break across my face. “You’re absolutely sure it was him?”

Flora’s lips curled back in a sneer. “Oh, there’s no mistake. It was him. He’s practically stalked me for weeks, won’t leave me alone. He seems to think that because I’m a rising celebrity as an opera singer, he can be my patron”—she practically spat the word—“with all the benefits his filthy gutter mind can think of.”

Ew. One of those, huh? “So you know him well.”

“Better than I want to. There’s no mistaking who attacked me, I promise you.” Her eyes flashed with what could only be utter contempt.

“I’m beyond happy you can name your attacker. All right, so he leaped out of the bushes and then…what?”

“He tried to beat me, first.” She lifted her arms with a grimace, pushing back the sleeves of her thick fur coat to show bruises already forming in the shape of a handprint—a very large hand with long fingers. An easy thing to see on such fair skin.

But that was also when I saw her nails. I almost seized her wrist before I checked myself. “Ms. Flora, did you scratch him?”

“I did!” She looked proud of herself. “Right across his ugly face. I screamed for help, too, and that’s when this nice policewoman charged in and rescued me.”

The policewoman gave her a courtly bow, grinning up at her. “I aim to serve.”

“You do it so well.” Flora grinned back before wincing and letting out a pained cough, then taking a moment to compose herself. “She helped me get to the bench while her partner chased after that scum.”

Ah-ha, and that was why I only had one beat cop in plain clothes and not two. Little mystery solved. “Marshall, can you go after that cop?”

“Uwe already is,” he informed me. “He, Gibson, and I were all in the area getting coffee when the call came in.”

“Ah, hence you beating me here. Excellent. Has anyone called for Henri yet?”

Gibs grunted, his eyes glued to his pad. “I am. He’s having RM Seaton portal him over here.”

“With a forensic kit?”

“A-yup.”

Gibs had clearly spent too much time around me if he was now borrowing my words.

Seeing Flora confused, I gave her a quick rundown. “Ms. Flora, please be careful not to touch anything else with your hands until my other colleague can get here. Because you scratched him, you’ve got his blood and skin under your fingernails. I know that’s got to gross you out, BUT because you did that, we can undeniably prove that he attacked you. He can’t try to gaslight us or the courts later by pretending it’s your word against his.”

“Oh!” She held her hands up, almost as if ready for cuffs, and went very still. “I don’t want to mess with that. Truly, you can do that?”

“With a little magic and a lot of science, yes, we can.”

Clint was already working the scent, his paws on her bent knee, nose as close to her hands as possible. That nose was working a mile a minute, his ears doing these little flicks as if he was calibrating. Perhaps he was.

“Jamie, sniffy?”

I gave him the go-ahead. “Absolutely, but follow, don’t engage.”

With that tacit permission, he was off like a shot, Flora returning to an upright position.

I tilted my head to look at her neck and winced. “I see bruises developing there. Did he grab you by the throat?”

“He did.” Flora’s expression turned angry and dark. “Before this nice policewoman kicked him in the leg and got him off me.”

I seriously wanted to high-five the cop. You go, girl, you take that man down to your size in any way that works.

While waiting for my team, I contemplated the ramifications of this whole attack. Lord Eugene Wyverstone III was currently at the top of our suspect list for the series of murders. His family crest was one of our possible matches for the signet ring, and this attack had occurred at one of the game’s locations, so this all very neatly matched. Not to mention our suspicions of how his little friend group played into all of this. Hopefully, now I could start linking the evidence we had to him. Most of it was still speculation, but my suspicions of his group of friends had hit an all-time high.

Oh, I had all sorts of questions now.

In a displacement of air, two people landed nearby. Sherard had likely used my emergency dog tag as a beacon of where exactly to aim. I always wore it on the off chance I’d have an emergency.

Henri carried his little black bag, all business as he approached, Phil riding on his shoulder like a trusty sidekick.

I wasn’t sure how much Gibs had told him, so I gave him a quick rundown. “This is Flora. She saw her attacker, and she’s got blood and skin under her fingernails.”

He turned to Flora. “If you please, miss, I need to swab all of them and get as much tissue as I can.” On the outside he was cool and professional, but I could tell this delighted him to no end. Sitting next to her on the bench, he opened the bag. “Once we have the samples in evidence bags, I’ll use the blood to track him down.”

“We got a beat cop, a cat, and a Mountain Elf trying to track him down now. You better hurry if you want a crack at that.”

Henri shot me a quick, amused glance. “This is hardly a competition, dearest.”

“I’ll tell Clint you said that.” My cat loved competitions. I think he was an Olympian in a previous life, ’cause in this one, it was all about challenges and speed.

I turned to Sherard while Henri carefully swabbed her nails. “She knows her attacker—Eugene Wyverstone III. Drumroll…his family crest is on our suspect list.”

Sherard let out a hiss, both angry and victorious. “Finally! We can name one of these psychopaths. A warrant?”

“I’ll need one, but hopefully we can catch him before he goes to ground.”

Henri made that little happy sound he made when a job had been done to his standards. Then he whipped his wand out and uttered a spell I was coming to know well.

“Blood of the body, hear me. Hear the call of your source. Return to your origins. Show the path to the one who holds you.”

Little bright red orbs flew from under Flora’s fingernails, lighting up like breadcrumbs to show the path. My smile turned distinctly evil. With a spell like that, there wasn’t a place Eugene Wyverstone could hide.

Time for some fleet-footed justice.


[image: ]

Spell active and pulsing a carmine red, I took off with Seaton, Phil leaping from my shoulder, tracking down the scent he’d snagged from Flora. I let him go. Clint was already on the trail as well, and there was no stopping either Felix when something could be chased.

In crowded, urban areas like a city park, they could theoretically lose the scent. They’d done so before, which was why I’d wanted my tracking spell up and running before I joined the chase.

Jamie was intent on staying with the young lady and the cop, which was fine. I didn’t enjoy running about, but Marshall and Seaton came with me as backup.

I took off at a run—or, well, at least a fast jog. The spell took me straight down the path, which was helpful. The path was well maintained, with heated sidewalks, so at least I didn’t have to worry about tripping over tree roots or clumps of snow.

In this early winter season, there wasn’t much in the way of shrubbery, not in comparison to spring. The evergreens were of course alive and well, but everything else looked barren, the limbs devoid of any leaves. It should have made a person easier to spot, but I certainly didn’t see anyone else about.

Marshall sped up a little to pass me. “That’s the plainclothes detective.”

I panned my head and saw right away who he meant. A tall man with a normal dark brown suit and oversized coat stood on the path ahead of us. He leaned forward at the waist, having an earnest conversation with both Felixes. Or, no, they seemed to be arguing? Oh, and there was Uwe right behind him.

“Emerson! Uwe!” Marshall called to him. “Did you lose him?”

The beat cop turned, spotted Marshall, and made a face. “We did. He dove into the brush somewhere, I think. These…er…creatures say he went that way?”

Clint was adamant. “He went this way!”

Seaton didn’t wait on any of us. He had his own spell active and kept moving in the direction it pointed.

I checked my spell again, but the red line pointed in an entirely different direction than where the Felixes indicated. In fact, it pointed in the direction Seaton was moving to now. Clint insisted ahead and to the left, but the spell guided us to the right. Almost dead west, in fact.

“Trail’s obvious!” Phil backed his friend up, also adamant.

Neither Felix seemed willing to budge on this. “I understand that the two of you are certain he went this way, but look at where my spell is pointing.”

They looked, then frowned at each other.

“Could be the man doubled back,” Uwe threw in. “Either way, let’s follow that spell.”

“No, this way,” Clint insisted.

“Remember, you’re tracking where he went, not where he is now, there is a difference—”

No sooner had the words left my mouth when I both sensed and heard magic spells being unleashed. Snapping about, I instinctively faced west. I couldn’t see the commotion, for the most part, but I could see the impact of spells in all colors above the tree line—white, green, red. The sounds of yelling and fighting carried to us, and I instinctively realized two things: First, that was Seaton’s magic; I’d recognize the spellwork even blindfolded.

Second, that was his voice yelling out spells.

I took off running, this time fighting through the hedges lining the cleared path, forcing my way through. Marshall, Uwe, and Emerson were right on my heels, the Felixes of course getting through much faster, as they were able to squirrel their way through with ease. I envied them the ability.

Branches kept snagging my pants and coat, dragging me backward, and I had to fight my way free. Hopefully this didn’t destroy my coat, but I had a feeling a mending spell might be in order.

Almost…free…

FINALLY!

I tripped out of the bushes and imagined an audible popping sound, like a cork being released from a bottle. I gave myself no rest, just started running toward the magical light show. I almost paid no attention to my own tracking spell, still activated, but as I scrambled along the new path, I realized the Blood Hunting spell was still working.

And pointing me dead ahead.

Oh! Had Seaton got him, then?!

I put more pep into my step, puffing along and cursing the need to run. Still, I was gaining ground steadily. Marshall outstripped me completely, running ahead, and Uwe passed me in the next second. The beat cop more or less kept pace with me, which meant the exercise regime Jamie had me on was (un)fortunately working.

The trail abruptly split and opened into a wide clearing. I reached the split in less than a minute and had a full view of the fight ongoing in the middle of the clearing, Phil and Clint coming to stand beside me.

Seaton was in full battle mode—or, at least, he was trying to catch the man who was desperately evading him. I saw the issue in a second, what exactly was thwarting Seaton.

Emerson skittered to a halt at my side, panting out, “Isn’t that Royal Mage Sherard Seaton?”

“It is indeed. Ah, Marshall is tag-teaming with him, excellent. We’ll act as a block if he chooses to try and run this way. Uwe, block the other path!”

Uwe waved acknowledgment and moved to do just that. With Marshall blocking off the only other entrance into the clearing, we left no escape routes. Eugene Wyverstone was cornered. His head kept whipping about, face flushed, desperation in his movements, as he tried feinting several times and nearly tripping over his own feet in the process, his life of indulgence hindering him in such a desperate moment. Blighted mongrel was caught and knew it.

The beat cop blurted out, “Why hasn’t he taken him down? Wait, that spell just fizzled out!”

To a layman’s eyes, this battle likely didn’t make sense. “The young man has on a signet ring, I believe. Signet rings come with a limited array of protective shields, which are currently thwarting our royal mage. But not for much longer. Those rings are good in an emergency, but they don’t have the power to hold out for long. Maybe another minute with the way Seaton’s wearing it down.”

Emerson turned to give me an odd look. “How would you know this?”

