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            About Witch Charm

          

        

      

    

    
      The Lauriston Academy for Ladies & their Feline Companions dress code: White dress with puffy sleeves. Feline Companions: non-optional white.

      

      Lexie is off to the Lauriston Academy, her cousins’ alma mater, to investigate a case of theft. To her dismay, there is no way around the academy’s dress code. To her even greater dismay, soon after she arrives, she and her feline companion, Luna, come across a dead body.

      

      Lexie has to live off contraband food, spout tongue twisters every hour on the hour, and avoid classes at all costs. Add to that her feline companion’s existential crisis, and Lexie is ready to start pointing the finger of blame at just about anyone.

      

      If she doesn’t find the killer soon, she risks ending up in a roasting pit…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Wake up. You’re being burgled.

      Stop purring in my ear.

      You’re being robbed and you complain about my purring?

      Lexie punched her pillow. “Have you been eating bacon again? You know it gives you nightmares.”

      The sound of muffled footsteps had both Lexie and Luna looking up.

      “Tell me you heard that.”

      Lexie gave a small nod. “I did.”

      “So go see.”

      “You live here too. Why don’t you go see?”

      “I’m not the one being robbed. I’m a free spirited cat. I come unencumbered by possessions.” Luna nudged her. “You go see.”

      “You’re a cat. You excel at stealth. You go,” Lexie whispered. “It’s about time you did your fair share. After all, what do I feed you for? In fact, now that I think about it, what exactly is your purpose?”

      Luna stared down her nose at her. “I am your loyal feline companion and confidante.”

      “Okay. You’ve done such a fine job of that, I’ll reward you with a promotion. You are now my chief of security. Now, go investigate.”

      “Does this new role come with perks?”

      “Crispy bacon. And not the fake type, but real bacon.”

      Luna’s ears pricked up. She crouched down and, staring at the door, moved like a panther on the prowl.

      Footsteps approached. They stopped outside her bedroom door, and then scurried off.

      Luna stopped at the foot of the bed. “Sounds like they’re going away. I’ve earned my keep.”

      As Luna turned back, they heard a thump followed by something heavy scraping across the wooden floor.

      Growling softly, Lexie sat up. She reached over to her bedside table and after a brief hunt around, came up with a coin. “Tell you what... I’ll flip you for it.”

      “Sounds fair,” Luna whispered.

      “Heads you go, tails I go.”

      “Hang on. Is that coin rigged?”

      “Of course not, why would you say that?”

      Luna took a dainty step back. “I don’t know...”

      “Okay. I’ll take tails.”

      “Huh?” Luna leaped forward. “Are you trying to trick me?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.” Luna sniffed the coin.

      Lexie snorted. “Are you right there?”

      “I changed my mind. I’ll take... I’ll take heads...”

      “Are you sure?”

      Luna sat on her haunches and gave her ear a vigorous scratch. “Yeah. Hang on... Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Okay. Heads you go, tails I go.”

      Her loyal feline companion scrunched up her little face. “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “We agree to abide by this? The coin toss is sacred and binding. Whatever comes up, you have to accept it.”

      Lexie nodded and flipped the coin in the air. They both followed its descent. When it landed on the bed, Luna scampered over to it.

      Lexie smiled. “Heads it is.”

      “Why does it have to be me?” Luna complained.

      “Because you’re the one who brought it up and... Hey, you can make yourself invisible.”

      “Oh... I forgot about that. All right, here goes. If I’m not back in five, come look for me.”

      “Sure.” Lexie plumped up her pillow and tried to go back to sleep but that meant ignoring the sound of furniture being dragged across the room. When this was followed by another hard thump, she put her pillow over her head. Moments later, Luna leaped up onto the bed, sauntered over and curled up in the crook of her arm.

      “Well?”

      “It’s nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      “What do you mean it’s nothing?”

      Luna sighed. “It’s Sunday. The birds are chirping. The sun’s coming up... Go back to sleep. All’s well.”

      Outside, a car came to a screeching halt. Horns blared. An argument erupted.

      Luna sighed again. “Really. It’s nothing.”

      Lexie flung the bedcovers off. “I only ask for one day off. The average person gets two days off a week. My personal assistant has the entire week off...”

      “Honestly, you’re making a fuss over nothing,” Luna insisted.

      Lexie padded over to the door and pressed her ear against it. She knew the moment she opened the door, there’d be no turning back. “Who’s out there?” she asked Luna.

      “No one. Come back to bed.”

      “Fine, I’ll go see for myself.” As soon as she opened the door and peeked out, she wished she hadn’t.

      Moments later, Lexie shuffled back to bed and pulled the covers over her head. This couldn’t be happening to her...

      Luna burrowed her way under the bedcovers. “Well? What did you see?”

      “Me? What did you see?”

      “You go first.”

      “So you did see something.”

      Luna purred. “Only if you did.”

      They fell silent.

      “Like you said, it’s Sunday. All’s well.” It had to be.

      Luna snorted. “You’re pulling my tail. You must have seen something.”

      “How about we flip for it? Heads you say what you saw, tails... I say what I saw.”

      “I’m not falling for that again.”

      
        
        Lexie? Where are you?

      

      

      “That’s Catherine,” Lexie murmured.

      The bedcover lifted slightly and Catherine’s orb burrowed its way in.

      “Hello. What are you two doing under the bedcovers?”

      “Hello, Catherine. We’re... we’re having a meeting.”

      “About what?”

      “We heard sounds,” Luna said. “We thought someone had broken into the apartment. Then we went to investigate. I went first... because I’m a cat and I’ve been awarded a promotion...”

      “You know Catherine can’t hear you.”

      
        
        Catherine? Where are you? Where is everyone?

      

      

      “Mirabelle’s here. Shh. Don’t make a sound,” Catherine said. “If she catches us here, she’ll think we’re conspiring against her.”

      “Why would she think that?” both Lexie and Luna asked.

      “It’s what this meeting is about. She wants to take measures against another witch going rogue and there’s also the other matter.”

      Lexie sighed. “I seem to remember asking you and Mirabelle to send me a memo about meetings. I don’t recall receiving one. And what’s this about another matter?”

      “A complaint has been lodged against you.”

      “Me? What did I do?”

      “You went snooping around. Some people take exception to that.”

      “I... I did no such thing. I only went where I was forced to go...”

      Luna put her paw on her hand.

      
        
        Keep calm. Lick you paw. Embrace the indifference.

        This isn’t the time for Feline Zen, Luna.

      

      

      “Well, we’ll clear it all up, but that will have to wait because there’s another matter that needs to be tackled first,” Catherine explained.

      “Hang on. You’re losing me.”

      “I told Mirabelle this would be too much for a Sunday, but you know her, she always has an answer for everything.”

      “And?”

      “And she thinks it’s time we incorporated our business. Once we make it legal, you can’t be sued.”

      “What business? And... Who’s suing me?”

      “No one. Yet.”

      The bedcovers were wrenched off.

      “There you are. What are you all doing hiding under the bedcovers?” Mirabelle asked in her best imperious tone.

      Lexie looked up at the orb hovering over her. “This is my bed and I’m perfectly within my rights to be under the bedcovers. As for you two... I think it’s time we drew boundary lines. You can’t come barging in here when you feel like it.”

      “We have a serious matter to discuss,” the High Chair of the British Isles and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven said in her haughtiest tone.

      “Several, by the sounds of it and... You always say that, right before I’m sent off to clean up after your mess.”

      Mirabelle’s orb glowed red. “Any concerns need to be added to the agenda.”

      “Fine. Catherine, add my concerns to the agenda.”

      “I’m afraid this week’s agenda is rather full,” Catherine chirped. “I’ll schedule it for our next meeting.”

      “Now that has been sorted out, please make yourself presentable,” Mirabelle said, “I believe the others are about to arrive.”

      “Others? What others?”

      “Our first official clients. I cannot stress how important it is for us to make a favorable impression. We have done the best we could to make your sitting room presentable—”

      “So it was you rearranging my furniture,” Lexie accused. “Whose footsteps did we hear?”

      “We... we had assistance.”

      “And why are we meeting here? You live in a Hall. I’ve never seen it but it sounds large...” Lexie hunted around for a word Mirabelle would appreciate, “Commodious, and... and handsomely furnished.”

      “Our clients happen to be local. I can’t very well ask them to fly over to England for one meeting.”

      “Local?”

      “Closer to you than to either of us.”

      “Specifics, Mirabelle. That’s not much to ask for.”

      “Salem.”

      Lexie huffed out a breath. “I’m guessing this involves hocus-pocus.”

      “Please refrain from referring to our craft as hocus-pocus,” Mirabelle’s voice hitched, “And for goodness’ sake, mind your p’s and q’s. The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and their Feline Companions will be our most valuable client to date. We must impress them.”

      “Hey, if I’m going to pull up my socks, I want to know why. I don’t know them from Adam.”

      Mirabelle spluttered. “You... you don’t know them? Every High Chair since the establishment of our most revered coven has attended—”

      Catherine’s orb rushed over to Mirabelle. A brisk exchange later, the orbs tilted down as if looking down their noses at Lexie.

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “Yes, of course. How remiss of me.”

      “What did you miss?”

      “Catherine merely reminded me of your... lapse.”

      “Huh?”

      “We understand you pursued an alternative education and so cannot be held entirely accountable for your behavior.”

      Lexie frowned. “You went to the what’s its’ name Lady’s Academy?”

      “The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and their Feline Companions. Yes, it’s our alma mater.”

      “How did Catherine manage that? She doesn’t travel.”

      “An exception was granted and Catherine achieved the highest honors via correspondence.”

      “It remains unmatched to this day,” Catherine announced, “Something which I’m proud of and flaunt at every opportunity. Although, I believe my reputation precedes me so I rarely have to mention it. Doing the course by correspondence added a degree of difficulty.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I feel rather left out,” Lexie admitted.

      
        
        Don’t worry. It’s really nothing to brag about. The place has some nice hidey-holes but in the winter, it’s horribly drafty.

        How do you know?

        Because I’m a graduate too.

        You? You’re a cat.

        And your point is?

      

      

      A bell tinkled.

      “Oh, that must be them,” Catherine exclaimed and rushed off leaving a trail of sparkles behind her.

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “If you could... perhaps... please try to make yourself presentable and join us as soon as... you are... What are you going to wear?”

      “My Sunday best, of course.” Lexie wondered if she should match her faded blue jeans with a blue t-shirt or a pink one...

      Instead of leaving her to it, Mirabelle’s orb rushed over to her wardrobe. “I don’t see anything suitable here.” Mirabelle growled softly. “No. No. No. This won’t do at all.” She swung toward Lexie. Her orb glowed...

      “Hey,” Lexie took a quick sidestep. “What are you doing?”

      “Taking your measure.”

      “What for? Stop that.” She sidestepped her again.

      “Stand still.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        She dressed me in white. White. A white dress with puffy sleeves. And you... look at you.

        Everyone wears white at The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and their Feline Companions.

      

      

      As for her sitting room...

      She didn’t recognize it.

      Her furniture had been hidden behind elegant looking room dividers with Japanese motifs printed on them. And in place of her couch, there was now a settee in pale teal with gold highlights. An antique, Mirabelle had remarked.

      
        
        All I’m saying is that she’d better turn you back. It’s taken me this long to get used to you being black one moment and golden the next. Now you’re white. If you start shedding...

        Hush. Ms Penelope Stewart is speaking. She is head of the Elocution Department and deserves your undivided attention. You might learn something.

        Why are you talking funny?

        I am not. I am merely conforming to the rules of proper behavior as instilled in me over many arduous hours of comportment lessons. Ms Penelope does not suffer... contractions.

        Huh? What’s that?