Ah, right, we hadn’t been formally introduced. I offered a hand. “Royal Mage Henri Davenforth.”

He startled, staring at me for a long moment, then accepted the hand. “Sir. Honor to meet you. I’m Emerson, patrolman with Third Precinct.”

“We truly appreciate all the help from you all,” I said with a smile. “We’ve been stretched very thin on this case, but because of you being willing to sit out here for hours, freezing, we have likely just caught one of the men we’ve been looking for. Unless I’ve missed my mark, that man is a serial killer.”

Emerson sucked in a breath, his expression changing into one of disgust and anger. “How many people has he killed?”

“Sadly, we don’t know for sure. He’s complicit in the murders of at least nine people, or at least an accomplice. Interrogation should hopefully give us a better answer to that question. Could you—”

I cut myself off when I realized Seaton had thrown yet another spell, but this time, it had hit. The redhead’s limbs locked together, and he fell straight back down on the frozen grass with a whimper of pain. A thrill went through me, and I felt as proud as if I had thrown the spell myself.

Seaton had caught his quarry and was clearly proud of himself as well.

“Good show!” I hurried over to him, keeping a weather eye on the redhead. “No injuries?”

“Not a one,” Seaton denied, although he did look a little flushed. Perhaps from the exertion of both running after this man and then battling him down after a night of combating magical fires. “This is the right man?”

I stared at him, perplexed for a moment. “What…why are you questioning that? Do you mean to say you fought him like this without making sure you had the right man?”

“Er, well, I didn’t get more than a basic description of ‘human, bright red hair’ before I started running after him. My Blood Hunting spell said it was, but verify it for me.”

I did understand the concern, but… “Well, in this case, you’re correct.”

“I am relieved. Let’s get him up. We have an interrogation to do.” Seaton bounced on his toes a little. “Do you think Jamie will let me sit in?”

“She’ll let you listen in, at the very least. Alert her, will you? I’ll help Marshall load this one into a car. I refuse to do this interrogation here.”

“It is a bit nippy,” Seaton said cheerfully.

Clint stood next to Eugene Wyverstone’s head and glared before declaring, “Don’t like.”

“What’s this freaky little creature?” Wyverstone whimpered, his green eyes wide with fear.

“Never mind the Felix.” I came and knelt down next to him, Marshall on the other side, already putting cuffs on his wrists. He was a far cry from the pompous, haughty young man I’d met at that skiing lodge. Now he looked young, scared, and every bit the squirming lowlife he was with his face against the ground. “Lord Eugene Wyverstone III, you’re under arrest for the murder of multiple people.”

His already pale skin blanched. “I was just roughhousing with her, she’s not dead!”

“If you’re referring to Ms. Flora, you’re correct, she’s not—don’t worry, you’ll also be charged for attempted homicide. But she’s not your only victim, is she?”

When he realized I wasn’t fishing, that I strongly believed him guilty, his eyes darted from person to person—from a cop, to two Queen’s Own agents, to two royal mages. You could see the panic set in, the realization that he was well and truly caught. I had no sympathy for him.

“Davenforth, you—you can’t just throw me in jail like a commoner. I’m an aristocrat! I’ll call my attorney and—”

I leaned in a little, and something about my expression made the words dry up in his mouth. “That’s Royal Mage Henri Davenforth to you. I think you’ll find this little job of mine means my authority trumps yours.”

Wyverstone gave this pathetic aborted cry in his throat.

Did he really think he could just murder people and never face consequences? How unseemly. Well, today would be a learning experience for him, then.

My Jamie would have him for lunch.
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I didn’t let my face show it, but as Henri and I walked into the interrogation rooms on palace grounds, I was singing inside. I was so, so happy to have this man in custody for at least SOME of the murders. I owed those plainclothes cops who’d agreed to help at the park so many favors. They’d totally cracked this case for me.

Now, it was my job to link him to as many murders as I could. Not having firm evidence would make it tricky, but not impossible. Róis had taken a look at him as we processed him and said she thought he was responsible for the Alley murder, but the aura there had been so faint she couldn’t swear to it. I’d do my best to confirm whether she was right or not.

I slung myself into the chair facing Eugene Wyverstone III and just stared at him for a while. I had met him before, of course, but it was interesting how different he looked without freshly pressed clothes and ostentatious jewelry. As far as looks went he wasn’t ugly, but one could hardly call him handsome. His red hair was styled in this pompadour—at least it had been before Sherard felled him like a tree. His nice, tailored suit was also a bit rough looking. Then again, running through bushes like Tarzan would do that to you. What had been interesting was what we’d found in his pockets—namely, a cleaning charm and a set of car keys. Keys to a cherry-red sports car.

I felt this wonderful desire to play a game too. It was called spray and pray. I was spraying and he was praying.

I didn’t say a word, just started laying out evidence. First, one I knew he was guilty of without a shadow of a doubt: Flora’s assault.

Eugene’s lip curled derisively. A reaction to her face or to the accusation, I wasn’t sure. Maybe he thought he could skate out of this one, who knew?

Then I laid out the first murder I suspected him for, working in reverse chronological order: the drug dealer, Nathaniel Maxwell, who had been killed in the alley.

His face changed then. He stared at the photo of the deceased, his hands shaking a little before he clenched them into fists.

See? I was spraying evidence and he was already praying.

Too bad, so sad, ’cause I kept going, laying out the next victim—Jane Yardley, the young woman found with the pocket watch in her hand. I suspected him of her murder because of that signet ring, but also because the bruising on her was similar to the beating the drug dealer had received. Not to mention Wyverstone’s penchant for strangling people.

His eyes locked on to her photo for a long moment before he jerked his head to the side, refusing to engage anymore.

Playing ostrich will not help you, sir.

I sat back in the chair and gave him a moment. “Anything you want to tell us?”

He gave me a mutinous look but kept his mouth shut, looking for all the world like a stubborn child.

I was sure many people had told him to just not talk if he ever got caught. His friends, if not his family. I was sure if I pulled his records, there’d be a long list of infractions he’d committed over the years that his family had somehow settled out of court. He was a pro at this in that respect.

So, he was not likely to talk, no, but I was sure I could get him to. It was just a matter of finding the right button.

I adopted the same tone a disappointed elder female relative might use. “Lord Wyverstone, you seem to like to commit crimes for some reason. I don’t get it, personally, why it’s so exciting to hurt other people. Is it a power play? An ego trip? Makes you feel all tingly and in control?”

More glaring. A tic had formed near his right eye.

Oh, lookee there, he had a temper. Awesome. People with tempers couldn’t keep their mouths shut. I just had to keep pushing.

Henri played right along like we had rehearsed this, which we kind of had. We’d been doing this for years, after all.

“He might like it, but he’s not good at it.” Henri pulled open the folder and laid out more photos on top of the ones I had spread on the table. “Look at this, he’s far too violent with his hands, leaving evidence behind left, right, and center. Only a very stupid man would wear his signet ring when beating someone to death.”

Eugene’s eyes flew to his hand, where a signet ring had been a half hour ago. The signet ring Henri had immediately taken for evidence and which even now was being processed into the evidence locker. You could see the hamster turning on its wheel and the realization of just how many times he’d screwed up by keeping that ring on.

Not too bright, this one.

“At least two games,” I continued in that condescending tone. “And honestly, I don’t know why your friends are still playing with you. You’re clearly bad at this. It’s not even a challenge to beat you. I mean, look at the murder of Edith Vyner. That, that took real skill. After all, your friend had to figure out how to get around the ward, and he clearly scoped out the house ahead of time. He was even able to use Vyner’s own sword as the murder weapon. I bet you weren’t given that location, even if you wanted it, because the others were sure you would just screw it up—”

Eugene had grown more and more agitated as I talked, finally standing and slamming his cuffed hands down repeatedly on the table. “Shut up! SHUT UP! You think you’re so smart, but you don’t know anything! You don’t even know how many games we’ve played!”

We? Bingo.

“Oh? How many, then?”

“Three, you dumb broad!”

A chill went down my spine. So, there really had been an earlier game. My instincts had suggested it, but I’d prayed I was wrong because it meant even more people dead due to this idiot’s ego. Well, crap, that was depressing.

Henri pushed him. “Three games, and I bet you didn’t win any of them.”

Eugene looked practically livid as he spat, “Shut up. The first game didn’t even count, we didn’t really have rules for that one! It was just to see if we could get by with murdering someone, which we clearly did, as you didn’t even figure it out!”

Competition and pride. Those were clearly his buttons. Oh, now those buttons I could push all day. I hid an inner cackle and scoffed at him instead.

“Henri, are you buying this?”

“Not really. No way he could’ve pulled it off by himself.” Henri adopted a bored shrug. “Anyone who starts off Body by killing in the Alley clearly isn’t that good at games—”

“Alley is a perfectly legitimate opening move.” Anger pulsed along Eugene’s jawline. “And that drug dealer had it coming. He stiffed me! Imagine the gall!”

Welp, just confirmed that murder. Phew, what a relief. I could at least send him to trial for one murder. Now, let’s see how many others I could get him to confess to.

“All right, so you killed a drug dealer in an alley. But you were so sloppy about it, we already figured out you did that one. So again, not too smart, are you?”

“Celia Massey!” Eugene howled like a wounded bear, a vein pulsing near his temple. “She was a stupid maid in my house that I killed months ago and none of you had the slightest clue I did it!”

I’ll take Morons with Inferiority Complexes for five hundred, Alex.

“And my friends, they’re masterminds at murder, especially Elias and Zeb!”

Elias and Zeb, as in Elias Brownlow and Lord Zebediah Dawkins? Two of his besties? Oh-ho, the plot thickens! A wave of satisfaction rushed through me, knowing we’d been headed in the right direction yesterday by putting these four at the top of our list.

“Oh, so Elias and Zeb had to hold your hand through it?” Henri examined his nails as if looking for traces of dirt.

Oooh, Henri, you sassy. I liked it.

“Shut your trap!” Eugene’s face practically turned purple, his lips pulled back in a sneer. “No one helped me murder her! That’s how this works—we’re not allowed to help each other! It’s a game, a competition, to see who can do it the best. No one’s helping each other with their killings! I mean, Elias gave us advice and supplied some weapons, and Zeb was hosting the games and being, like, the master of the games, but that was it!”

So glad we were recording this. Keep on singing, Eugene, just go ahead and implicate all your friends.

“Okay, but what about the second game?” I gave him a doubtful look. “You must have had help on that one ’cause you were the second kill, right? With Jane Yardley. But the first one was Peter Sawyer. It was Sawyer’s pocket watch on her body, so you were there for the first kill—”

“NO! LISTEN TO ME!” Eugene slammed his hands against the table again. “You’re both so stupid! No, I didn’t kill Sawyer, that was Paul! Paul was the one who killed him and then handed the pocket watch to me. The challenge was to hand the next person something that would be hard to match with the victim’s body. It was like Pick Up, don’t you see?”

Paul, as in Paul Billinghurst? Edith Vyner’s grandson? Oh snap. The mental GPS had an idea where this confession was going. Our suspicions yesterday had been spot on.

“That why you chose a parasol to go to the next victim?”

“Yes, yes, Elias thought it was funny to stage her on the beach for some reason.”

“Did he win for the creativity? I’d put money on him.”

“What? No, Zeb won that game. The brooch was both morbid and creative, or so everyone said.”

“For Harry Marsh’s murder, you mean.”

Eugene rolled his eyes. “You’re so thick. Yes, for Marsh.”

“What about the fifth player?”

“Why are you so stupid? I bet you just slept your way to the top. There is no fifth player!”

I felt Henri stir at my side. He really didn’t like it when people insulted me. I mean, that was fair, but one of the many advantages of being a woman in an interrogation was that misogynistic men did not consider me a threat. I could bat my eyes and play dumb, and they’d spill their guts without even thinking about what they were doing. I snuck a hand over and gripped his knee, silently telling him to stay calm.

“But you’re bitter about Zeb winning, I can tell. Did he win the first game too?”

“We didn’t have rules for the first game, I told you that! Keep up! But we did feel like we had to have a firmer set of rules for the third game, because winning was too arbitrary in the second game.”

Henri stirred, pulling out Edith Vyner’s photo next and laying it in front of Eugene. “Was this game set up so she could be killed?”

Eugene scoffed. “No. Her house was just in the right location. I mean, Paul didn’t care, she was always on his case about settling down, and getting married, and taking over the company. None of which he wanted to do. When Zeb rolled and was able to enter her mansion, Paul just waved him on. It wasn’t personal. Zeb chose to use her own sword against her because he’s amazing with swords, best in our class, and it would add a nice spin to things. The headlines raved about how ghastly using a sword was. He was puffed up like a peacock for a week. The prick.”

My god. Paul really had greenlit his own grandmother’s murder. For a game. Eugene was a stupid git, but clearly his friends weren’t any different.

“Well,” I drawled, “it’s a shame for you this game isn’t working out so well.”

Eugene opened his mouth on some hot retort, and then suddenly everything hit him. He looked down at his cuffed hands, around at the interrogation room, and realization crossed his face, quickly chased by horror.

Yeah, dummy, you were caught and spilled everything to the police. Obviously, the game wasn’t going well.

Wait, if Zebediah killed Edith Vyner, then that meant… “Your fellow player messed up too. Ellie Warner’s still alive.”

Eugene’s eyes widened as he blurted out, “Zeb wouldn’t leave her alive, you’re lying!”

If I’d been gripping the table, I would’ve bent the metal in my anger. So, it was Zebediah Dawkins who had tried to kill my friend. Oh, I’d make sure he was buried under the prison for that.

“Alive and well. I saw her in the hospital right before I went to the park, in fact. So no, your friends aren’t as smart as you think they are.” I stood, as there wasn’t much more I needed from him. I had to ask, though… “So, who was next? You were taking turns, clearly. Who were your other targets?”

Eugene sagged into his chair, staring at the pictures in front of him. For the longest time, he just sat there. Maybe he wouldn’t answer me?

“You,” he finally muttered.

I went very still. “I’m sorry?”

“You were the next target. You and Davenforth. Elias planned to hit you next.”

Come to think of it, my apartment was on the right road to match up with the board game. Whoa, that was really not good. I needed to find Elias ASAP before he caused more trouble. I’d already planned to rush the warrants, but now I would deliver them myself to get a judge to sign pronto.

Eugene lifted his eyes to mine. Now that his anger had died down, he looked sick with self-loathing. “You played me.”

“Like the cheap kazoo you are.” I winked, gathered up my photos, and sailed out of the room.

A scream of anger and the clanging sound of metal hitting stone echoed behind me after I exited the room, spying Sherard’s wolfish smile. Sounded like Eugene had thrown the table.

Henri let out a low whistle. “Temper, temper.”

“You were marvelous in there. You hit him exactly where you needed to.”

“Why, thank you, dearest.” He cracked his knuckles on each hand. “Let’s expedite those warrants before those three can escape us.”

“I’m all for that.”
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What most cop movies and TV shows never seemed to showcase was that tense moment waiting for the team before they arrested someone. We were stuck in this limbo of knowing where our perps were—or at least who they were—but being unable to lay hands on them because we still needed a warrant. Which generally resulted in a room full of overactive, antsy people pacing around the office.

I called it the Warrant Shuffle.

It’d be entertaining if I wasn’t doing it myself.

It was late afternoon right now, time slowly ticking away, and I felt like punching walls just for something to do. Maintenance crew would murder me, though, and I didn’t need another case to investigate, thank you.

Henri burst through the doors, warrants held over his head like he was advertising a sale. “Got them!”

We’d already divided up who was going after who before he arrived, so all he did was start handing out warrants like a teacher would exam papers.

“Paul Billinghurst!”

We’d called in extra hands, so Niamh and Foster dove for that one, then took off at a jog. I may have internally laughed while watching them, ’cause with a tracker and a werefox after him? Oh, Paul could run, but he wouldn’t be able to hide.

“Elias Brownlow!”

Gibs and Marshall took that one, with Tasha—recently retrieved from the hospital—in Marshall’s arms, ready to help track him down if necessary. I’d debated sending Niamh with Gibs and not Marshall, but out of the four douchebags, Elias was the one with ties to the mob, a.k.a. the hardest and most deadly to catch. They might well need a cat to sneak in somewhere to see if he was there, and magic to subdue him. Besides, if it came down to a fight, Gibs and Marshall were brutal fighters, and I wanted to send the best prepared team after Elias.

Those three moved off at a quick clip, which left me and Henri to get Zebediah Dawkins. I’d done that on purpose. I had a bone to pick with the little lord, and he was not going to like it.

Now that I knew the name, it was easy to find the man. Henri and I both moved quickly to the car. He drove, but honestly that was probably for the best. With the mood I was in, sidewalks would have counted as part of the road.

We’d hypothesized early on in the case that our perps were from the upper middle crust, at least, and that they lived in a certain part of town. That proved to be true as Zebediah had his own townhouse right off Rounded Square. The drive felt like ten years stacked together, but really, it only took a half hour to get there, which was amazing in midday Kingston traffic.

Henri swerved into the driveway, making sure the other car was blocked, and I was out before he even had the car in park. I’d already coached Clint to run for the back of the townhouse and alert us if someone tried to run out that way, and he was a purple blur as he headed in that direction. Phil waited in the front, also on alert in case someone tried for a window.

Gun in one hand, I didn’t bother knocking, just forcefully kicked the front door open wide. I called as I entered, “QUEEN’S OWN!”

There was a mad scramble coming from a room to the left. All I saw was a foyer and stairs in front of me, so I went left, through a dining room I paid little attention to, and then into what looked like a den too comfortable in furnishings to be a proper parlor. It stank of cigar smoke and alcohol, my nose sharply protesting.

A man at the far end of the room lunged for the wall and the variety of weapons hanging there, landing on a rapier. I took him in from head to foot. So, this was Lord Zebediah Dawkins, the ringleader of the games? He matched Ellie’s description perfectly: high brow, square jawline, pitch-black hair, light blue eyes, and roughly my height. Looked strong, too, like he worked out. Which made sense if he was into sword fighting.

Right now, he looked panicked but also calculating, as if he was already planning how to get out of here and make a run for it.

Ha, not on my watch, bucko.

“Lord Zebediah Dawkins?” I asked, just to double-check.

His hand on the rapier tightened. “That’s right. Now get out, and you’ll be hearing from my lawyers!”

That last part I ignored. “Director Edwards, Queen’s Own. You’re under arrest for the murders of Harry Marsh and Edith Vyner, and the attempted murder of Ellie Warner.”

I could see the impact those names had on him. Every time I said one, he subtly flinched as the realization carved its way into his brain: I knew. I knew exactly what he had done.

And he couldn’t escape the consequences.

“I’ll fight my way out of here,” Zebediah snapped, his eyes darting to Henri, as if he was truly thinking of somehow just running past him and out the door. “Don’t make me do it!”

I looked at the flimsy rapier, which had clearly been made for display only, and rolled my eyes. “Fine, charge me if you must.”

Now, most people would stop and question why I would even egg him on in such a bored tone. Zebediah was apparently past the point of rational thought, because he took me at face value.

He charged. With perfect form, granted, but charge he did.

Henri gasped but, thankfully, didn’t move. He knew as well as I did, forged metal couldn’t hurt me.

That said, I couldn’t let this blade just strike—my instincts wouldn’t let me. I caught the blade about two inches from my chest, which should have caused that cool movie effect where my palm started bleeding, but alas, still immune. I braced the blade with my other hand and wrenched it.

The blade snapped with a tortured whine.

Zebediah stared at the blade with a horrified expression, all color draining from his face until he looked like a wax figurine.

“Well done, you idiot, we can add resisting arrest to your charges now. You’re really trying to get the death penalty, aren’t you?”

Henri slipped around me to catch one of his hands, slapping on cuffs. Zebediah allowed this meekly, staring at me like I was the boogeyman made flesh. Maybe I was to him.

“How did you do that?” he whispered. “No woman’s that strong.”

“Always exceptions to the rule,” I sing-songed, happy to have this guy in cuffs. “Now, off to a cell we go.”

I caught him by one arm, towing him to the front door. He stumbled along with me, not fighting, too dazed to walk properly, likely wondering how his perfect game had crumbled. I kept a firm grip on him anyway. Henri would not thank me if we had to chase this guy down.

When we passed through the dining room, though, Henri paused. “Dearest? One moment. Look at the table.”

Well, well, well, would you look at that?

A board game.

Not just any board game, but Body, and very obviously in mid-play. There were figurines and cards on all four sides of the board, and someone had even written down a spin sheet of who had spun what. From the quick glance I took—praise enhanced eyesight—seemed they sat and rolled once each week.

“You actually left the board game out like this?” I glanced at Zebediah, who somehow turned corpse-grey. “Well, thank you for the additional evidence. Quite kind of you. Just so I know, the previous games you played, did you play them here as well?”