        What is... not what’s. It is... what is. Anyhow, Ms Penelope Stewart is also head of the Annual Cotillion Review Committee. The fact she has taken time away from her many duties can only mean—

        I swear, if they make me go on stage again—

      

      

      “It all began with a few items going missing,” the softly spoken Ms Penelope Stewart said, “A mother of pearl hairbrush. A bracelet. Gloves. Then it escalated. One of our most esteemed pupils, Miss Claudette Lafayette, woke up one morning to find her luscious locks had been shorn off. We need this matter investigated promptly and, needless to say, with the utmost discretion. Our governing body has made it plainly clear, the parents cannot discover these heinous crimes have been perpetrated against our students. It could spell disaster for our school. In its entire history, nothing like this has ever happened.”

      Ms Penelope looked as though she was sucking lemons and about to have an attack of nerves or a premature wave of hot flushes.

      “Rest assured, we will do our outmost to identify the culprit and bring them to justice,” Mirabelle declared, “It is what we excel at.”

      Ms Penelope Stewart’s gaze drifted over to Lexie. Her eyes narrowed. “Am I to understand Miss Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie has the skills to tackle the complexity of this matter?”

      “Absolutely. She has proven herself a most valuable member of our team...”

      
        
        Her diction is as perfect as it ever was. I am in awe.

        Who are you and what have done with my cat?

        You might want to pay attention. Ms Penelope Stewart—

        Yeah, yeah, she doesn’t suffer fools.

        Actually, it is... Yes, yes, she does not suffer fools.

        I swear, this better be temporary ‘cos I’m not going to put up with your tongue in cheek—

        She is speaking to you.

      

      

      “Huh?”

      Ms Penelope Stewart gasped. “I do beg your pardon.”

      “Why? What did you do?”

      “It is impolite to express—” Ms Penelope Stewart broke off and turned to Mirabelle. “Are you absolutely certain this... she is the best candidate for this delicate matter?”

      Mirabelle’s silence spoke of retribution of the highest, severest order.

      Lexie sat up only then realizing she’d slumped... or rather, she had slumped. She did a quick hunt around in her mental archives for any dialogue that might help her. Fortunately, she’d... she had recently spent an evening curled up on the couch watching Pride and Prejudice. Mr Darcy’s apologetic monologue came to mind. “Ms Penelope Stewart, please do not be alarmed, ma’am, that this be my normal behavior. No, no, not at all, it is nothing but a temporary lapse of poor judgment on my part and shall not, no... no... no, it shall not be repeated. Of that, I can give you my heartiest assurances...”

      “Ma’am?”

      
        
        Why does she sound... what’s... what is the word I am looking for?

        Affronted. It is highly improper to address someone as ma’am. There are exceptions to the rule, of course. If the person addressed happens to be the Queen of England or a royal princess you are free to use the honorific. However, in this instance, and I cannot stress this enough, it is highly erroneous to address an American as ma’am.

        Huh?

        Pay attention. Mirabelle is going into damage control. She is determined to secure this prestigious assignment and I do believe she will, even if it is the last duty she performs as a fully competent High Chair.

        You think I’ve driven her to the edge?

        I believe you have pushed her a tad over the edge. Yes. Oh, how I wish I could lick my paw but it would not do, not in the presence of Ms Penelope Stewart. She would never forgive the indiscretion.

        Don’t you just wish you could have a scratch too?

        Your taunt is most inopportune. Rest assured, it shall not go unpunished. I will contrive to... oh, damnation... it itches.

      

      

      With an exemplary show of stiff upper-lipped haughtiness, Ms Penelope Stewart rose and bid her farewells... and adieus. Lexie slumped right back and sighed with relief.

      “Hey, Luna. Go forth and scratch.”

      Luna leaped off the chair and rolled around the rug maniacally scratching and licking to her heart’s content.

      Mirabelle’s orb turned toward Lexie.

      With or without her newly acquired altered state of intuition, Lexie knew she’d... she had just earned a black blotchy mark against her. Unfortunately, she also knew it wouldn’t get her off the hook.

      She was off to The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and their Feline Companions to investigate what sounded like a case of petty theft.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jonathan is about to arrive. He’s bringing pizza and beer. Would you please do me the courtesy of taking off so I can indulge in a last meal.”

      “They will feed you there,” Catherine assured her, “In fact, The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and Feline Companions has a world class Cordon Bleu cooking school. All meals are gastronomic delights.”

      “Served in itzy-bitsy portions, no doubt. And, if my intuition is to be trusted, I’m thinking they use food as part of their reward system. Knowing me... as well as I know me, I’m likely to return from this escapade a few pounds lighter.”

      “Are you foreseeing trouble?”

      “Um... duh! Did you see the way Ms Penelope, Mistress of Electrocution eyeballed me?”

      “Elocution,” they all piped in.

      “Yeah, what you said.” Lexie paced around her small sitting room. “And why do I have to go undercover as a pupil? Why can’t I go as... as an instructor?”

      “Of what? The art of gorging on pizza?” Mirabelle asked.

      “I could... I could do that thing of teaching how to walk with a book on your head. You know, what’s it called?”

      “It’s called walking... with poise. Now that you mention it, you should practice. We don’t actually want you to be tied up in remedial classes. You must be free to roam and investigate.” Mirabelle’s orb hovered over to one end of the room. “Now, walk toward me.”

      Lexie sauntered over, turned and strode back.

      “No. No. Absolutely not.”

      “What? What did I do wrong?”

      “Everything. Your shoulders slumped, your head bobbed from side to side, and heaven knows what you were doing with your hips but it was almost... indecent.”

      “Huh? This is how I walk.”

      “And therein lies the problem.” Mirabelle turned to Luna. “Would you care to do the honors?”

      “She’s a cat.”

      “She is a graduate and a Laurestonian through and through.”

      
        
        Clear the way. I’ll need some assistance.

      

      

      Luna strutted over to the middle of the room.

      “Where’s Octavia?” Mirabelle asked.

      “I gave her the week off.” Or rather, she’d given herself the week off. At first, having a personal assistant had been fun, but the novelty had worn off as Octavia’s super efficiency had cast a bright spotlight on Lexie’s shortcomings, none of which she’d been aware of... sort of.

      Mirabelle’s orb went dark.

      “Has she left?” Lexie asked.

      “No,” Catherine said, “She must be looking for a solution. If Luna is to show you how to walk, she’ll need someone to assist her.”

      Moments later, Mirabelle’s orb brightened. “All sorted out. Meanwhile we could work on your diction.”

      Lexie flapped her arms. “What can possibly be wrong with the way I talk?”

      Mirabelle sighed. “Where to begin...”

      Lexie shook her finger at the orb. “Don’t... Do not go there. You’re... You are enjoying this.”

      “Indeed, I am. It is high time you acquired the necessary finesse to ascend to your position. As the incoming High Chair, you will be required to uphold a tradition...”

      “And I will... do it my way. I’ll wing it...”

      “That is what I am afraid of. There is no room for improvising. We must set an example and that means we must adhere to time honored practices—”

      Lexie covered the orb with a throw rug.

      “What happened? Who switched off the lights? Where is everyone?”

      “That was not very kind,” Catherine admonished.

      “So why are you laughing?” Her trained nose had her walking to the door even before Jonathan had a chance to let himself in. “Come to mama. You smell wonderful,” she said as she opened the door and zeroed in on the pizza.

      “Hello to you too.” Jonathan came to an abrupt halt.

      She slapped down her puffy sleeves. “Not a word about what I’m wearing.”

      His chest shook but he nodded.

      “Come on in. You arrived in the nick of time. Apparently, I need lessons on how to walk.”

      “You ordered a large pizza so I guess you’ll be waddling.”

      Lexie gave the owner of O’Connor’s bar a brisk smile. “Hand over the pizza and beer and no one gets hurt.” She took the pizza and tried to find a comfortable spot on the hard-back settee.

      “What? No silver cutlery?”

      “I gave Octavia the week off.” She took a bite of pizza and smacked her lips. “Honestly, there is nothing better than a heavenly slice of pizza to make one forget... I forget what.”

      Jonathan strode into the kitchen and returned with some paper napkins. He stopped and looked at the settee, side table and screens. “Should I ask about the furniture?”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.” Sinking her teeth into her pizza, she glanced at Jonathan. Her reluctant guardian hadn’t made a fuss about coming over which made her wonder if he’d finally come around and accepted his lot in life. In reality, she knew she’d become his new source of amusement.

      “Why is there a throw rug hovering in the middle of the room?” he asked.

      “That’s Mirabelle. She’s trying on a new look.”

      Mirabelle harrumphed. “Jonathan, would you be so kind as to—”

      “Yes, yes. There you go.” He removed the throw rug and jumped back as Mirabelle expanded to a bright red orb.

      “Killjoy,” Lexie murmured.

      He settled beside Lexie on the settee and risked life and limb by grabbing a slice of pizza for himself. Just as he was about to take a bite of it, Luna sauntered into the sitting room and made a beeline for him.

      Jonathan brushed his hand across his face. Growling softly, he rubbed his eyes. “I’m not going to ask.” He shook his head. “No... I’m not.”

      Luna leaped up and landed on his thigh.

      
        
        What are you doing?

        I’m taunting him. He doesn’t want to ask but he wants to know why I’m white. Do you think he’ll cave?

      

      

      Jonathan growled under his breath again.

      “Is something wrong?” Lexie asked him.

      Rolling his eyes, he asked, “Is anything right?”

      
        
        And that’s another thing. Can he actually hear us? I’m thinking he’s pretending he can’t because he’s still in denial about being your guardian.

      

      

      “Did you know Luna here is a graduate of The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and Feline Companions?” Lexie asked.

      He nodded. “Her and every High Chair and their feline companions.”

      “How... How did you know that?” Was her mother a graduate?

      
        
        He’s your guardian. Of course he knows. In fact, he’s well versed in our history but that’s not something he’ll readily admit to because it goes against his alpha male traits.

      

      

      Mirabelle tapped her gavel and declared, “Time is of the essence. So while you indulge in your last meal we can proceed with some other matters.”

      “Oh, goody. We finally get to the highlight of the day. Catherine mentioned you wanted to incorporate us.”

      Jonathan slanted his gaze at her. “Is this some weird hocus-pocus fusion? If you merge with the wenches, what are you going to turn into?”

      “Remember those suspicions I told you about?”

      He nodded. “The ones you kept hinting at but never mentioned because you were secretly afraid that if you did, they’d come true?”

      “Well, we’re about to be enlightened. We’re going into business and I’m guessing I’ve been chosen as the general dog’s body slash foot soldier.”

      “You have the skill set for it,” Mirabelle said, “We are merely exploiting our strengths.”

      “Are you suggesting mine is to blindly follow orders?” Lexie asked.

      “If only,” Mirabelle said under her breath. “Hardly that. Your powers are awakening...”

      Lexie turned to Jonathan and bobbed her eyebrows at him. “She’s referring to my highly tuned intuitive skills.”

      “So you bought into that? I guess they’ve found other ways of fooling you.”

      Mirabelle tapped her gavel. “As we all know, there are certain concerns which cannot be addressed by laypeople...”

      Lexie nodded. “Now she’s referring to things like deadly inky black fogs and rogue witches.”

      “The High Chairs have accepted the existing demand for our particular talents and have agreed to allow us to establish an agency so long as we adhere to a strict code of conduct and remain inconspicuous.”

      “Told you. Covert operations. Hey, do we get code names?” Lexie turned to Jonathan. “What do you think I should call myself? Madam X for Extraordinary?”

      Mirabelle tapped her gavel again. “There will be no code names.”

      
        
        She Who Must Be Obeyed has spoken. Let’s brainstorm this. SWOMBO. Luna, help me out.

        I’m busy staring at Jonathan. I know I can break him. He wants to know why I’m white. I know he does.