He didn’t answer; in fact, his lips pursed even harder, but his eyes darted to a chest on the far wall, as if panicked.

“Henri? Can you check that chest for me?”

“NO!” Zebediah blurted out. “You can’t!”

“I have a warrant. I, in fact, can.”

Henri didn’t wait on his permission, just skirted around the table and opened it to take a look. Wearing one glove to avoid disturbing fingerprints, he peered inside and then gave a soft chuckle.

“I see some favorites here, including Pick Up.”

“What pretty evidence,” I crooned. “I’ll have to come back and go through this house thoroughly.”

Zebediah rallied and gave me a sneer. “Like children’s games are going to be incriminating.”

“In this case, they are.” I leaned in a little, which I could tell intimidated him. He likely wasn’t used to women looking him dead in the eye. “Dear Eugene, you see, poured his little heart out. All about the games, why you played, who did what—especially you.”

The rage that flashed over his face was incandescent.

“In his defense, he did remember he was supposed to keep his mouth shut. At least, toward the end of the interrogation, he remembered. Not too bright, our Eugene. Highly competitive with you, it seems. Anyway, shall we go? You’ve got a lot of explaining to do as well.”

I continued to haul him toward the door.

This time, he fought a bit, like a kid errantly tugging just to mess with the adult holding on. “I’ll kill Eugene for this!”

“You won’t get the chance,” Henri said.

No, that he would not. Although, if by any chance these four got off without the death penalty, they’d probably try to kill each other in prison. There was nothing more toxic than betrayal in friendships.
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Jamie did due process by putting Zebediah in the palace’s temporary holding cell, separated from Eugene, while I doubled back with Uwe, Will, and Noreen to the townhouse. We carefully went through things and found not only the games but other incriminating things, like a box of cleaning charms. Or rather, several boxes of different charms; ones that matched the charm bomb used at Ellie’s warehouse.

Incriminating indeed.

I tagged and bagged, left them to do one final sweep, and then returned to the office. I had no doubt Jamie would jump into interrogation, and I wanted to be there when it happened.

I came back to the office with several things in my hands, all evidence I wanted to first log and then make available to Jamie in case she wanted to use it to make him talk.

Quite to my surprise, Róis met me at the front door of the detention center and took the burden from my arms. “Welcome back. The rest of my team?”

“Still at the townhouse finishing up. Why?”

“I’m under orders,” she explained. “First, I’m to tell you that I’ve confirmed Dawkins’s aura matches with both Edith Vyner and Ellie Warner’s attack. We definitely have the right man. Jamie’s in interrogation but gave orders before she went in. I am to first help you lug and log the evidence, and when my team arrives, we are to start comparing the games to the timeline of our cases and whatever cold cases we suspect are part of this. She wants everything ‘matchy matchy.’”

I could just hear her say those very words. “Understood. Then I’ll join her in interrogation.”

“I think she’ll appreciate the backup. Zebediah Dawkins’s lawyer arrived about five minutes after you left.”

Ah, yes, well, that wasn’t unexpected. Dawkins was the son of an Earl, after all; of course he would have someone on payroll.

“I’ll join in immediately.”

If interrogation had started shortly after I left, that meant Jamie had been at this for a good three hours now. She might try to take a break soon, recollect herself, and go again a second time. It was a pattern of hers, and one she used to good effect. One had to be patient in interrogation, after all. Hot tempers and yelling never yielded answers.

I turned and headed toward the three interrogation rooms at the detention center that we shared with the Kingsmen, but clearly only one was in use. I could hear her voice through the door, but the main giveaway was Phil and Clint standing guard like gargoyles guarding a castle door.

“Are you here to deter interruptions?” I inquired of them both.

“Yuppers!” Clint eyed me sideways. “Not interrupting?”

“Joining in,” I assured him.

“Oh. Then you may pass.”

Glad we had that sorted.

I entered, taking in the situation. Zebediah Dawkins sat with his cuffed hands resting on the table, and he looked like he was trying his best to remain stoic and in control. But he kept eyeing Jamie with wariness, like she might turn about and snap his head off.

Granted, she was angry enough to do just that.

Next to him sat a well-dressed woman in a dress suit and glasses. Her black hair was done up neatly in a braided bun, showcasing pointed green ears. A goblin, eh? They were very good with law, so it was rather common to see them in this profession.

Jamie paused as I entered. “Ah, welcome. Henri, this is Ms. Ramsbottom. Ms. Ramsbottom, my partner, Royal Mage Henri Davenforth.”

I didn’t know her, but she apparently recognized me, as she gave a respectful nod. “Royal Mage Davenforth, a pleasure. Are you sitting in?”

“I am.” I promptly took the chair next to Jamie.

Dawkins sat rigidly in his chair, his posture upright, hands folded on the table. He seemed intent on staring right past us, his eyes never leaving the wall. It was such an interesting juxtaposition against his friend, who had been wildly out of control.

Jamie didn’t try to catch me up, just went right back to her questions.

“Lord Dawkins, I don’t think you understand the full implications here. Because we found the other victims, because we found those very incriminating board games in your house, because of Eugene Wyverstone’s testimony, you are very clearly the game master of this. You’re not only liable for your own murders, but an accessory to everyone else’s.”

Dawkins flinched and cast a look at his solicitor.

She gave a small nod, confirming this.

Yes, well, any judge or jury would agree he was an accessory to all the murders. This was hardly surprising, but he did indeed seem surprised, and worried. Had he truly never sat and thought about the ramifications of getting caught?

“I’m offering you a plea deal, here,” Jamie continued. “I’ll make the case that you’re only liable for the people you personally murdered, but I need something in return. Information, to start. Cooperation, for another.”

Ms. Ramsbottom stirred uncomfortably. “There are certain things my client will absolutely not tell you. It will be self-incriminating.”

“I understand that, but I need answers to at least some of the more important questions. I want to know why he killed the victims he did. How the games even started. And I especially want to know where Elias Brownlow might be hiding.”

I watched Zebediah carefully. He tightened his fists, the knuckles bone white. Worried about betraying a friend? Or afraid of the repercussions if he ratted said friend out? It would mean tangling with the mob, after all. It could be both, for that matter.

Zebediah opened his mouth, closed it again, then leaned over to whisper in his attorney’s ear.

Why they thought whispering in front of Jamie a good idea, I couldn’t fathom. She could hear it all just fine, after all. I could barely pick out one word in three, but then, my senses were within normal range.

Ms. Ramsbottom murmured something back, and whatever it was didn’t hit well. Zebediah’s mouth screwed into an unhappy frown, and he slouched in his chair.

“Director Edwards, what exactly are you offering in return for this plea bargain?” Ms. Ramsbottom demanded.

“I’ll suggest life in prison instead of execution.”

Zebediah sat up abruptly, eyes flaring wide as he spluttered, “They wouldn’t execute me over this! I’m a peer of the realm!”

“Who killed an elderly knight of the realm,” Jamie riposted, her tone perfectly level. “For fun. Plus a few other people just for grins and giggles. Trust me, you’ll get no sympathy from judge or jury. The public outrage has already been growing, and when you hit trial, they will already have hanging in mind.”

She was not wrong. I think we all knew it. Well, everyone but Zebediah Dawkins knew it. I suspected he’d spent his entire life skating by on his good looks, intellect, status in society, and money. He didn’t seem to understand consequences even when they were staring him dead in the face.

Now, he just looked scared, as if the world was collapsing in on him, and he didn’t know what to do next.

“Where is Elias Brownlow?” Jamie asked.

He shook his head, staring fixedly at his own cuffed hands.

“You don’t know, or you don’t want to say?”

“A break,” Ms. Ramsbottom requested. “I need a one-on-one conversation with my client.”

Jamie sighed and gave Zebediah a frustrated look. “Fine. Thirty-minute break. Ms. Ramsbottom, there will be an agent posted at the door to let you in or out.”

“I understand, thank you.”

I stood with her, walking outside, and turned to see if anyone was about. In fact, someone was— Uwe.

“Oh, back already?”

“We basically finished right after you left. Róis is collecting it all in the conference room like a magpie with shinies.”

She likely was. “Could you stand guard at the door, then? Just for thirty minutes.”

The Mountain Elf shrugged. “Sure.”

Jamie beelined for the building’s tiny break room like a sea turtle for the open water. I followed, needing a pick-me-up of some kind, perhaps tea. We didn’t say anything to each other while we went about preparing our own beverages.

Then Jamie leaned a hip against the counter and sipped her tea, frowning into it as if it was the source of her frustrations. “That man is clammed up like an oyster. Makes me want to stab him open.”

I sensed this was not an empty threat. “I think one of the things he’s hiding behind is his status in the peerage. It’s a comfort but also security for him. He’s used to slipping out of trouble.”

“I know. That became obvious early on.”

Ah, quite. I pondered on this for a moment, as I felt a wild hair tease at me. “What if we removed the security?”

Her golden-brown eyes snagged on mine. “You can do that?”

“Yes, although it takes the queen’s authority to do it, but we have him dead to rights on this—”

Her smile was downright feral as she purred, “Oh, that we certainly do.”

“—and he attacked you, a royal agent, which is a criminal offense, so she’d be well within her rights to strike him off. Shall I make the call?”

“What are you waiting on? Call!”

I thought as much. I pulled my pad from my pocket, placing it on the counter while I engaged a call, then rethought my strategy. Perhaps a message to see if she was available for a call would have been a better idea—

The call picked up.

“Davenforth, what’s the matter?”

“We need a little help, Your Majesty. In essence, we have caught two of the men who have been playing the murder games.”

She hissed in a breath and then laughed in pure delight, the sound low and throaty. “Oh, good show! Who is it?”

“The two in custody are Lord Eugene Wyverstone III and Lord Zebediah Dawkins. We have it confirmed that there were two others, Elias Brownlow and Paul Billinghurst.”

Dead silence.

Then, in a far grimmer tone, “You’re telling me that Edith Vyner was murdered by her own grandson?”

Jamie leaned in to correct her. “No, he wasn’t directly responsible. Zebediah Dawkins did the deed, but Paul was an accessory, as he knew his friend would do it and didn’t care. I hate to say this, but we’ve also proven that Zebediah Dawkins was Ellie’s attacker.”

The swearing that came through on her end made me whistle. The queen was indeed quite upset at this news, as I thought she would be. Ellie Warner was dear to her, both personally and professionally, as of course Ellie’s inventions with Jamie had reshaped society. Even that thought felt like an understatement.

“What we need right now is to strip any sort of immunity from them.” I eyed the pad as if I could see my queen’s expression. Sadly, I could not, but my imagination was quite up to the task. “Dawkins especially seems to be relying on his title to get him out of serious trouble.”

“I. Am. Livid. I cannot believe these four men would think murder a game and kill one of their own kin in the process! I will strip them of their titles immediately. It’ll take me a few hours and an emergency court session to ram that through, but it’ll be done by end of the day.”

Knowing the steps in this process, I was startled to hear that promise out of her mouth. “Uh, Your Majesty, shouldn’t it take more time—”

“Normally, yes, but I’m not about to let this flounder about in council. They are horrible human beings who should not be of my elite. I know you wouldn’t be calling me for this favor unless you were dead sure these men were all guilty.”

“I mean, they confessed their guilt.” Jamie shrugged. “And Dawkins attacked me when I tried to arrest him, so…”

“I’ve heard enough. I’m hanging up, I have work to do.”

She promptly hung up.

“She’s going to need actual evidence in order to do the paperwork properly.” I was mentally cataloging what would be useful even as I spoke. “Why don’t I take some of that to her to speed things along? You don’t need me for interrogation.”

“Not until the idiot decides to open his mouth. I mean, I’ve got him dead to rights; nothing he can say will make any of this worse.” She moved her neck from side to side. “I’m also not sure where my guys are. I haven’t heard anything from the teams going to collect either Paul Billinghurst or Elias Brownlow, which makes me think those two are proving hard to catch.”

“I’ll touch base with both,” I promised her. “If necessary, commandeer some more help as well. Third Precinct has already promised us manpower if we need it.”

“I mean, for the little mob prince, we’ll likely need it.”

“True enough. Go, dearest, back to your interrogation. One way or another, we’ll get them to crack enough to tell us the full story.”

Her smile turned sharklike. “Of that, I have no doubt.”
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There was some psychology to my next move. While Henri worked with Queen Regina to get certain paperwork done, I chose not to return to Zebediah Dawkins just yet. Why?

Because his breaking point was coming.

As an American at birth, I didn’t get nobility. I didn’t understand it on a cultural level, not the way someone who was born into this culture would. However, I’d picked up a few things by observation. First one is, the ones born into that kind of privilege considered it to be an inherent part of their identity. Challenge that, and they became irate and panicky in the same breath.

I would bet good money that taking away Zebediah’s birthright would mentally destroy him. Like taking a security blanket away from this manchild. Once he realized he couldn’t hide behind an abstract wall, he’d be much easier to interrogate. He might tell me things he shouldn’t in a desperate effort to get out of trouble.

Now, that meant I needed to let him stew and not give him any attention. Which also meant I could go to the other idiot who just got hauled in—Paul Billinghurst.

Niamh and Foster stood guard outside his interrogation room. I was all smiles walking in their direction.

“Hello, two of my favorite people. So, how did it go?”

Niamh rolled her pretty green eyes. “I think you might have sent me after the wrong person. This idiot was still passed out from the fun of last night. Sending me after the mobster would have made more sense.”

“Oh, really? It’s funny, I expected them to somehow hear about the scuffle at the park and know Eugene was in trouble, but I guess I gave them too much credit. They really weren’t keeping track of each other.”

“They apparently weren’t.” She shifted blonde bangs out of her eyes with a casual flick of her fingers. The bangs were new for her, but they did frame her face nicely.

Foster stayed me with a paw. I hadn’t seen my werefox friend in a while, and he looked like he’d bulked up a little. That Queen’s Own jacket fit snug around his shoulders. “He did take a hit of Devil’s Coral last night.”

I made a face at that. Devil’s Coral was kind of like the equivalent of cocaine. It gave you quite the trip, and because we were so close to the sea, it was cheap and easy to get. Unfortunately. Was I surprised that Paul Billinghurst had such a bad habit? Not in the slightest.

“Did he sleep it off, at least?”

“Seems to have? I poured a Sober Up potion down him just in case. Then took fingerprints.”

“Bless you for that. Has he called for a lawyer?”

A claw scratched at his furry face. “Ah, well, he said he and Eugene share a lawyer.”

“I beg your finest pardon…? Uh, has the lawyer even arrived yet?”

“Actually, yes, I think so.”

“Well, go get them, then. I want to talk to Paul.”

“Sure.”

As Foster moved off, I turned to Niamh. “When he gets back, go join the search for Brownlow. It’s taking long enough I’m starting to get worried.”

Niamh looked relieved. “Do you know where they are now?”

“No clue. They’re likely on the move. Message Gibs, he’s better at checking his pad in the field.”

Foster came back with a lawyer in tow—interestingly, a kobold, dressed in a dark green suit. This poor dude was representing two of these lowlifes? Hoped it was worth the money.

“Director Jamie Edwards,” I said.

“I am Attorney Keid Greyborn,” he replied. “Let us begin.”

Based on the stiff set of his shoulders and rigid steps, he seemed quite agitated. Then again, considering he somehow had to defend these two in this disastrous case…

I chose not to comment and just went into the room.

Paul Billinghurst did look worse for wear. Mice Clint had dragged in and chased around the bathtub looked like this. He was still dressed in yesterday’s clothes, just a cable-knit sweater and thick pants, his thick brown hair in a wild halo around his head, stubble on his cheeks. His hazel eyes were completely bloodshot, no doubt from the drug.

He lit up a little when he saw the kobold. “Keid! You’re here.”

“I really wish I wasn’t.” The lawyer climbed into the chair next to his. “Please refrain from saying anything else.”

Paul stared at him as if this man had promised him sunshine and rainbows and shown up instead with cement boots. “Wh-what?”

He let out a soul-deep sigh, then looked up at me. “Director Edwards. What evidence do you have against my client?”

“A lot,” I admitted. “I have the board game and written record that could be used to coordinate the murders, with his name on it. I’ve also got his shoe prints, the gun he used at one of his murder scenes, and a taxi driver who can swear he picked this man up from Amelia’s Bakery and delivered him to Rounded Square.”

That whole statement was a little fudged, but eh, close enough. We’d find our proof now that we knew where to look.

“His fingerprints were already taken and are now going to be compared to every fingerprint we’ve collected at the different scenes. I can prove he’s involved, and I can prove he directly killed at least one person. I can also prove he was an accessory to his grandmother’s murder.”

Paul’s hands started shaking and he couldn’t seem to figure out where to look. His eyes bounced all over the room, like he was desperately searching for a way out of this nightmare of his own making.

Keid Greyborn sucked in a breath, let it out in one long stream, and then glared at Paul. “If it wasn’t for Eugene’s grandfather and the promise I made him, I would have already walked out this door. Director, what plea bargain can you offer me?”

I sensed an insecurity I could play on to make Paul talk. I was all for trying it, even though it felt a little mean. “The thing with your client here is that he’s new money. He’s not got the same reputation and political connections needed to mitigate this accusation. So, a plea bargain is a little…”

I watched Paul’s expression as I said this. Fury swept over his face, quickly chased by resignation. Definitely a sore point. I had a feeling it might be. Paul struck me as the type who had always tried hard to fit in with the popular crowd but never quite managed it, even among his so-called friends.

With that seed planted, I continued, “So far, Eugene’s the only one who’s said much of anything, but he won’t explain in detail how this all started. If Paul will tell me what I need to know, I can offer him life in prison instead of execution.”

Paul’s mouth moved and he whispered “Execution” as if he’d never heard of this foreign concept before.

Did these guys seriously think they could just kill people and not suffer any consequences? Seriously?

“Take the bargain,” Keid Greyborn barked at his client.

Paul warded this idea off with both hands up. “I don’t want to be in prison for life!”

“Then sit there like the needleless porcupine you are and be executed within six months.”

Paul’s head snapped around to me and he pleaded, “You can do better than life imprisonment, right?”

To him, it likely sounded the worst possibility ever. I mean, guy in his early twenties, he could theoretically live another sixty or seventy years in prison. Did I have compassion for him? Not a bit.

“Sir,” I said very slowly, as if speaking to a particularly obtuse child, “you let your grandmother be murdered in her own home for a game. There’s not a jury in the world that will like you, and the judge will likely rule for you to be drowned at sea.”

His gaze fell and he sat there, almost crying, for a minute. He lifted his hands to cover his ears and kept shaking his head, back and forth, muttering “No, no, no” like a mantra to deny all of this. He was clearly having a mini breakdown, likely hoping it was all one bad trip. I spared no sympathy for him.

He had five minutes to start talking, then I was changing tactics.

Finally, he stirred, although his despondent eyes never left the table. An air of defeat hung around him. “I-I’ll take the deal.”

“Good. Now, let’s start from the beginning. The first game, what was it? Eugene would only say the first game was to prove you could murder without getting caught.”

“I’m not surprised that’s all he said.” Paul gave this lifeless chuckle. “We started playing because of Eugene. There was this maid in Eugene’s house, a little stuck-up slut who wouldn’t give him the time of day. He got a little handsy with her, she hit him, and he ended up strangling her. Called Elias in a panic. We helped him obscure the evidence, clean up, give him an alibi. No one even questioned him.”

That poor girl. I felt an ache of sympathy for her. At least I could get justice for her now. “What was her name?”

“Celia…I don’t know the last name.”

“And then what happened?”

“Well, we sat on it for a day or two, but no one even suspected Eugene. And we thought, was murder really that easy? So, Zeb said let’s all kill one person who’s really driving us insane, see if we can all get by with it. We all had solicitors on call”—Paul gave his own a betrayed look—“so we didn’t see the harm.”

Because to them there was no risk? Woooow, these four really were scum.

“Who went next?”

“Elias. One of the prostitutes who works in his family’s territory was being uppity with him. He knifed her on the street. Police didn’t care, just collected her body and had her buried in a pauper’s field.”

I started making notes. “Name?”

“Hettie. Er…Littlefield? Something like that.” He went back to looking at the table, one finger drawing aimless circles against the surface.

“And when was this?”

A shrug. “End of summer. I don’t remember the exact date.”

I should be able to find the case. “And then?”

“I killed Randall Carton.” Paul’s lips twisted, hunching in on himself. “He was in college with us and always ‘too good’ to hang out with our group. Little prick. Killed him with a garrote then staged the scene like a suicide. No one suspected a thing.”

I wrote that down as well and wished for a time machine. These poor people…murdered because they’d had the good judgment to avoid Paul and his crew. Wooow. I couldn’t believe how stupid the justifications for their deaths were. “When was this?”