      

      

      Jonathan picked a piece of anchovy off his pizza and dangled it in front of Luna.

      “While our current assignment with The Lauriston Academy will take precedence, I would like everyone to think about a name for our organization. Needless to say it should be something tasteful. As for our roles, we should play to our strengths. As I have access to a vast library, I will focus on research. Catherine will utilize her skills in incantations. And that brings us to the other matter at hand...”

      Catherine cleared her throat. “High roller, low roller, lower roller. How can a clam cram in a clean cream can?”

      “Huh?”

      “Jingle jungle jangle joker. That is my favorite. Now repeat after me. Yoda met a Yeti on the Plains of Serengeti—”

      “Huh?”

      “Tongue twisters, Lexie, will assist with proper pronunciation,” Catherine explained, “Lauriston pupil are put through their paces and must learn these by heart. Practice makes perfect, so you should put in a few minutes every hour on the hour.”

      “How am I supposed to remember them?”

      “Easy.” A shower of sparkles rained over Lexie.

      “Peter Prangle, the prickly pear picker, picked three perfectly prickly pears.” Lexie swatted the air around her. “Hey, what did you do to me?”

      Catherine snickered. “I bestowed upon you a series of tongue twisters. Remember, a few minutes every hour on the dot.”

      “Around the rugged rocks—” Lexie stuffed a piece of pizza in her mouth and nearly choked when she saw Octavia striding in.

      “Am I late?” Octavia asked.

      “Hey, what are you doing here? I gave you the week off.”

      Her personal assistant smiled. “Mirabelle just contacted me... on your behalf, of course, and asked if I could step in to assist. Luna will be accompanying you, so someone has to hold the fort. Also, I understand you require a crash course in etiquette and general comportment. Luna, if you’d like to step forward.”

      Luna leaped onto the floor and sauntered over to Octavia.

      “What the heck are they up to now?” Lexie asked around a mouthful of pizza.

      “This is usually covered in Module 7 but as we are short on time,” Octavia explained, “We must skip a few essentials and cut straight to the chase. Posture, Poise and Deportment. Through your movements, you must project confidence, elegance and charismatic leadership. You achieve this by reinforcing proper posture and body language...”

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “Perhaps you should downplay the reinforcing part. Lexie has a few bad habits which don’t bear reinforcing.”

      “Oh,” Octavia exclaimed. “Yes, of course. She does tend to bob her head from side to side when she walks. Anyhow, Luna and I will demonstrate.”

      Luna stepped up onto Octavia’s feet and Octavia took hold of her front paws. What came next had both Jonathan and Lexie tilting their heads and frowning.

      “Did you know she could do that?” Jonathan asked.

      “I... I... I don’t know what to say. She looks as though she’s been stretched out on a vertical rack. I had no idea she was so long. Should I object to what Octavia’s doing to Luna?”

      “You could try but I think Luna is enjoying herself. Look at the way she’s managing to look down her nose without appearing overly snooty.”

      “Lift your chin slightly,” Octavia instructed as she and Luna took a few dainty steps forward, “Too much and you risk coming across as aloof but just enough endows you with an air of elegant charisma as portrayed by Luna here who is doing a splendid job befitting a graduate of The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and Feline Companions. Granted, she’s not able to gesture with her paw because I need to hold her upright, but you should keep in mind that an elegant hand gesture here and there will enhance the overall effect.”

      They watched, their gazes unblinking as Luna and Octavia sauntered elegantly across the sitting room.

      “Now it’s your turn.”

      Jonathan shifted in his seat. “This... I have to see.”

      “I’m not sure I got it. Do it again,” Lexie encouraged.

      They watched in awed silence for a moment and then Jonathan murmured, “So... you have another gig with the wenches.”

      “Yep.”

      “What exactly do they want you to do this time?”

      “I’m going to be looking into a case of petty theft.”

      “You hope.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “They have a solid track record for luring you into difficult situations.”

      “I’ll be fine. Luna’s coming along with me and I’ve promoted her to head of security.”

      “You said that with a straight face.”

      Lexie sighed. “Nothing’s ever going to be the same again... is it?”

      “I think that time has come and gone... By the way, your sleeves are puffing up again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Wake up.

      Your whiskers are tickling me. Stop it.

      It is time to get up.

      You’re walking a very fine line, missy.

      What did I say about contractions? Do you want to blow our cover?

      Lexie sprung upright. “What? Where? How?” She peeled her eyes open and groaned. “What are you talking about? We’re still here.”

      “You will have to do better than this. Tardiness is frowned upon at The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and Feline Companions. Do you want us to get expelled?” Luna scurried around the bedroom. “You are all packed and your dress has been freshly pressed.”

      Lexie peered at the offensive item.

      It hadn’t been a dream. Worse. It was a waking nightmare. And did those sleeves look puffier?

      Her gaze narrowed. Her finger sprung out. “What... what are those?”

      “Gloves and a sunbonnet. Oh... I nearly forgot. Where’s the parasol?”

      “The w-what-what?” She buried her face in her hands and dug deep for something... anything to help her through the day. When she opened her eyes, she saw Luna in a flurry of activity. “And what are you so excited about? Stop running around. You’re making me dizzy.”

      “First day jitters. Everyone will already have formed social groups. What if no one likes me? How do I look?” Luna licked her paw.

      “I think you missed a spot.”

      “Where? Where?”

      “Behind you.” Lexie slumped back and watched Luna run around in circles. At least she hadn’t woken up to the sight of Catherine and Mirabelle hovering above her. A small mercy, she thought.

      “Ah, good. You’re awake.” Octavia strode in carrying a breakfast tray.

      “Nope. I. Am. Awake.”

      “Yes, of course. Contractions.”

      “I suppose you’re a graduate too.”

      Octavia gave a small nod. “I was a scholarship student.”

      “Did you actually learn any practical skills?” Lexie asked as she glared at the gloves. “I mean... no one actually talks in full sentences. Mirabelle does, but she’s the exception. I’m thinking she wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “The Academy offers a full curriculum aimed at empowering its pupils with a well rounded education.”

      Luna leaped up onto the bed and inspected her breakfast spread.

      
        
        Bacon. Bacon. Bacon.

      

      

      Octavia handed Lexie a piece of paper. “I’ve compiled a list of all faculty members for you.”

      “Faculty? You make it sound like an Ivy League School when, in fact, it’s nothing but a glorified finishing school.”

      Octavia and Luna stilled and stared at her, their eyelashes fluttering.

      
        
        In case you were unable to decipher our silent dissent, we are not amused.

        You’re kidding me. Did I just stumble upon your kryptonite?

        Achilles Heel would be more appropriate. And it is not exactly our weakness.

        Yeah? So you don’t really mind me poking fun at your frou-frou alma mater?

        You... You...

        Are you lost for words?

      

      

      Her bedside clock struck the hour.

      Lexie sprung upright. “Around the rugged rocks—” She clamped her hand over her mouth, but the words continued to whirl in her mind.

      ...the ragged rascal ran...

      “Sorry, did you say something?” Octavia asked.

      Lexie gave a brisk shake of her head. “Don’t mind me. I haven’t had my wake-me up coffee yet.”

      “You should get a move on. You’re scheduled to arrive during morning assembly so that should give you an opportunity to get the lay of the land.”

      Luna leaped into action. “So much to do. So little time.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Just one final run through the check-list. Sunbonnet. Gloves... Have we missed anything?”

      Luna sprinted around the sitting room, not once but twice.

      
        
        We have everything. Tell her to hurry up. After morning assembly, we are permitted into the front parlor where everyone congregates for mid-morning refreshments. There is an entire wall covered in trophies. I believe they still have a photo of me receiving my award on display.

        What did you do? Win a prize for licking someone’s boots?

      

      

      “I know there’s something else.” Octavia shook her head and looked around.

      
        
        Parasol. Parasol. Tell her it’s the parasol.

        Shush.

        Tell her.

        I will not.

        You hid it.

      

      

      Luna took off on another sprint. It didn’t take her long to find the parasol right where Lexie had kicked it. She skidded across the room and dove under the couch. Moments later, she emerged pushing the blasted parasol.

      “Oh, there it is,” Octavia exclaimed, “I think we’re ready now.”

      
        
        Missy, you better start looking over you shoulder because I’m going to get you for this.

        You misunderstand my intentions. I am merely trying to spare you the embarrassment of not being properly attired. As the new pupil, you will fall under the scrutiny of both fellow pupils and faculty members. Put one foot wrong, and the indiscretion will follow you for the rest of your life. You’ll be labeled a—

      

      

      Luna sprung back and screeched.

      “What’s wrong with you now?”

      Octavia turned pale. “I can’t believe I overlooked something so obvious. Black lace-up boots? You would never have lived that down.” She pointed her fingers at Lexie’s boots.

      “Hey. Watch where you point your fingers.” She looked down at her feet. “No. Noooo. White shoes?”

      “I believe you are now good to go. Although...” Octavia pinched her cheeks.

      “Ouch.”

      “There. Much better. You were looking quite pale.”

      “Aren’t you afraid my crimson red cheeks will clash with my white shoes... and gloves... and, for heaven’s sake, puffy white sleeves?”

      Octavia stepped back and tapped her chin. Her brows furrowed. Then she sighed. “Reticule.”

      “I agree. This is ridiculous.”

      
        
        She said reticule and I cannot believe she nearly forgot such an essential accessory.

        What on earth is a reticule?

        It is a small handbag with a drawstring. Oh, look. Octavia found you a pretty one with pearl beading and embroidery. You are lucky.

        I’m going to cry.

        Not to worry. You will find a lace handkerchief inside the reticule. No lady should be without one.

      

      

      “I’m so sorry. There is no excuse for my lapses. I’m... I’m just so excited for you and, if truth be known, a little jealous. I wish I could go with you.” Octavia sighed. “Do you have your coordinates for the Lauriston Academy?”

      Lexie rolled her eyes and nodded.

      Luna leaped up onto her arms.

      
        
        Don’t drop me.

        That should be the least of your concerns. I might just leave your tail behind.

      

      

      Focusing on the mental image of The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and Feline Companions Georgian era style building, she closed her eyes and clicked her white heels, praying to all the good faeries she’d managed to put a scuff mark on them.

      Moments later she opened her eyes.

      
        
        Did I make it in one piece? What color am I? Please tell me I’m white.

        Mind your contractions.

        How can I? I’m... I am beside myself with worry.

      

      

      “I see I haven’t lost my touch.” Lexie rubbed her butt and tried to adjust her eyes to the darkness. They’d landed in some sort of confined space.

      “Did your parasol make it?” Luna whispered.

      “I probably broke my tailbone and you’re concerned about an umbrella?”

      “Parasol.”

      “I’m starting to worry about this obsession you seem to have about this place and everything associated with it.” She felt around her. “I’m guessing this is a door.” She pressed lightly until she heard a click. “It’s official. I’m a closet witch.”

      “It’s taken you long enough to admit it.”

      “Okay, let’s... let’s proceed with caution. Remember what happened the last time we did this. We definitely don’t want a repeat performance.” She crouched down and crawled out. Lexie sighed. “A bedroom.” Complete with a canopy bed, frilly cushions and dainty looking furniture.

      Making sure the coast was clear, she rose to her feet. “Okay. We have one hour to snoop around so let’s make the best of it. We’re looking for proof of theft.”

      “Where’s your parasol. Please tell me you brought it. You can’t have left it behind.”

      “Are you hyperventilating?”

      “Check the closet. It must be there. It must be...”

      “All right already! It’s not as if I’m going to be prancing around in the sunshine. This will be a walk in and walk out job. Find the stolen items and that’ll lead us to the thief. We’ll have it wrapped up before the dinner bell rings.”

      “It’s actually a gong, not a bell.”

      “Whatever. Whoever took those items must have hidden them somewhere. We’ll search through the bedrooms—”

      “Bedchambers.”