“Same time frame, but I don’t remember the date.”

Well, I could likely find it when I went looking for the case. “And then?”

“Zeb killed Alex Tremaine. He was the family accountant. Made it look like a mugging.”

“Why kill him?”

“He’d figured out Zeb was absconding with family money through withdrawals his parents hadn’t approved. Zeb killed him to cover his tracks.”

As expected, a disgusting reason. “And then?”

He shook his head, looking wholly drained. “That was all for the first game.”

Thank heavens for small mercies. “What prompted the second game?”

“Boredom, I guess?” Another shrug. “There’s a certain thrill to it, planning out your approach, your victim. Zeb said let’s pick a childhood game and see if we could do it in real life, hence Pick Up at the crime scenes.”

“I know Eugene killed Jane Yardley. He said you killed Peter Sawyer.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

“What about the other two?” I already knew but wanted to see if he was lying to me.

“Elias killed Deborah Lygon, the one with the parasol on the beach. Zeb killed Harry Marsh.”

Oh good, he wasn’t lying. “Why those people?”

“Did it by number,” he muttered. “The game has a set number of stones and squares, right? First square has eight stones, second square has ten stones, etcetera. We just found either a house or a flat with that number on it.”

“So, because Peter Sawyer lived in a house with a 108 number on it, he became your victim?”

“Well, that and it was pretty clear how I could get into the house.”

A matter of practicality, then, as well. “Why the bra on the victim? Where did that even come from?”

He snorted, mannerism dry. “Oh, from the prostitute kill. Elias killed her, but I drove us that night, so I was on scene. I thought it was a funny token so took it at the time, and later decided to use it on Peter. I had to bring something from another crime scene, after all, so why not use something from the previous game? Everyone thought it was funny.”

Yeah, hilarious. I was just cracking up over here. Seriously, what was wrong with this dude’s head?

“And then game three?”

Paul let out a gusty breath. “Game two was too subjective on who won, so we wanted a clearer winner for this round. Body just seemed appropriate. Game’s all about killing, isn’t it? What better concept to use?”

“And when your grandmother’s mansion fit the bill for a location?”

His expression suddenly turned wooden, almost as if he had locked it down to keep from giving too much away. Even his voice was flat. “Look, I didn’t like my grandmother. She kept pushing me to be responsible, to do this and that, and I didn’t want any of it. She wouldn’t stop nagging, though. When Zeb rolled well enough to enter the location, he asked me what I thought, and I said kill the old bat. I was sick of her, and it wasn’t like she’d live much longer, anyway.”

“Is that why you helped him get in?”

“I didn’t have to. He’s been to the house several times for dinners or parties, so he was already cleared with the wards.”

Ah-haaaa. Henri would be glad to hear that. He could stop banging his head against that particular brick wall now.

“And out of this round, you killed Tom Baker.”

He looked at me curiously then. “How do you know that?”

“Our tracker could put your aura at the scene. And your cleaning charm didn’t do its job, it got cut off. Why did you run out so quickly from the bakery?”

“I heard someone come in the front door. I didn’t want to be caught there, so I ran.”

So, it really had been Amelia coming in that had spooked him. Glad to have that verified. “But that wasn’t the only turn you had, was it?”

“No. I also killed Maurice Miller.”

The theater manager. I was so glad he’d confessed because, with the messy fight, I’d half expected it to be Eugene. But with this verified, both Sherard and Regina would be out for this man. I doubted he’d get life after all. Execution seemed a sure thing right now. “Just because you landed near his square?”

“What other reason would there be?” Paul gave a little shrug, still aimlessly drawing. “I had to kill to win the game. He put up quite the fight, though. I wasn’t expecting that. I was trying to get the drop on him. Use a garrote, then string him up on the stage.”

“Make it look like a suicide? Like you did for Peter Sawyer?”

“I mean, it worked then.”

Now Miller’s scene made more sense to me. It had been sloppy, yes, but that was because it had been done by an amateur. Paul was copying something that had worked before without realizing that he had made it obvious it was staged. Pun not intended.

“Confirm for me who killed the CEO of the department store?”

“Elias.”

Ah-ha. Well, that was good to know.

“Any other kills you failed to mention?”

Paul finally looked at me, thinking for a second. “Eugene killed the Alley guy, some drug dealer. Zeb killed Ellie Warner, for the Inventor. That’s it.”

No, he in fact did not. But I wouldn’t tell Paul that.

Paul stared at me for another moment before asking in a soft, dead voice, “What…what happens to everyone else because I’ve told you this?”

“They all have the same chance of a plea deal. Do you think they’ll all take it?”

“Eugene might. I don’t know about the others. I don’t think so.”

I didn’t know these men well, so I’d reserve judgment. “Mr. Billingshurst, I’m going to bring paper and pen in here. I want you to write down everything you know as a full statement. I’ll come back in a few hours to review that with you. One question before I go, though: Whose idea was it to use the cleaning charms?”

“Elias.”

Mob kid knew how to cover his tracks. That figured.
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Queen Regina, being so determined, settled the paperwork to strip Eugene Wyverstone and Zebediah Dawkins of their titles within three hours. Truly record-breaking. Normally, this matter would have taken at least a week. She only needed two peer signatures, and after I explained to the council the horrific evidence against these men, two members promptly signed.

I was a happy man as I hustled across palace grounds to the detention center. Jamie would be over the moon to see this. Stripping them of their titles not only gave her leverage but cemented that they would not have a way out of the absolute penalty.

The very second I breached the front door, I spied Clint sitting near the intersection of the hallways. Since the interrogation rooms were to the left, I could surmise why he’d chosen to sit in that particular spot. “Clint?”

He flicked both ears forward, wiggling a little. “Henri, papers?”

“Yes, I have them. Are you on lookout for me?”

“Am. Jamie said come in immediately.”

“I am not at all surprised.” Of course she would be anxious to have them. “Which room?”

“Blue door.”

The interrogation rooms were all painted in different colors to make it easy for us to quickly respond to the right room in case of emergency. I nodded in understanding, arranged the folders in my hands so Zebediah Dawkins’s was on top, and then gave a perfunctory knock on the door. I say perfunctory because I was sure Jamie could clearly hear me on the other side.

“Enter, Henri!”

You see? She had. I opened it and strode in, gauging the situation as I moved. Zebediah stared at some speck on the wall, once again refusing to engage. Ms. Ramsbottom, his attorney, sat on the edge of her seat, eyeing her client with a noticeable air of frustration, likely because she’d been here for six hours.

It didn’t take a genius to realize he wasn’t cooperating.

Without fanfare, I handed the document over to Ms. Ramsbottom. “I bring bad news for you and your client. Dawkins’s title and birthright have been stripped from him by order of Queen Regina.”

Zebediah Dawkins whipped his head around at those words, his cuffed hands trying to seize the paperwork so he could read it himself. The movement was too awkward to have much force behind it, and Ms. Ramsbottom did retain something of a grip, but she shared it with him so they could both read through the decree.

I sat next to Jamie and grinned at her. She grinned back, pleased with this outcome.

After a minute of reading, Ms. Ramsbottom leaned back, eyes closed in a fatalistic way. “Royal Mage Davenforth, I must ask, did you hand-walk this through the council yourself?”

“I did.” Meeting Zebediah’s eyes, I deadpanned, “Queen Regina does not want the nobility of her country to be serial killers. No one’s particularly surprised by this.”

“You really didn’t think anything through,” Jamie observed, almost in a rhetorical fashion. “I mean, really, Mr. Dawkins. Your friends all said the same thing—that you’re really smart, and the mastermind, and the one with the great ideas. But to me? You didn’t think anything through. What did you think would happen when word got out that you’re killing people for fun? That the law would just smack you on the wrist? You were sloppy, too. You left evidence behind because you assumed things would work out for you. Ellie Warner is still alive because of your arrogance. I guess you’re not really smart, after all—”

“YOU SHUT YOUR MOUTH!” Zebediah roared. He leaned over the table, eyes blown wide in anger, almost spitting with his rage. “You think this is funny?! That forcing me into a commoner’s status is funny?!”

“Oh, it’s not funny.” Kicking back, she crossed her ankles, eyeing him like she was observing a child throwing a tantrum. “You had to kill a lot of people for our queen to justify removing your birthright from you. In that sense, it’s not funny at all. I’m just asking because I’m honestly struggling to put the pieces together, but were you really the ringleader? Not Elias? Because it seems like Elias actually knew what he was doing. He didn’t leave behind evidence like the rest of you.”

Ms. Ramsbottom seized Zebediah by the back of his suit and pulled him down sharply, hissing near his ear, “Sit still and shut up.” Then she cleared her throat. “My client will not be saying anything until I’ve had a chance to speak with him and his parents.”

I looked at Zebediah, but he did seem intent on keeping his mouth shut. I didn’t think that truly helped him in this moment, but he wouldn’t go against his solicitor. Well, we could always come back to him.

“Fine, we’ll give you a brief rest. I’ll need to inform Mr. Wyverstone he’s also been stripped of his title and birthright.”

Zebediah clenched his fists but didn’t lift his head. Still insisting on being mute after that little outburst, eh?

Shaking my head, I stood, taking both folders with me. I didn’t want to leave Zebediah’s with him. I’d need it to share with his parents, and they were already on their way.

Jamie and I stepped out of the room, with her closing the door firmly behind her. We didn’t speak until we reached the front of the office, nearly in the lobby itself. I wondered why she had detoured this far out when we should have just gone next door. Then Jamie blew out a breath.

“Honestly? I don’t think Zebediah’s going to crack. He seems determined to keep his mouth shut.”

Ah, she’d taken me far out of earshot for a frank discussion.

“If anything would have done it, it should have been this.” I tapped the folder in my hand. “But I also don’t think it matters. We have him dead to rights because of the others’ testimony, do we not?”

“Well, that, and I’m sure Ellie can verify it was him. The police sketch is a dead ringer for his face. Which is honestly surprising; I’ve never seen a police sketch that accurate before. Plus, the board games at his house.”

“Like I said, we have plenty of evidence against him. What is it you’re hoping to achieve?”

She tapped a finger to her mouth. “Out of everyone, Zebediah is likely the person who knows where his friend Elias is hiding. Paul and Eugene were clueless on this.”

I made a silent ah. Yes, of course, that was the missing link in this case. The last man who was still on the loose. He might not be on the run—it depended on whether he’d heard of what had happened with his friends, and I wasn’t sure how fast the word would spread.

A hullabaloo started at the front door, and I turned in alarm at the sound of multiple people shouting.

Jamie immediately moved into that speed walk of hers that could force me into an outright jog. “The parents are here, I take it.”

The who?

I jogged after her—not far, just to the front stoop of the office. Standing there were two couples, unless I missed my guess. All of them seemed to be in their fifties or so, and I recognized one couple easily, as the Wyverstone bright red hair was very much hereditary. Eugene Wyverstone II stood there with his wife, blustering and lifting his cane into the air as he ranted about his son being innocent.

The other couple looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t put a finger on them. They were quieter, wrapped up in fur-lined cloaks, and the mother’s eyes were red rimmed.

“Holy drama, Batman,” Jamie muttered under her breath. Then she lifted both hands and walked forward, giving the poor palace guardsman backup. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! People, settle. I’m Director Edwards, I’m in charge of the serial murder cases. Lord and Lady Wyverstone, I believe?”

Lady Wyverstone seized her hand. “My son. My son didn’t do this.”

“Lady Wyverstone, I’m sorry to tell you three things. First, your son absolutely did do this, and I have plenty of evidence to prove it. Two, your son has confessed to killing multiple people—”

The poor mother flinched, swaying backward for a moment, as if considering fainting.

“—and three, our good queen is so upset with him that she has stricken him from the rolls. He is no longer in the peerage.”

Dead silence.

That was my cue. I stepped around Jamie and handed the right folder to Lord Wyverstone, who seemed less inclined to drop the matter than his wife. “The paperwork, if you’d care to examine it.”

He seized it, flinging the folder open, then stared at the paperwork for the longest moment, expression crumpling into one of grief.

I had no sympathy for him. He should have been a better parent to his son.

Lady Wyverstone caught my eye and appealed to me. “You have to help my son, Henri. Your parents would expect that of you.”

“My parents would be horrified if I helped a serial killer,” I retorted harshly, but it was the truth. I didn’t want to give her any indication that I would help her son. I would not.

The quieter couple took a half step forward, the woman reaching for me. “Sir. My son is Zebediah Dawkins. Has he…has he…?”

I didn’t know what she was asking but could guess. “Your son was the ringleader of this mess. We can prove that without issue. Your solicitor is sitting with him at this moment. And yes, he’s also been stripped of his title.”

She took the folder when I offered it to her, but then just curled around it, crying silent tears.

It was her husband who found words first. “What can we do to help our son?”

“Get him to talk.” It was a blunt answer, but I had nothing else to give them. “We have offered him a plea bargain, but he refuses to take it. We need to know where Elias Brownlow is, or where he might have bolted to, but Zebediah refuses to give us any information about him.”

His mother seized upon this, the folder trembling in her hands. “What if we were to help you locate him?”

“It can only help,” Jamie said. “The sooner we find Elias, the better, and perhaps you can get it through to your son that staying quiet isn’t helping him. Everyone, inside. It’s too cold for a conversation like this out here.”

While I helped Jamie herd them inside, I overheard the Wyverstones mention a vacation villa “the boys loved to visit” and smiled to myself. The parents might not have known what their sons were up to, but they were aware of their children’s habits and patterns, and that might be what we needed to find Elias Brownlow.

In fact, this might work in our favor. The parents were desperate to save their sons and would give us carte blanche access to any location in an effort to do so. Less of an uphill battle that way.

Zebediah, you really should have talked when you had the chance.
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I had a short list of possible hiding places, but most of them were scattered around the country and not feasible for me to go and investigate on my own. Henri and I divided the list and made calls to the local police, asking them to take a look for us.

I’d been working on that till almost evening, and even though it was basically quittin’ time, I sat at my desk taking one last phone call from the Bythesea police.

“You sure no one’s up there?”

“Absolutely sure. There’s fresh snowfall out here, happened about two days ago, and absolutely none of it was disturbed around the house. Took a tracker with me, they said no one’s there either. Family only staffs and comes to the place during the summer anyway.”

“Well, thank you, you saved me a lot of time and effort.”

“I’ll keep an eye on the place just in case, don’t worry.”

“I really appreciate that. Thank you. You go home, put your feet up, and get warm.”

He gave a hearty laugh. “Same to you, Director. Go home!”

“Thanks, I will.”

I hung up and messaged Henri, Going home. You?

At Seaton’s working on charm.

He was not giving up on the new cleaning charm, apparently. Well, I knew he was having fun. This kind of brainwork was like Sudoku to Henri. Let the man play, he’d earned it after working this insane case.

It was quite late by the time I clocked out, scooped up my two cats since Phil was with Henri, said bye to the people organizing the new evidence as I left, and hopped into a taxi. I had very little food in the house—came with barely being home for weeks—so it was definitely time to fill the larder. Grocery store run it was. I had the ingredients for curry, but I was no longer in the mood for it, so that would have to wait. Now, what should I make for dinner? On cold days like this, a hot bowl of stew sounded nice.

Man, if I had a crockpot, I could have put a stew together in the morning and then come home to a ready meal. Why hadn’t I thought of crockpots before? I mean, microwaves were handy and I loved them, but I wanted a crockpot too. If Ellie weren’t still laid up in bed with burns on her hands and arms, I’d send her this idea. But then it would just get her excited, and she’d try to draw it out, and her mother would be forced to strangle me.

Better sit on this idea for a few weeks.

Well, I could still make soup, just not stew.

I hit up the grocery store closest to the apartment and realized I probably wouldn’t be shopping here for much longer. After Henri and I bought the house, we’d be shopping at the nearest store in the new neighborhood. Of course, all changes came with moments like this, when you realized something you’d done for years wasn’t permanent, but it still made me a little sad. Plus, y’know, I had this store perfectly memorized to where I could walk through it blindfolded. Now I had to start over at another store.

I needed ice cream to cope.

I picked up a chocolate chunk one, earning a weird look from the man behind me in line. Yes, it’s weird to want ice cream in the winter. Go away, dude, I cope how I wanna.

Bags in hand, I walked the short distance home, navigating by streetlamps, thinking of bean and ham soup and admittedly not much else.

Up until I rounded the corner and my apartment building came into view…then I had lots of thoughts. Starting with why a crowd of people hovered around the front entrance steps?

I didn’t like crowds of people around my doorway. That meant bad things either a) had happened or b) would shortly happen. Not a fan, either way.

I just wanted to go home, make my soup, and eat my ice cream. Why did I have this feeling both things would be thwarted?

Everyone on this street pretty much knew me, so when the butcher who lived next door glanced back and spotted me, he of course recognized me on sight.

“Jamie! You’ve got a dead body!”

Since I had three cats, I had to ask, “How big?”

“Person sized.”

“What, again?!” Why must people leave me prezzies? I did not want them!

People gave way as I squeezed my way through.

“It’s Jamie, make way!” someone nearby called out.

The sea parted and I finally reached the bottom step. In one blink, I completely changed my mind about not wanting prezzies.

I was absolutely okay with this one.

There, lying on the icy steps, was Elias Brownlow, my missing mobster. Eugene’s mother had given me a picture so I could get a BOLO out, and this was unmistakably him. He was hogtied, the rope around his arms and legs also keeping him tied to the banister, with a gunshot wound right between unseeing eyes. Phew boy, someone was upset with him. I would say recently dead, too, as rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet. In fact, I’d say this body was fresh. Someone had dumped him in plain sight on the steps and no one noticed?

I looked around at my neighbors. “Anyone see anything?”

“There was a big van blocking our view of the front entrance for a good minute solid,” volunteered a woman I knew from the apartment building beside mine by face but not name. She pointed at the body. “I was salting my steps when I saw the van, but I didn’t see anyone from my angle. When the van drove off, he was like this.”

“How long ago was this?”

“About ten minutes. We figured you’d be home soon, so we just stood here to guard the body while waiting on you.”

No matter how many times I’d told my neighbors to call the police when something like this happened, they always resorted to just waiting on me. They were all like, naw, Jamie’s got this.

Jamie didn’t always want it, okay? For the record.

I let out a sigh, knowing it was useless to try and track down that van. It was likely unmarked and would vanish before the hour was up.

Wait a minute. Was that a note on his chest?

I tilted my head to get a better look. Huh, it was. A single piece of paper, pinned to his shirt. I had to put the groceries down and put on my spare gloves, but I wanted to read that note. I had to kind of tip the body sideways to get it to a readable angle.

Elias Brownlow has broken our cardinal rule and is disavowed from the family. Do with his body what you want.

Ouch. Harsh, man. Well, couldn’t say I blamed them. For someone in the mob, he’d been playing fast and loose and had brought a lot of heat on the whole family because of it.

Now, who should I call to pick this guy up? Technically, because he was found on my doorstep, it belonged to Fourth Precinct. Or it could be mine, since he was part of my case. OR I could call Third Precinct and throw them a bone. They’d been super helpful with my case, after all, and they’d been after the Brownlow family for years without any success.

You know what, Third it was. I pulled my pad out of my pocket and called up the detective working the Brownlow case.

“Hey, I know it’s the weekend and all, but I’ve got a present for you…”
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Yesterday’s present had been well received. Third Precinct had been happy to process a dead man and claim some sort of closure on a few cases. Even though it was Gods Day, with plenty of chores and errands waiting on me, I wanted to take one last crack at Zebediah. I had a feeling that hearing his friend had been killed might get him to talk. Worth a shot, anyway.

Because of various rules, he had been moved to another holding cell, as we couldn’t hold him on palace grounds any longer with charges pending. Third Precinct was in fact holding him for us, so it wasn’t that far of a trip to go and see him. I snuck back in this morning, right after breakfast, and didn’t bother hauling Zebediah into an interrogation room. I just visited him at his jail cell, standing outside the bars and looking in on him. The man looked rough. He hadn’t shaved, wore the ugly black jumper of prison wear, and sat on the edge of the bed with this air of defeat.

When he heard my approach, he glanced up, then sighed and went back to staring at the floor.

“Nice to see you too.”

No reaction.

Well, I knew how to change that. “I come bearing news. Elias Brownlow is dead.”

For a moment, he continued to stare at the floor. Then he lurched to his feet, hands wrapping around the bars, a surround sound of disbelief on the man’s face.

I figured he’d need proof, so I’d brought a picture of his body on my front steps. I silently handed it over and watched his face crumple. He didn’t say anything, just stared at the picture, horrified and a little green around the gills.

Funny how death was all fun and games to him until it became personal.