      She found her parasol in the back of the closet. As she bent down to pick it up her hand brushed against something bristly.

      “That was quick work. We’ve found our thief. Now we need to find out who sleeps in this room and we can go home.” She emerged from the closet carrying a mother of pearl hairbrush.

      “That could belong to anyone and... and there were other items missing. A bracelet and... and gloves.”

      “Get a hold of yourself. You’re going to work yourself up into a frenzy and start climbing walls. What do you think your fellow Lauristonians will think of you then?”

      “You are right, of course. Thank you for pointing it out.” Luna sat back and adopted a look of calm indifference.

      Lexie inspected the hairbrush. The letters CL were etched elegantly on the handle. “I’m guessing this belongs to Claudette Lafayette. She had her hair shorn off. Penny didn’t mention anything about the missing items being hers.”

      Luna heaved in a succession of quick breaths.

      “What’s wrong with you now?”

      “It is... Ms Penelope. Never... ever Penny.”

      “Yeah, sure. All right.” She strode around the bedroom. Bedchamber, Lexie mentally corrected as she picked up a hairbrush from the dresser. No inscription. She set it back down again.

      Luna rushed up to her. “What did you just do? Did you put it back exactly where you found it? Did you? Did you?”

      Lexie frowned. “Huh?”

      “A place for everything and everything in its place,” Luna recited. “If the hairbrush is not put back precisely where it was, then the occupant of this bedchamber will know—”

      “Cut it out and cut to the chase. Your long sentences are doing my head in.”

      “They will know someone’s been snooping around.”

      Lexie nudged the hairbrush into place.

      “Measure the distance between items.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “There should be a finger width space between each item with everything lined up at a forty-five degree angle.”

      Lexie snorted. “And that’s written where?”

      “In The Lauriston Academy for Ladies and Feline Companions Guide Book for Harmonious Living.”

      “Fine. Whatever. I always thought that was a tail in your back end, but now I’m thinking it’s something else...” After a quick look around, she dropped the stolen hairbrush inside her reticule. “Let’s keep looking. Lead the way and, I’m thinking we should maintain radio silence.”

      Luna strutted out the door, peered down one end of the hallway and headed in the opposite direction.

      
        
        Which floor do the teachers sleep in?

      

      

      This one, but it will be a waste of time searching their bedchambers. They would have no reason to perpetrate such a petty crime. I’m surprised you found that hairbrush. It must have been placed there by the thief... as a decoy. Maybe they’re trying to frame one of the tutors.

      You’re clearly biased and, hey... perpetrate...I just realized that’s where the term perp comes from. Just saying... All right, I’m going into the next bedchamber. You can be the stooge and keep watch.

      Remember to replace everything precisely where you found it.

      Yeah. Yeah. Holler if you see anyone coming.

      The bedspread caught Lexie’s attention with its large embroidered emblem surrounding the letters E and H. Eloise Hamilton, Lexie thought. The top dog headmistress.

      She heard Luna scratching at the door.

      
        
        What?

        Hurry, hurry. I have a feeling I’m being watched.

        It’s your guilty conscience.

        No. I have no qualms with my conscience.

        Then it’s remorse for everything you do to me.

        No. I’m sure someone is watching me.

        Found something.

      

      

      Lexie stepped out of the bedchamber. “This.” She dangled a bracelet.

      “Impossible. This bedchamber belongs to Ms Eloise Hamilton, our most esteemed headmistress. Someone is definitely trying to point the finger of suspicion away from themselves.”

      “Wait a minute, how do you know this is the headmistress’s bedchamber?”

      “I know because it has always been her bedchamber and it will always be her bedchamber.”

      “And if anyone should object, let them speak now or forever hold their peace?” Lexie dropped the bracelet inside her reticule. “I’m curious. If push comes to shove and you had to chose between me and a Lauristonian...”

      Luna lifted her nose in the air. “I will not dignify that question with an answer.”

      The next bedchamber yielded similar results. “I’m going to run out of room in my reticule.” Yet despite everything she’d been storing in it, it felt strangely light.

      As they reached the next door, Luna sprinted up and planted herself in front of it. “No. Not this one.”

      “Let me guess. This one belongs to Penny babe. Step aside.”

      “Absolutely not. And I will not be party to this. Ms Penelope is above reproach.”

      “In my books, that makes her suspect number one,” Lexie couldn’t help teasing her.

      “You wouldn’t dare. Then again, I know you won’t find anything in there so go ahead.”

      This had to be a prank. Lexie decided one of the students had made it their mission to stir the pot... stoke the fire... She smiled and imagined a version of herself getting quite bored with wearing white gloves and white dresses with puffy sleeves and coming up with a way to make life just a little bit more interesting.

      Lexie sniffed.

      “Sniffing is bad form. You should use your handkerchief and give your nose a dainty dab. Nothing too obvious. A mere brush will suffice.”

      “Remind me to book you in for an appointment with the vet when we get home. We’ll need to have that stick removed. I wouldn’t want it to cause permanent damage.” Lexie sniffed again. “Do you smell that?”

      “There are no smells at the Academy. Only aromas emanating from the kitchen.”

      “You’re not smelling it.”

      “I don’t need to.”

      “Are you holding your breath? You really need to smell it.”

      Luna shook her head.

      “Hey. You are holding your breath.”

      Luna pushed out a breath and gasped. “It can’t possibly be here. It must be coming from somewhere else. The neighbors perhaps...”

      “No. It’s too strong. It has to be coming from here. I’m going to have a quick look inside this bedroom... bedchamber and then we’ll go see what that smell is about.” As she strode in, her step faltered.

      The room looked as if it had been hit by a tornado. The four-poster bed had been dragged to the middle of the room, the rest of the furniture tipped over, all the clothes scattered about...

      Her first instinct was to look for a body, which said a great deal about her recent experiences.

      This was either the result of a struggle or someone doing a thorough job of looking for something. She preferred to think a mini tornado had somehow found its way in because the alternative was to suffer through endless days of dressing up like a Laurestonian full of hot air until she found...

      No. No one was getting murdered. This was nothing but a case of petty theft... and mischief.

      She strode back out. “Come on. Let’s follow the smell.”

      “I take it you didn’t find anything incriminating?” Luna strutted off ahead of her. “I told you.”

      As they reached the stairs, a scream echoed throughout the Academy.

      They both stopped like proverbial deer caught in headlights. Then Luna leaped into action.

      “This can’t be good.” Lexie raced after her. “Where are you going? Slow down. These ridiculous shoes were not made for running.”

      “I am not running. I am merely walking at a brisk pace. Ladies or their feline companions do not run.”

      “I think we’re past the point of you pretending. Be honest, this is really you.”

      “Well, of course it is. Who else would I be?”

      “I mean... this snooty you. You’ve always had your nose in the air moments, but now they’ve magnified... Amplified? Or is it intensified?”

      “Living with you has forced me to make concessions. Yes, this is really me. At least... Oh, never mind.”

      “All along... you’ve been pretending?”

      “In order to fit in... I had to make adjustments.”

      “You’re kidding? So all this time you could have been prancing around acting like a hoity-toity little missy. Gee, to think of what I’ve missed out on.” Lexie picked up the pace. “Hey, where are you going?”

      “I’m sure the scream came from the kitchen.”

      “Maybe someone’s soufflé collapsed. The horror. The horror.”

      Luna stopped outside a set of double doors.

      “Now what?”

      “Only staff members are permitted beyond these doors. Pupils are only allowed in under strict supervision.”

      “Well, since I’m here to investigate I guess I reserve the right to barge in.”

      “You’ll get us into trouble,” Luna whined.

      “About that photo of you in the parlor... I’m now thinking you won an award for being a goodie two shoes.” Lexie stepped inside the kitchen.

      “Well?” Luna asked from the doorway.

      “You’re seriously not going to come in? If anyone catches you, you could always blame me and say I misled you.”

      “At the Academy, we are all taught to take full ownership of our decisions.” Luna sighed. “I suppose the investigation takes priority.”

      They strode around a central workstation and stopped in front of the largest fireplace Lexie had ever seen. She could have walked into it on stilts and not have worried about bumping her head. Not that she’d want to... considering what was already in there.

      Luna gave a deep-throated purr. “I’m guessing this is no longer a case of petty theft.”

      “Really? What gave it away?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “The cooks came in earlier than expected to set up for the day,” Penelope Stewart explained, “And they found this... It’s a disaster. Who could possibly have done such a horrible, evil deed?” She shook her head and pressed a lace handkerchief to her mouth.

      “Have the authorities been informed?” Lexie asked.

      Eloisa Hamilton, Lauriston’s headmistress, clutched her throat. “The scandal. We couldn’t possibly... Mirabelle Mackenzie promised us you would handle everything with the utmost discretion.”

      “Yeah, but that was before this happened,” Lexie gestured to the feet poking out of the massive fireplace. “The... victim will need to be identified.”

      Eloisa Hamilton looked horrified. “Do you have any idea what this will do to us?”

      The headmistress and elocution tutor had arrived soon after Lexie and Luna and had issued orders for the entire floor to be closed off to everyone. Lexie had expected them to also impose a curfew, but they insisted on maintaining a sense of normality. Monday nights were recital nights and the pupils had been eagerly looking forward to Ms Meredith Langston’s operatic debut on the Lauriston Academy’s small stage. Attendance was non-negotiable.

      “I’d like to speak with the cooks, please.”

      “After what they saw, they are in no state to talk,” Eloise exclaimed.

      “Well, they’ll have to get over it. They have the run of the kitchens and, as far as I’m concerned, that makes them our prime suspects.”

      Eloise opened her mouth to speak but only managed a gasp.

      Penelope put a hand on her arm. “Our cooks are the backbone of Lauriston Academy. They would never—”

      Lexie gave her a raised eyebrow look. “Like I said, you must contact the police. I’m afraid there is no way around this. I’m sure the police will do all they can to avoid a scandal. You’ll have to make the call.”

      The headmistress gave a stiff nod and left.

      Luna peered up at her.

      
        
        What?

        You could have called the O’Rourke Group. They are adept at handling this type of crimes.

        That’s just it. I don’t know what sort of crime this is.

        Burning a witch. Doesn’t that ring any bells for you?

      

      

      Lexie turned to Ms Penelope Stewart. “How many students are there?”

      “Thirteen at any given time.”

      “Thirteen? That’s an odd number.”

      “It’s a baker’s dozen, in case someone drops out.”

      “But no one ever does.” She guessed.

      “No.”

      “So why stick with thirteen?”

      Ms Penny flicked her gaze at the feet sticking out of the fireplace. “In case someone drops out.”

      “But... Never mind.”

      
        
        She makes perfect sense.

        To you. Not to me.

      

      

      “Were all the pupils present at morning assembly?”

      “Yes. All accounted for.”

      “Including Claudette Lafayette?”

      “Yes.”

      Okay. So the murder victim wasn’t a pupil. That was a relief, but if Claudette’s whereabouts were accounted for, she’d have to find another reason for finding one of the stolen items in her room and for the attack on her hair. The girl had had her hair shorn off... Lexie’s first instinct had been to suspect her or one of the pupils of retribution. Death as reprisal for the theft of hair and other items...

      On second thought...

      The fact the pupils had all been present at assembly didn’t let them off the hook. In fact, the assembly would be a perfect... albeit temporary alibi. At a guess, Lexie would say the victim could not have been killed in the last couple of hours. Surely it would take longer for a body to be reduced to charred remains. Lexie wanted a time of death established as soon as possible. Although, she had no idea how she was ever going to get that information out of the local authorities.

      She’d figure it out...

      Meanwhile, it wouldn’t hurt to get a few more facts. “Where is the assembly held?”

      “In the hall where we also have our meals.”

      “Did everyone have breakfast there?” If she could pinpoint all the pupil’s whereabouts for the last twelve hours, she’d be able to cross them off the list of suspects for good and focus on the staff.

      “No. We all have our breakfast in our bedchambers between seven and eight in the morning.”

      So much for that theory. Whoever delivered the breakfast trays would only be able to confirm a pupil’s whereabouts for however minutes it took to deliver the meal. Again Lexie wondered how long it would take to cook a person...

      “Okay. So who prepared the breakfast?”

      “That would be Mrs Hutchinson and Mrs Robinson. You’ll find them still in the kitchen.”

      Lexie looked around at the empty kitchen.

      “No. This is the main kitchen, Mrs Barnaby and Mrs Lannister’s domain.”

      “They’re the cooks who found the victim?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they’re the only ones who have access to this kitchen?”

      “Yes, this kitchen is used for lunches and dinners as well as two classes per week on Fridays in preparation for our Friday night cocktail hour, an opportunity for our pupils to display their skills.”

      “So where is breakfast prepared?”

      “In the breakfast kitchen, of course.”

      Of course, how silly of me, Lexie thought. “And where exactly is that?”

      “At the other end of the building.”

      She looked around the pristine kitchen. “When was the last time this kitchen was used?”

      “Last night for dinner. The kitchen staff finish cleaning up at precisely nine o’clock in the evening. Everything runs like clockwork.”

      So... the death had occurred after nine the previous evening. Lexie mulled over that information and decided she had to assume the victim had been killed in the kitchen. Although... she could have died before then which meant the deed might have been done somewhere else.

      “And who is privy to this information?”

      “Everyone. We pride ourselves in setting a fine example of scheduling.”

      Just great. Make it easy for a killer to schedule their murderous misdeeds. “What about the faculty? Were they all present at this morning’s assembly?”

      “All but one.” Penelope Stewart flicked the protruding feet a glance.

      Lexie frowned. “Hang on. Are you saying you know who that is?”

      “Yes, of course I know who that is.”

      “And you didn’t mention it because...”

      “You were speaking, of course. It wasn’t my place to interrupt you.”

      “Would you like to tell me now?”

      “I was rather hoping you would tell me as a way of displaying your detecting prowess.”

      
        
        Is she for real?

        At the Academy, we are all encouraged to display our abilities. Practice makes perfect.

      

      

      Lexie lifted her chin slightly. She could twist Penny’s arm and get her to tell her the name or she could take up the challenge.

      Penelope Stewart matched her chin lift and then raised it a notch.

      Lexie considered raising her chin even higher but instead, she pursed her lips and gave her a nose flaring, unblinking look.

      
        
        This is tantamount to withholding evidence and interfering with my investigation.

        Ms Penelope is well aware of this, but she is willing to risk all for the sole purpose of proving her point.

        Which is?

        She is right. Always has been and always will be.

      

      

      “Fine. Let’s see what we have here.” One pair of black shoes attached to a...

      Lexie swallowed. She imagined the killer had stood by ready and waiting to replenish the fire after the first lot of logs had burned through. Several thick logs had been placed on top of the body. They were half charred and covered everything but the feet protruding from the fireplace.

      “How did no one smell this before this morning?”

      Ms Penelope pursed her lips.

      Lexie looked down at Luna.

      
        
        If anyone had smelled it, it would have been bad form to mention it.

        Huh?

        In the presence of unpleasant odors, good manners must always prevail.

        Bad odors?

        Breaking wind.

      

      

      “What was on last night’s menu?”

      Penny babe’s eyes fluttered delicately. “Chili con carne with beans. It was... it was quite strong.”

      “And no one thought to question the... potency?”

      Penny gave a delicate shrug but refrained from answering directly.

      “Come on. At some point, it must have become evident the odor came from something else.”

      “By this morning, the headmistress had issued instructions to air out the building and we had all taken precautions and doused our handkerchiefs with perfume.”

      
        
        Please don’t press her further. You’re embarrassing Ms Penelope.

      

      

      Ms Penny gave her a raised eyebrow look.

      Yes. Yes. Display my investigative prowess... Identify the victim. “Exactly what is this fireplace used for?” She’d never seen anything so large.

      “Roasting meat, of course. It is a replica of the meat-roasting fireplace at Hampton Court, England. Lauriston was built on a grand scale. The hall alone seats one hundred diners.”

      Lexie drew out the list of staff members Octavia had drawn for her. How was she supposed to identify someone by their shoes? Practical looking square-toed lace up brogues with two-inch heels.

      First on the list was Ms Cornelia McGhee. Art tutor.

      Lexie inspected the soles for spots of paint and found none.

      Ms Chantal Carson. She guessed the dancing instructor would wear... open toed shoes... perhaps with a sparkly adornments on them like the ones worn in shows like Dancing With the Stars.

      
        
        Hey, Luna. What sort of dancing is taught here?

        Everything from Latin to Waltzing. Oh, and my favorite, the Minuet. A slow, stately ballroom dance for two in triple time, popular especially in the 18th century. You recently saw a version of it in Pride and Prejudice.

      

      

      Lexie studied the victim’s shoes again. They looked far too proper for the likes of Ms Chantal Carson. Lexie moved on to the next name on her list. Ms Helena Dyson. History and Geography. Ms Henrietta Woodward. Etiquette. At a guess, she’d say they’d both most likely... maybe wear... lace up shoes. Comfortable. Practical.

      She looked down at Penny’s shoes. The elocution tutor wore double strapped Mary Janes with two-inch heels similar to her own Mackenzie coven outfit shoes.

      
        
        She’s really not going to tell me?

        No.

        What about you? Do you know who it is?

        I might, but I prefer not to rob you of the opportunity to shine.

        I will get you back for this. Mark my words...

      

      

      Lexie frowned. She’d seen those types of shoes on someone else. Yes, the headmistress. She’d worn shoes similar to the one’s on the victim. Scanning the rest of the list, Lexie clicked her fingers. It was worth a shot. If she got it wrong, she could always say she was working on a process of elimination. “This is Ms Lillian Somers, assistant to the Headmistress.”

      Penny tilted her head. “And how did you come to that conclusion?”

      “She wore the same shoes as the headmistress, someone she no doubt looked up to and admired.” If she had been as awestruck by Ms Eloise Hamilton as Luna appeared to be, then she’d want to emulate her. Follow in her footsteps. Almost literally.

      Penny gave a small nod. “She will be missed.”

      
        
        I got it right. I got it right! Help me out, Luna. Do a whoop-whoop dance for me. I don’t think Ms Penelope would approve if I danced around the kitchen.

        You are quite right. Exposing yourself as the nut case that you obviously are would be in bad form. As for me doing it for you... Not a chance. Unlike you, I have a reputation to uphold.

      

      

      Lexie mentally crossed the name off the list of suspects. “Right. Now that we have established that, can you tell me if anyone had reason to want to harm Ms Lillian Somers?”

      “None that I can think of.”

      “So she was universally loved.”

      Penny looked at her without blinking.

      “She had an amiable personality?” Lexie suggested.

      The tutor gave a small nod. “Ms Lillian had an unusually jovial character.”

      One unmatched by any of the tutors at Lauriston, Lexie assumed and wished she’d had the opportunity to meet the jovial Ms Lillian Somers.

      “Could we say she had a winning personality?”

      Lexie noticed the edge of her lips tightening. Penny appeared to be losing patience with her.

      “Had she ever had issues with anyone?”

      “No. Staff members are carefully vetted and selected for their abilities to contribute to the team spirit.”

      “Perhaps a parent?”

      “Impossible. We, at the Lauriston Academy, take pride in our communication skills and the parents are all Lauriston graduates.”

      Lexie waited for Penny to elaborate but she didn’t. It seemed being a graduate was enough to ensure all interactions remained convivial... Oh, Mirabelle would be so proud of her word selection.

      “What about the students? Did Ms Somers interact with them?”

      “Of course.” Penny sighed. “If any of the students had spoken out of turn, rest assured, Ms Somers would have reported them.”

      “What about someone other than a parent?” Penny stared blankly at her. Lexie tried to think of a variety of scenarios. “Someone who might have wanted to see the headmistress? I assume they would have had to get past Ms Lillian Somers first.” In her time, Lexie had encountered a few difficult gatekeepers. Before she’d landed a job with Jonathan, she’d taken the direct approach and had rung a few companies in the off chance she struck it lucky and happened to call right on a day when they were looking to employ someone. But getting past the gatekeepers and through to personnel hadn’t always been easy.

      “If Ms Somers had experienced any difficulties liaising with...” Ms Penny made a breezy hand gesture, “Perhaps a supplier, then she would have reported the matter. We have stringent rules and every member of the faculty adheres to them.”

      “Why the rules?”

      “Given who we are, we don’t wish to draw unnecessary attention to ourselves. We make a point of keeping each other abreast of every situation.”

      Lexie took in the tutor’s prim outfit. The ankle length black skirt was matched with a cropped body-hugging jacket and worn over a frilly-necked blouse. Ms Penelope Stewart, along with all other staff members, who no doubt dressed like her, would fit in nicely in the nineteenth century. “How long had Ms Somers been employed at the academy?”

      “Six months.”

      “Did she replace someone?”

      “Yes, Ms Martha McGuiness. She retired.”

      “I suppose you ran the usual background check.”

      “Yes, of course. She had several years experience working in administration.”

      That wasn’t what she’d meant. “What about her... lineage?” She didn’t think the academy would hire outsiders. Ms Somers had most likely belonged to a coven...

      Penny didn’t answer straight away and when she finally did, her voice lacked authority. “Yes. Of course.”

      She didn’t sound too convincing. Was she hiding something? A lapse? If she hadn’t been thorough in her reference checks, who knew what sort of person she’d ended up employing...?

      The elocution tutor cleared her throat. “Have you reached any conclusions yet?”

      Huh?

      
        
        Ms Penelope asked you a question.

        And I get the feeling she has expectations I am in no way ready to satisfy.

        You are starting to talk like us.

        Yes, indeed. I can hear myself. I will have to take measures. As soon as we return, I shall immerse myself in back to back reruns of my favorite sitcoms until my normal speech pattern is restored.

      

      

      “At this point, I will assume the killer is also responsible for the missing items. I’m thinking someone is out to cause mischief for the school. You were very clear about your need for discretion. How damaging will something like this be to the school?”

      “Where do I begin? Parents will be concerned for their children’s welfare and safety. We stake our reputation on offering a safe environment free from persecution. Of course, that is not something we tend to worry about these days since... our kind move about in society undetected. Nevertheless...”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It must be something. You wouldn’t leave a sentence hanging like that.”

      “I’m sorry. This has been a trying day. If you’ll excuse me. I must prepare to break the news.” Penny turned to leave only to stop. “A bedchamber has been prepared for you. I’ll send one of the maids to direct you to it shortly.”

      
        
        You’ll have to contact Octavia.

        Why?

        You’ll need a change of clothes.

        One puffy sleeved dress is enough. Thanks.

        Ladies need to change for dinner and the pupils here take pride in paying particular attention to their attire during promenades.

        Promenades?

        Afternoon walks around the gardens otherwise known as constitutionals. Promenade sounds more genteel.

      

      

      The thought sent her into panic mode. “Before you go...”

      Penny appeared to brace herself. “Yes?”

      “Can you provide an alibi for your whereabouts during the last... fifteen hours?”

      “Certainly. I shall have something in writing for you by—”

      The kitchen clock struck the hour.

      “Can I cook a proper cup of coffee in a copper coffee pot?”

      Ms Penelope Stewart took a cautious step back. “Pardon?”

      “Fine white vinegar with the veal. The free thugs set three thugs free.” Lexie scooped in a breath. “I... I thought you might want to know... just in case you didn’t.”