“His family killed him.” I spoke into the thick silence. “There was a note pinned to his chest saying that because he’d violated the rules, they’d disposed of him. Do you know what rules?”

For a moment, I thought he’d answer me. Then he turned and sagged back onto the bed, tears streaming down his cheeks.

“I guess killing people isn’t fun to you anymore.”

He looked up at me with unseeing eyes, rocking back and forth a little as if trying to soothe himself. To my eyes, it was like watching a man revert to a child, that’s how young he suddenly looked. Like he’d only just learned that consequences were a real thing.

“You’ve lost your life because of your games. Your freedom, your title, your family, and now your friend—all because of a game you wanted to play ringmaster for. I hope it was worth it, Zebediah.”

A choked sob.

I gave it a minute, but clearly he still wouldn’t speak to me. Shaking my head, I turned and walked out, as there was no point in staying.

I still had a lot of work to do on this case. We had to prep for trial and all of that, but all the suspects were either in custody or in a morgue. The murder spree had stopped. That was my win.

And to my mind, this case was essentially closed.
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A month passed in a flurry of activity. The outcry from the public meant the trial for the three surviving serial killers had been shoved to the front of the line. Normally, they’d wait a few months just to be given a court date, but I believed our good queen had leaned on the judicial system to hurry that one up. In any case, all three surviving men were sentenced to life imprisonment without possibility of pardon or parole. The evidence against them was quite damning, and they had nothing to say for themselves. Only their family’s cooperation with law enforcement had kept them from a death sentence.

All of their individual wealth—which was considerable—was seized by the courts and liquidated. Every bit of it was pooled, then split evenly between the victims’ families, as some form of compensation for their loss. Money couldn’t compare to a dead child or spouse, but at least it was something, and another slap in the face to those who’d wronged them.

I doubted their families would ever be able to hold their heads high in society again. Nor should they, frankly, since they’d created such entitled little monsters. I felt like it was a case well solved, and the world a little safer with those three now securely in their cells.

Several things had happened since then that gave us some joy. The young lady from the park was, in fact, a rising star, and she’d put on a free show for anyone who worked the case. The concert was wonderful, and I, for one, was now quite a fan. Jamie had been so impressed she’d suggested sponsoring a concert for the young lady, and I’d immediately agreed. We were set to attend the event later this week for Last Night, in fact.

Since we’d closed the case, Gracewoods Manor had been completely cleared out while attorneys worked through the estate, and the murder scene thoroughly cleaned. Still beautiful, of course, and I very much wanted it.

Which was why we sat here in this very room, preparing to sign a great deal of paperwork. Jamie sat calmly next to me at the table and, to be quite frank, I didn’t know how she managed it. I was beside myself with eagerness.

Today was the day we signed the paperwork for the house.

The title company had greeted us with warm smiles and settled us in at their conference table with offers of warm tea—a necessity on a snowy day such as this one. I’d brought with me a draft check from my bank to cover the full cost. Not that I could normally afford to pay for a house of this caliber outright, but Jamie and I had split the cost fifty-fifty, so there was no need to take out a loan. We had also deliberately left the Felixes at home; all this paper lying about would prove to be too much temptation.

Ms. Orbbranch sat across from us, handing over paperwork.

“This is an agreement that you are now completely in charge of all maintenance on the house and can’t come back to the estate with repair requests. This is to confirm there are no outstanding taxes on the house. This is a confirmation there are no liens on the house. This is—”

My head started spinning. How much paperwork did one sign to buy a house?!

Jamie signed, as did I, but she started giving the stack of paperwork in front of the title agent a very amused look.

“Is there a clause buried in there somewhere that says I’m to hand over my firstborn?”

Ms. Orbbranch blinked at her, surprised, then snickered. “There is not. I do not want a newborn. They are messy and fussy.”

“I can’t agree more.”

“It is a lot of paperwork,” she agreed while handing me something else to sign. “But just imagine how much more there would be if you were financing the house.”

I was suddenly very glad we weren’t.

It felt like a moon’s age passed, but it was more like an hour by the time we got through all of it. I signed over my portion of the money and gave her the check, Jamie did likewise, and then, all of a sudden, we were handed keys.

I stared at the metal key in my hand, and it suddenly hit me that I now owned a house.

A HOUSE.

A house I’d always dreamed of owning, no less. It felt surreal, like a dream so good it couldn’t be true.

I looked at my soon-to-be bride, who I’d marry in a few short months. We’d live in that house together until we were both old and grey, which was a fabulous thought. I couldn’t wait to move in properly.

I shook hands with Ms. Orbbranch, unable to contain a smile. “Thank you so much.”

“We’re happy to serve,” she replied with an answering smile. “If there’s any trouble, let me know. I’ll get a copy of all the paperwork to you by the end of the week.”

“Thank you,” Jamie echoed.

Then we gathered up coats and Jamie’s bag, and out the door we went.

Jamie hooked an arm in mine and started skipping a little. Laughing, I skipped along with her, at least until we reached the front door of the office. It was a very jubilant day indeed.

“Dearest, shall we go to our house?”

“We shall!” Jamie’s grin was infectious. “We’ve got the old staff to talk to, and I hope they let us hire them on. That would make life easier on both of us. I know you want to change the wards first thing—”

“I do.” It was the first order of business. Well, really, the first order of business was picking up my new ring, as it was finally done. THEN wards.

“—and I have ideas that require me measuring things, not to mention paint and wallpaper to discuss, so we should absolutely go straight to the house.”

I suddenly started to worry. “Dearest, we only have a little bit of time before we get married, and I know you want the house set before our wedding. Just how much redecorating do you have in mind?”

“Just a little,” she assured me, pulling me out to the street and hailing a taxi. “Just a few rooms.”

I was not entirely sure I believed her.
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Radios have hit the market, yay! I can now listen to music without having to pull out the laptop.

House acquired! Let me tell you, not having to do a credit check to buy a house was great. So much easier! Also, Henri has agreed a sauna is a must, and once he saw a Japanese movie with an onsen, he insisted on it. I’m so glad I’m getting my way. :)

Ellie’s still recovering, but we got bored in the hospital and brainstormed more inventions. Our list now includes: MRI machines, CT scanners, X-ray machines, fire trucks that can suppress magical fires, adhesive Band-Aids, and pneumatic splints. (I think Ellie spent too much time in the hospital, personally.)

Wedding update—bridal clothes and jewelry are bought! Ophelia’s still running the wedding, and thank god for it. It would have ended up in a courthouse otherwise because Henri and I just do not have time to plan a party right now.

Days of the Week

Earth – Draiocht

Sunday – Gods Day

Monday – Gather Day

Tuesday – Brew Day

Wednesday – Bind Day

Thursday – Hex Day

Friday – Scribe Day

Saturday – Rest Day

Months

Earth – Draiocht

January – Old Moon

February – Snow Moon

March – Crow Moon

April – Seed Moon

May – Hare Moon

June – Rose Moon

July – Hay Moon

August – Corn Moon

September – Harvest Moon

October – Hunter’s Moon

November – Frost Moon

December – Blue Moon


Thanks for reading All Fun and Games! I had lots of fun writing this one despite it’s case complication. It was inspired by a “what if” conspiracy theory, and I ran with it. There will be one final book (I know, I know, but I only ever planned for twelve in the series) so stay tuned for their final case, out sometime 2026. I maaaaaay have a surprise though, so don’t despair! ;)

In the mood for a complete series? Have you read any of The Human Familiar series? It hits all the spots: unique magic, end-of-the-world baddies, and banter galore. Out of all my series, this is the most similar to Case Files!

The Human Familiar

Who do you call when there’s a curse? A sorcerer? A mage? A witch? What if all of those people have failed to remove it?

Well, call for an artifactor, of course.

The Child Prince

I’ve also got a UF/paranormal romance penname, Allie Brahms, so if that’s your jam make sure to check it out.

What’s the life of a ghost matchmaker like? Interesting to say the least. Waking up magically soul-bonded to the sexy demon slayer Zhen? -incoherent hand waving-

Tie Me Knot!

And if you love arcs, WIPS, freebies, signed copies and goodies, check out my Patreon!


Other books by Honor Raconteur

Published by Raconteur House

♫ Available in Audiobook! ♫

THE ADVENT MAGE CYCLE

Jaunten ♫ • Magus ♫ • Advent ♫ • Balancer ♫

ADVENT MAGE NOVELS

The Dragon’s Mage ♫ • The Lost Mage♫ • Advent Mage Compendium

WARLORDS (ADVENT MAGE)

Warlords Rising • Warlords Ascending • Warlords Reigning

ANCIENT MAGICKS

Rise of the Catalyst ♫

THE ARTIFACTOR SERIES

The Child Prince ♫ • The Dreamer’s Curse ♫ • The Scofflaw Magician♫ • The Canard Case♫ • The Fae Artifactor ♫

The Sleeping Prince(ess) • Crossroads – A Deepwoods Crossover

THE CASE FILES OF HENRI DAVENFORTH

Magic and the Shinigami Detective♫ • Charms and Death and Explosions (oh my)♫ • Magic Outside the Box♫ • Breaking and Entering 101♫ • Three Charms for Murder • Grimoires and Where to Find Them • Death Over the Garden Wall • This Potion is Da Bomb • All in a Name • A Matter of Secrets and Spies • All Fun and Games

First Encounter: The Shinigami and the Royal Mage

DEEPWOODS SAGA

Deepwoods♫ • Blackstone • Fallen Ward

Origins • Crossroads - An Artifactor Crossover • Jioni

FAMILIAR AND THE MAGE

The Human Familiar • The Void Mage • Remnants • Echoes

IMAGINEERS

Imagineer • Excantation

KINGMAKERS

Arrows of Change • Arrows of Promise • Arrows of Revolution

KINGSLAYER

Kingslayer ♫ • Sovran at War ♫

SINGLE TITLES

Special Forces 01 • Midnight Quest • Call to Quarters

THE TOMES OF KALERIA

Tomes Apprentice♫ • First of Tomes♫ • Master of Tomes♫

Books as Allie Brahms

GHOST CUPID

Tie Me Knot

No Bones About It


[image: ]

Honor Raconteur was born loving books. Her mother read her fairy tales and her father read her technical manuals, so was it any wonder she grew up thinking all books were wonderful? At five, she wrote and illustrated her first book.

At *mumbles age* she’s written over a hundred books between multiple pennames, and has no intention of stopping before she climbs into a grave. Right now, she lives in Michigan in a wonderful old Craftsman house with two dogs and four cats.
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