      “Oh, I see. You are attempting to improve your diction. You are... to be commended. Not everyone is as amenable to self-improvement, especially when it involves considerable change. If you will excuse me now, I must attend to other matters.”

      As the door closed behind Penny, Luna sunk her teeth into Lexie’s ankle.

      “Hey. What the... Stop that!”

      “Why were you so mean to Ms Penelope?”

      “Mean? What are you talking about? I went easy on her.”

      “You suggested she was under suspicion.”

      “She is. Everyone is. Ouch, that hurt, and... and that was very unladylike behavior. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.” She rubbed her ankle.

      “Me? What about you? Making a mockery of Ms Penelope’s tools of the trade.”

      “Thanks for reminding me.”

      
        
        Catherine!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean Catherine is indisposed?”

      Mirabelle’s orb moved away from Lexie’s bedchamber window. “You have a splendid view. The rose gardens are my favorite. During my time at Lauriston, I had a bedchamber next to this one. It was such a delight to wake up to the splendor—”

      “You were about to tell me about Catherine.”

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “Yes, well... Catherine has... she has come down with a case of the common cold.”

      “Since when? I don’t recall hearing her sniffling. She sounded just fine to me. What are you hiding? You’re up to something. I just know it.” Lexie waved her fist at the orb. “Do you have any idea what she did to me? Every hour on the hour I blurt out all this tongue twister nonsense.”

      “Calm down. You’ll give yourself apoplexy.”

      Luna peered up at her.

      
        
        Take a deep, calming breath. Would you like me to get you some smelling salts?

        Smelling salts? Smelling salts?

      

      

      This smacked of conspiracy. She could feel it in her bones.

      Lexie grabbed a pillow and yelled into it. When she looked up, she saw Luna and Mirabelle’s orb had retreated to the furthest corner of the bedchamber. “Argh!” She scooped in a deep breath. “Okay. Fine. I can deal with this.”

      “Are you sure?” Mirabelle asked.

      She spoke through gritted teeth, “Positive. I wouldn’t want to let the team down.”

      “Splendid. It appears the spirit of Lauriston has already worked its way into you.”

      “Huh? Spirit? What spirit?” She swung around and flapped her arms.

      “I was speaking... metaphorically, of course. Lauriston Academy has stood for hundreds of years. The very foundations and walls echo with the grace and charm instilled in us all. I had hoped some of it would... rub off on you, eventually. But that is all beside the point. I have contacted Octavia and she has provided you with sufficient garments to see you through this investigation. I am sure you will do us all proud.”

      Luna placed her paw on her foot.

      
        
        Your face is scrunching up. Take a deep breath. Remember, what does not kill you makes you stronger.

      

      

      “One more platitude out of either one of you and I swear, I will... I will...” She buried her face in the pillow again and screamed.

      A knock at the door interrupted her catharsis.

      “Where are you going?” Mirabelle asked, her tone urgent.

      “To open the door.”

      “Before checking the mirror?”

      “For what?”

      “Your appearance, of course. Has Luna not filled you in?”

      
        
        Oh, how remiss of me. Before answering a door, a lady must take care to check her appearance to ensure she presents herself in the best possible light. It would not do to have a hair out of place.

      

      

      Lexie wrenched the door open and stared at a familiar male face. She was about to ask if she knew him from somewhere when he spoke.

      “Ms Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie?”

      “Lexie.”

      He checked his notebook and then took in her appearance. “Are you sure?”

      Luna scurried to her side.

      
        
        Laristonians should only answer when addressed by their full names. Clearly this gentleman is well versed in our customs. It is very refreshing. Particularly in this day and age—

        Put a sock in it, Luna.

      

      

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Detective Jake O’Rourke.”

      “O’Rourke? Of the O’Rourke Group?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you looked familiar.” His dark hair was more closely cropped than the other O’Rourke detectives she’d met, but he had the same mesmerizing deep blue eyes and don’t mess with me square jaw. “You should know I only answer to Lexie.”

      He gave her a brisk smile. “I was warned about you.”

      “Huh?”

      He looked over his shoulder and then back at her. “Sorry, the gals here tend to be sticklers for rules.”

      “So you’re only pretending. I might just make it through this with my sanity intact. Come in.”

      He strode in and waited for Lexie to gesture to a set of dainty looking upholstered chairs by the window.

      “Were you sent by the O’Rourke Group?”

      “I’m actually with the local precinct. We... the O’Rourke Group, tend to cover all major hot spots.”

      “Is there a call for it here?”

      He chortled. “In Salem? Of course.” He looked up at Mirabelle’s orb and gave her a nod of acknowledgement. “I understand you’re in the process of setting up business. We look forward to collaborating.”

      “Shouldn’t you object?” Lexie asked. “We’re nothing but a bunch of dilettante wannabe detectives meddling in matters that shouldn’t concern us.”

      “On the contrary. I think this will work to our advantage. We would have been hard pressed to come up with a solution for getting an inside person into Lauriston.”

      Lexie leaned forward.

      
        
        Is there any chance I might compel you to object?

        You could try, but from what I understand your powers are limited.

        Worth a try.

      

      

      He smiled and opened his notebook. “I’d hate to rush you, but the headmistress was a bit jittery about having me here.”

      “By all means,” she gestured and noticed Luna giving her a nod of approval. “You have our full attention.”

      “Okay, but only if you’re up to it,” he said as he gazed at her puffy sleeves.

      Lexie sat up straighter. “I have a strong constitution. Proceed.” That earned her another nod of approval from Luna.

      “The body has been removed. We’ll work on establishing the time of death. Could you run through what you have?”

      Lexie told him everything she could remember. “I wouldn’t mind knowing how much she weighed.”

      “Why?”

      “Someone had to lift her into the fireplace. If she’d been... robust, then we’d have to assume the killer could handle the weight. Or, we’d have to look at accomplices.”

      “Very good.”

      “Then there is the matter of the stolen items. We’ll have to make sense of that. I’m wondering if that was meant as a warning... or a prelude to worst things to come?”

      “Possibly.” He checked his watch. “You said you found them in the tutor’s rooms?”

      “Bedchambers.” She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, bedroom.”

      He chuckled. “And you located all the items which had been reported missing?”

      “All except the hair.”

      “Hair?”

      “One of the pupils had her hair shorn off. Ms Claudette Lafayette.”

      “The thefts might be a ruse. The killer might have taken measures to distract everyone by sending them off the scent.”

      “I think the chili con carne took care of that.”

      “Pardon?”

      “The smell of the burning body... never mind.” She shifted in her seat. “Someone did go to a lot of trouble. It has to mean they had reason for killing Ms Somers. In my limited experience, I’m—” Luna leaped up onto her lap.

      
        
        Contractions. Contractions. Practice makes perfect.

      

      

      “I am compelled to think there might have been something in her past that came back to haunt her. This being Salem, I wouldn’t... would not be surprised if this is the case.”

      He closed his notebook. “I’ll do some research and see what we can come up with.”

      Lexie perked up. What with minding her contractions and wearing white, she had no idea where her thoughts were taking her. “Do you think there might really be some relevant event from the past related to this?”

      He shrugged. “It might not be directly connected to Ms Somers. It’s possible someone might have a issues with the Lauristonians. A disgruntled past student or tutor—”

      “Impossible,” Mirabelle interjected.

      
        
        Don’t listen to her. She’s biased... and so is my cat.

        I heard that.

        Quit flicking your tail in the air. I know what that means.

      

      

      “Do you think you’ll be able to question the pupils without arousing suspicion?” Jake O’Rourke asked.

      “I guess I’ll have to.”

      “Tread with care and mind your p’s and q’s.”

      “That is fine advice, detective,” Mirabelle offered.

      “As far as I know the elocution tutor, Ms Penelope Stewart, and the headmistress are the only ones who know about you not really being a student so I’ll question the rest of the staff myself.”

      “Are you saying I really have to go undercover?”

      “Do you think the pupils will open up to you if they think you’re not one of them?”

      “Well, if they’re anything like the Lauristonian graduates I know... No, they won’t.”

      Jake O’Rourke checked his watch again.

      “Anything else I could help you with?” Lexie swallowed and risked a glance at the mantle clock. “Because if there’s nothing else... I... I should primp my puffy sleeves before I go down to afternoon tea. I wouldn’t...” She gave the clock another glance and surged to her feet, “I wouldn’t want to appear all disheveled. Or... or keep you any longer than I have to. I’m sure... I’m sure... you have things to do.” Argh! “Venti, Grande, Tall. Very Grand Words for Large, Medium, Small. Little lucky Luke likes lakes, lucky little Luke likes licking lakes.”

      Jake O’Rourke’s chest shook with laughter. “You really don’t disappoint.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The only person who could have told Jake O’Rourke about my ridiculous tongue twister outbursts is Penny. Yes, Penny. Penny. Penny. Penny.”

      Luna sunk her teeth into her ankle.

      “Ouch. I’m going to have to get a rabies shot.”

      “You must show respect,” Luna said, “I warn you. Next time I’ll draw blood. Now, hurry up. We missed luncheon. I do not want to miss the promenade. And bring your parasol.”

      Mirabelle’s orb swirled around her.

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “I am making sure you present yourself in the best possible light.”

      “And if I don’t? What are you going to do?”

      Sparks flew out of the orb.

      “I’ve had enough of you. First Catherine sprinkles me with tongue twisting dust, then Octavia pointed her fingers at my shoes and I cannot begin to tell you how much that annoyed me, now you want to... what?”

      “If I could, there is no end to the changes I would make.”

      “Gee, and I thought you liked me just the way I am.” She turned to Luna. “If you’re done licking yourself, let’s go.”

      “I was preening, not licking. You make it sound disgusting.”

      “Yeah, tell that to the fur ball building up in your stomach.”

      “Don’t be so crass.”

      They reached the door and stopped. “Deep breath. On the count of three,” Lexie said and stepped out.

      “What are you doing?”

      “An Eliza Dolittle impersonation, of course.” Lexie curved her back and used her parasol as a walking cane.

      “I beg you. Please, do not embarrass me.”

      “Promise not to bite me again?”

      “Hush, someone is coming.”

      One of the pupils. Claudette Lafayette, to be precise. She wore a sunbonnet, but it didn’t completely hide her crop of short hair.

      
        
        Incline your head slightly, offer a small, polite smile and bid her a good day.

      

      

      “Hi, there! I’m... Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie.”

      “How do you do?”

      
        
        Don’t answer. Don’t answer. But if you must, whatever you do, do not answer with a fine, thanks and how’s it going.

      

      

      “How do you do,” Lexie answered and saw Luna’s mouth gape open. Now that the element of surprise had been reinstated, she could plan her next attempt to publicly humiliate the little biter. She’d keep her guessing and on her toes for a while. “You must be Miss Claudette.” Lexie tried not to stare at her puffy sleeves, but it was all she could do. No amount of pricking could get those little suckers to collapse. They looked so stiff they had to have been starched with industrial strength spray.

      “I suppose the fact you recognize me means you have heard about my incident.”

      Lexie had to decide which card to play on the spot. Her choices were limited. “I’m suffering from first day jitters. I couldn’t help asking about this morning’s commotion and then someone mentioned your hair. This is my first time away from home and if anything were to happen to me—”

      “Relax. You will be fine. Although... you should mind your contractions, especially around Ms Penelope.”

      Lexie nodded. “I have been warned. She does not suffer contractions. It’s... it is one of the main reasons why I was sent here. My mother worries... and fears I shall never be able to shake them off. She blames my father’s side of the family. I am afraid, very afraid that if I do not shape up, he will be shipped out.”

      
        
        Well done. Now dab the edge of your eye with your lace handkerchief.

      

      

      Lexie did as Luna suggested and watched Miss Claudette soften with sympathy right before her eyes.

      “Practice does make perfect...” Claudette looked over her shoulder. “But, when we’re alone, you can let your hair down. I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      A fellow rebel. At last.

      “Thanks. You’ve no idea how hard it’s been for me. And I’ve only been here for a few hours. Hey, did you hear what happened in the kitchen this morning?”

      “Yes...” Claudette looked around again and then relaxed her shoulders. “Yeah. I heard Lillian’s feet were the only part of her left.”

      How could that information have leaked out? Lexie did a mental head count of the people she’d seen in the kitchen. Penny, the headmistress and...

      Now that she thought about it, no one else had been there.

      Penny had said the cook had come in early and found the body, but she hadn’t identified the cook by name.

      Could she ask Claudette point blank where she’d heard the news?

      “So... the cooks found her,” she said instead.

      Claudette nodded. “Mrs Barnaby came running into the front parlor screaming her head off. Her and Mrs Lannister were distraught.”

      “I heard one of them scream. I was upstairs settling in. That’s when I picked up the scent. The smell was enough to make me want to pack up and leave. But I’ve got her watching my every move,” she said pointing at Luna. “She’s under strict orders not to let me out of her sight and if I don’t bribe her with bacon, she’ll tell everyone who’ll listen I’ve been up to no good.”

      “A snitch,” Claudette nodded. “I have one of those too, but I know how to deal with her.”

      “Oh, yeah? What do you?”

      “I lace her milk with brandy. Half the time she doesn’t know if she’s coming or going.”

      Lexie looked down at the white cat curled up by Claudette’s feet.

      Claudette shrugged. “Any chance Sasha gets, she tries to sleep it off. I’ve been plying her with booze for so long, I’m afraid to stop now.”

      “Gee, I’d never have thought of that.”

      “It does the trick. Although... I think she’s suffering from night terrors.”

      Right on cue, Sasha sprung up and, screeching, raced along the corridor.

      “Just watch her. She’ll stop, look around confused and then stagger back.”

      They waited a moment and sure enough, Sasha weaved her way back to Claudette.

      “There’s a down side. She’s chatty so when she’s not too far gone, all she does is talk, talk and talk.”

      Sasha curled up and promptly fell asleep again.

      
        
        That... that is abominable.

        Agreed. Feel free to sink your teeth into her.

      

      

      “So... what happened to... your hair?”

      Claudette shrugged. “I woke up and it was gone.”

      Lexie looked down at Sasha. “Do you think... maybe... she might have... you know...”

      Claudette tilted her head. “No, I don’t think so. Having no thumbs would make it difficult to handle a pair of scissors.”

      
        
        This conversation is bizarre and verging on the grotesque. Cut it short. We are going to be late for the promenade.

        Hold your horses, Luna. I think I’m getting somewhere with Claudette.

        We are going to be late for the promenade. We are going to be late for the promenade. We are—

        Have you had your milk today?

      

      

      “I guess we should walk and talk,” Lexie suggested.

      “Yeah.” Claudette nudged Sasha with her foot. The cat stirred awake and followed them a few paces behind, her head lolling from side to side.

      “So... Any idea about who might have cut your hair?”

      “I hear there’s a market for it, but no one here is strapped for money.”

      “What about the staff?”

      “From what I understand, they’re all well paid. I suppose I should be more worried. After all, it wasn’t just the hair. They also took a few other things.”

      “Really? What things?”

      “A bracelet. A hairbrush... Nothing really valuable or special.”

      Maybe Jake O’Rourke had been right in thinking the killer had wanted to throw everyone off the scent by casting a wide net of suspicion.

      Lexie chuckled under her breath. “Hey, a thought just occurred to me. If I want out of this place, I could always pretend I’ve been targeted.” She watched for Claudette’s reaction but she didn’t even flinch.

      
        
        Parasol. Parasol. We are about to step outside.

        Work on Sasha. See what you can get out of her.

        She’s slurring her speech and calling for another round of milk. I do not think I will be able to make sense of her.

        Perhaps you should find a corner and share a bowl of milk with her. Take your own advice. What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger.

      

      

      “I suppose everyone is in deep shock over Ms Lillian,” Lexie remarked.

      “She will be missed.”

      Exactly what the elocution tutor had said. “Was she popular with the pupils?”

      Claudette shrugged. “She had a happy disposition.”

      Lexie frowned.

      She had identified Lillian by matching the practical looking square-toed lace up brogues with those worn by the headmistress, the theory being that the assistant to the headmistress would want to emulate and perhaps impress her employer...

      Yet...

      Eloise didn’t strike her as having a happy disposition.

      Lexie knew her own light-hearted outlook clashed with Mirabelle’s more serious attitude to... everything.

      Could Lillian’s happy character have caused friction? And would that be reason enough to commit murder?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexie slumped back on her bed and watched Luna prancing around the bedchamber.

      “I had forgotten how delightful it is to spend an afternoon promenading and mingling with my fellow Lauristonians.”

      “Did you pick up anything of interest or were you too busy soaking up the sunshine? You were all over the place, flitting about like a veritable social butterfly.”

      “If you had used your parasol the way you were meant to, I would not have had to take shelter under other people’s shade.” Luna stopped to lick her paw. “I couldn’t get anything out of Sasha. She spent most of the time curled up by Miss Claudette’s feet sleeping. I did, however, hear talk about a commotion last night from the others.”

      Lexie sat up. “And you waited this long to tell me?”

      “Miss Elizabeth Blackmore’s feline companion, Charlotte, said she woke up with her hair standing on end. Moments later, she heard the hallway clock chime midnight.”

      “But what woke her up?”

      “A back door slamming shut. At least, that was the general consensus this morning. Every other feline companion heard it too, but not a single one was able to definitely say it had been the sound of a door slamming.”

      “So it all remains conjecture. I’ll have to tell Jake O’Rourke—”

      “You’ll have to postpone that until tomorrow. Right now you need to start preparing for dinner and Miss Meredith Langton’s operatic recital. I believe Octavia has sent an appropriate dress for you to wear.”

      “Only a dress? What? No parasol?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Luna dove inside her suitcase and emerged seconds later with...

      “No.”

      “Yes. They are essential. Long gloves must be worn after five.”

      A light knock at the door had Lexie rolling out of bed. “Please let it be the killer.” It wasn’t. “Claudette. Come in.”

      “It’s happened again.”

      “What has?” Lexie asked as Claudette’s cat, Sasha, hiccupped.

      “My long gloves are missing.”

      “Here, have mine.”

      
        
        No. You cannot afford to be the odd one out.

      

      

      “When did you notice them missing?” Lexie asked.

      “Just now.”

      “Okay. We’ve just come back from our promenade and all the pupils were there. When was the last time you saw your gloves?”

      “Last night. I wore them for Miss Georgiana’s piano recital.”

      Despite having come to tell her about her missing gloves, Claudette didn’t seem to be at all concerned about them. She strode around the bedchamber leisurely inspecting the items on the dresser.

      “Are you saying there’s a recital every night?”

      “Yes, we all get our turn to shine. Yours will come too.”

      Not if she had anything to do with it. “So this is like a talent show.” If push came to shove and she didn’t find a way out of it, she supposed she could use Luna to put together a ventriloquist act...

      Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of Mirabelle’s orb appearing. It hovered in the corner. Lexie tried to distract Claudette into walking in the opposite direction. She grabbed the long gloves and pressed them against her. “You must have my gloves.”

      “I couldn’t possibly.”

      “I insist. Give me a minute to change and we’ll go downstairs together.”

      “A minute? Is that all it will take for you to change?” Claudette asked.

      Lexie nodded. “You can time me.” She glanced at the clock on the mantle. Seeing the time, Lexie dove for her pillow and pressed it against her face.

      “Are you... Are you quite all right?”

      Lexie managed to give a vigorous nod without breaking the muffled recitation of her hourly tongue twister.

      When she finished, she scooped in a breath. “How long does this recital last?”

      “One hour and thirty minutes. It’s followed by light refreshments.”

      
        
        Okay, this could be tricky. Any suggestions? I’m bound to blurt out a tongue twister right in the middle of an aria.

        Don’t take it personally, but I might choose to sit apart from you.

      

      

      Lexie grabbed her clothes and disappeared into the bathroom to change. Mirabelle appeared just as she was pulling on her evening dress.

      “I must say, Octavia has impeccable taste,” Mirabelle remarked.

      “Couldn’t you knock before barging in? Claudette nearly saw you.”

      “Were you able to garner any useful information from her? I noticed you spent a considerable amount of time together.”

      “Have you been spying on me?”

      “I have dropped in every now and then to see if I could assist in surveying the house. I had no idea it could be so much fun.”

      Lexie frowned. “Something’s up. Spit it out.”

      “As a matter of fact, Ms Penelope Stewart has expressed concerns about you.”

      “You’re kidding. After I identified the victim by the shoes she wore? I deserve a medal for that.”

      “Yes, but you have not identified the killer and that is all she is concerned about.”

      Lexie ran a hairbrush through her hair. “Why is she the one voicing concerns? I’d expect the headmistress to be the one calling the shots around here. What’s up with that?”

      “Ms Penelope is a senior advisor and it was her idea to call us in.”

      “Are you saying Eloise Hamilton was against us investigating?”

      Mirabelle hummed. “She was not exactly in favor of it.”

      “Why? Does she have something to hide?”

      “As much as it pains me to say this, I realize I must adopt an unbiased stance. You might have to look into her activities. The sooner she is cleared of any wrong doing, the better I will feel.”

      “I’ll wait and see what Jake comes up with. Hopefully, he’ll contact me tomorrow. He said he was looking into the history of the place. By the way, the thief has struck again. I don’t suppose you saw anyone acting suspiciously while you were hovering around?”

      “No.”

      Lexie turned to leave.

      “How can you possibly step out without inspecting your appearance?”

      “I’m trying to spare myself the horror. I’m sure I’m fine.”

      “Fine does not cut it. You must be splendid. Now come back and check your reflection.”

      “I swear, if you’ve done something to me—” Argh! “A tiara?”

      “A polite thank you will suffice.”

      “If you breathe a word of this to Jonathan, I swear I’ll hunt you down.”

      “Oh, I nearly forgot.” Mirabelle’s orb swirled around Lexie.

      Lexie tittered on her heels. “Hey. Stop that.”

      “There. Much better. You could not possibly have attended tonight’s recital without long gloves.”

      Argh! White gloves. Mirabelle had even gone to the trouble of supplying a pair with Lexie’s initials on them...

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Tell me about the servers,” Lexie whispered as they strode into the ballroom. The spacious room had a stage area at the end and over a dozen settees arranged in a semi circle in front of the stage. A long table had been set up at one end with pots of tea and several platters of tidbits, supposedly to satisfy everyone’s taste buds. The crockery had been arranged in a visually pleasing display. No paper cups for this lot...

      Claudette shrugged. “What’s there to say?”

      “Any new faces?”

      “Not that I’ve noticed.” She nudged Lexie. “You may remove your gloves and put one in the bowl.”

      “Huh? Why?”

      “It’s for the door prize. Come on. Let’s grab some tea and petit fours.”

      They settled down on one of the front row settees. Lexie sipped her lukewarm tea and nibbled on a tiny morsel as she watched all the pupils take their seats. The small stage area was curtained off with thick burgundy red curtains. Twice now, Lexie had noticed someone peering out through the gap in the curtains. The singer, Miss Meredith Langston, she presumed.

      Lexie also noticed there were no tutors present. “What’s up with that?” she asked Claudette.

      “Standard policy. It was introduced several months back when one of the tutors collapsed from the horror of listening to a reading of Pride and Prejudice. Like all the tutors, she is a stickler for precision and the poor student had a speech impediment she couldn’t shake off. The pupils found the tutor’s reaction so discouraging, they refused to perform. The solution was to exclude all tutors from future performances.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been easier to cancel this gig?”

      Claudette gave a small shake of her head. “It would have left a gap in our evening program.”

      “So the solution was to exclude the tutors and continue to suffer through the performances?”

      “Correct. It actually makes sense, if you think about it. This is practically the only time the pupils have to themselves.”

      Perfect time for the tutors to plot...

      They were joined by Miss Millicent Rogers, a petite brunette with a perpetual look of surprise on her face.

      “You’ll never guess, so I’ll tell you. The cooks have been taken away for questioning. I saw the most scrumptious looking man leading them away.”

      Jake O’Rourke!

      “Do the cooks live at Lauriston House?” Lexie asked.

      Millicent nodded. “They have their separate cottage at the far end of the grounds.”

      Could one of them or both of them have snuck inside the house at the stroke of midnight to either kill or to dispose of Ms Lillian Somers?

      She had to contact Jake.

      Lexie tried to rise to her feet, but Claudette tugged her back down.

      “What are you doing? The performance is about to begin. It would be rude to leave now.”

      “I can’t figure you out. One minute you’re full of contractions and the next, you’re... you’re a stickler for rules.”

      The stage curtains parted.

      “May I have your attention, please. There has been a slight change to tonight’s performance. Miss Meredith has come down with a mild case of laryngitis. However, she has elected to soldier on and, while she will not be able to perform her aria as planned, she will, instead, perform a homage to the great French mime, Marcel Marceau.”

      Lexie couldn’t help joining in the round of light applause offered by the pupils.

      Meredith appeared on stage wearing white make-up, a black and white striped long sleeved t-shirt and black trousers. She began her performance with an interpretation of Walking Against the Wind, her body tilting forward slightly as she presumably struggled against a gale force wind.

      After a few minutes, Lexie noticed everyone shifting slightly in their seats. She leaned forward to see what was happening. Looking across the row, she saw one girl whisper in her neighbor’s ear.

      When Claudette leaned in and whispered in her ear, Lexie braced herself.

      “Today’s brioche sucked. Pass it on.”

      Okay. This was probably as bad as the Lauriston girls got.

      The next message had Lexie thinking this would be a long night.

      “We want more chocolate cake.”

      Lexie considered changing the message to “We want more soup,” but decided against it as Millicent had already munched her way through several Hershey bars. Mention of soup would definitely blow her cover. So Lexie kept the messages moving along, figuring it could have been worse. She could have been sitting through an operatic performance.

      Luna and her fellow feline companions were held enthralled by the mime, their attention fixed on the stage, their tails looking as if they were performing a Mexican wave. Even the alcoholic Sasha had joined in, although the cat beside her kept having to nudge her upright.

      Claudette leaned in to whisper the next message, “The plan is in motion.”

      Huh?

      Lexie passed the message along and noticed Millicent didn’t appear to be disturbed by it.

      “What plan?” Lexie asked, but Claudette shushed her. Lexie sat back and waited for the next message to be imparted.

      “The time has been agreed upon.”

      She passed the message along and tried to see who was at the head of the message delivery, but a group who’d huddled together obstructed her view.

      The next message raised alarm bells. “Ms Eloise’s light goes out at midnight.”

      Okay. She was now treading on dangerous ground. If she kept going, she’d be party to... to what? What exactly were they planning?

      “Lauren Bright’s pearls.”

      What about them?

      Claudette nudged her to pass the message on.

      Lexie had to whisper the message twice before she got it right, which defeated the purpose of the game, but she had a fair idea of the stakes. If she dropped the ball, everyone would become suspicious of her.

      Meredith Langton persevered with her Marcel Marceau homage and the feline companions continued to be a captive audience. Although, a couple of times, Lexie had caught Luna looking over her shoulder at her.

      “That cat of yours doesn’t let up. I see what you mean about her keeping her eye on you,” Claudette murmured. Reaching inside her reticule, she pulled out a small flask. “Would you like to try this out on her?”

      Oh, she was so tempted.

      “No, thanks. I think she understood what you said earlier today and now she refuses to eat any food from my hand.”

      “You could just add a few drops to her milk.”

      Lexie shook her head. “I’ve caught her sniffing her food. I mean, really sniffing it. And when she finally takes a bite of something, she waits a few minutes to see if it’s had an adverse effect on her.” That was all her devious mind could come up with, but she was sure she’d convinced Claudette Luna had extraordinary comprehension skills and had become highly suspicious of Lexie.

      “Here comes another message.”

      Lexie braced herself.

      “Lexie’s tiara.”

      They were welcome to it. Although, Mirabelle would disagree.

      “Ms Chantal Carson.”

      The dancing tutor...

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Someone will take the tiara and place it in Ms Chantal’s bedchamber.”

      “And?”

      “I’ve already given you too much information.”

      “Hang on.” If the thefts had been contrived by the pupils... then... “Did you actually know they were going to cut your hair?”

      Claudette grinned. “I’ve always wanted short hair but my mom wouldn’t let me get it cut.”

      “Yeah, but... who does the deed?” Someone had to be chosen to remove the items and plant them in the bedchambers...

      “That’s the door prize.”

      “The what—”

      The hallway clock struck the hour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexie stared up at the canopy and tried to figure out why the Lauristonian ladies were stealing each other’s items and incriminating the tutors in the thefts. Mostly, she wanted to know why they went to so much trouble to plot out their misdeeds.

      Boredom? Mischief? Or something else? Something darker, perhaps...

      Since the case of the missing items had taken on a perverted twist, she now had two mysteries to contend with.

      Lexie swung her legs off the bed and strode over to the dresser.

      Luna leaped off the bed and followed her. “What are you doing?”

      “What’s it look like.”

      “I will not be party to this.”

      “You have no choice,” Lexie said and dangled her long glove. “My glove was picked out of the bowl so I have to do the deed and I can’t do it alone. You have to keep watch as I sneak into Lauren’s bedchamber and steal her pearls.” Lexie strode back to the bed and collapsed onto it.

      “We do have a choice. We can both say no.” Luna leaped up onto the bed and stared down at Lexie. “It’s petty theft and... and a display of atrocious behavior. This sort of shenanigans never happened in my time. Wait until Mirabelle hears about this.”

      “Well, you know what it’ll do to her. If you want to be the one to finally push her over the edge, by all means, go right ahead and do it.”

      With a huff, Luna leaped off the bed and paced around the bedchamber, her purrs close to sounding like growls. “What if we get caught? I’ll be disgraced, struck off the honor roll and labeled a renegade feline thief. My family will shun me. All my contemporaries will avoid me. I’ll never be invited anywhere. I’ll become a social pariah. An outcast of the worst type. And all for what? A prank?”

      “Calm down before you start coughing up fur balls. You think you’ve got problems. I’m the one who has to sneak into someone’s bedchamber, steal their possessions and plant them in a tutor’s bedchamber, all while wearing this ridiculous white dress with puffy sleeves. I look as if I’m about to take off. I should have asked if I could borrow Meredith’s Marcel Marceau outfit.”

      Luna flicked her tail. “At least I enjoyed an hour of fun entertainment so I’ll have something to talk about when I’m visited in prison.”

      “No one’s going to prison.” Lexie checked the time. She’d already had her outburst of tongue twisters, so she needed to take advantage of this window of opportunity.

      “What are you doing?” Luna bellowed.

      “We might as well get this over and done with.”

      Luna stilled.

      “Come on.”

      “No.” She leaped into action and dashed under the bed. “I refuse. Simply refuse to take part in such a callous... thoughtless act.”

      “Don’t make me go under the bed.”

      “You’ll never catch me and without me to keep watch, you won’t be able to pull this stunt off.”

      Lexie got down on all fours and peered under the large canopy bed. Luna sat in the middle, well out of reach.

      “I swear, when I get my hands on you, missy, you’ll be sorry.” She made a move to crawl under but got stuck.

      “Hah! Big butt. You can’t do it.”

      “My butt’s not big. I’m merely trying to avoid using this ridiculous dress as a dust bunny wiper.”

      “Dust bunnies are the least of your concerns. There are spiders under here.”

      Grumbling, Lexie lowered herself until she was lying flat on her stomach.

      “If you come any closer, I’ll... I’ll scratch you.”

      “And I’ll tell everyone you’re a biter and a scratcher. What do you think that’ll do to your reputation?”

      “You wouldn’t dare. It will reflect badly on you.”

      “Duh! Last time I checked, I didn’t care what people thought of me. Now, stop this nonsense and come out, right now.” She made a grab for Luna, but the scamp danced away from her.

      Luna’s ears pricked up, her eyes widened. “Shush, someone’s coming.”

      “Yeah, right.” Actually, she was right. Lexie peered out from under the bed and saw her bedchamber door opening slightly. She’d left the bedside table lamps on and had taken the precaution of stuffing a couple of pillows under the bedcovers just in case someone came in. And someone did...

      They walked across the room. Lexie could see a pair of shoes.

      Black shoes.

      It was just after midnight and everyone was supposed to be in their respective bedchambers by eleven.

      She heard the perpetrator open a drawer and then she moved over to the wardrobe. What could they be after? Had someone become suspicious of her?

      Lexie tried to move closer to the edge of the bed but she feared getting caught. She looked over at Luna.

      
        
        Go see who it is.

        No.

        Your insubordination is unacceptable. You just wait until we get home. I’m going to mop the floors with you.

        They’re leaving.

        Hurry up then, I want to know who it is.

      

      

      Luna scurried over to the edge. When Lexie saw the door being closed, she crawled out from under the bed.

      “Well?” she whispered. “Did you see who it was?”

      “No.”

      “You did. You just don’t want to tell me.” She went over to the dresser. “My tiara’s gone.” But that didn’t make sense. It had been on the list of whispered items to be stolen, presumably by her counterpart in crime since two gloves had been selected from the bowl, which had made sense because she couldn’t very well steal her own tiara.

      But why had the thief worn black shoes?

      It couldn’t have been one of the pupils. Only tutors wore black shoes. Unless... unless one of the pupils had been smart enough to disguise themselves in black clothing.

      “Where are you going?” Luna asked.

      “I still have a task to complete, with or without you.” She nudged the door open and peered out. The coast appeared to be clear.

      First, she needed to retrieve Lauren Bright’s pearls and then she had to sneak into Ms Eloise’s bedchamber and plant the stolen item in her wardrobe.

      That meant going down one flight of stairs.

      Lexie assumed Lauren Bright would be fast asleep, but when she eased the door open to her bedchamber, she found her sitting at the foot of her bed with her feline companion on her lap and Meredith Langton sitting beside her.

      “We were wondering if you’d go through with it,” Lauren said.

      “Was this some sort of test?

      “It’s the only way we can determine people’s loyalties,” Meredith explained.

      “What happens if I’m caught?”

      “You’re on your own.”

      So the loyalty only worked one way. So much for honor among thieves...

      For a wild moment, she thought the pupils had contrived a plan to clear them of any wrong doing by pointing the finger at Lexie. But that theory left a gaping hole as Lexie hadn’t been here for the theft of the other items. Getting caught red-handed would only mean firing up the tutors’ suspicions.

      
        
        You are being blooded.

        Huh? What? Where? Where’s the blood?

        Not literally. Haven’t you heard of blooding? It is an informal initiation ceremony practiced in fox hunting. The face of a novice is smeared with the blood of the first fox that person has seen killed.

        This isn’t a fox-hunt. It’s a pearl heist.

        Must I explain everything?

        Must you make everything so convoluted? Argh! See what you’ve done? I’m walking around sounding like a dictionary.

      

      

      Lexie dropped the pearls inside her reticule. She turned to look at Meredith. “I thought you’d lost your voice.”

      Meredith shrugged. “It came back.”

      Lexie decided Meredith’s laryngitis had all been a ruse to make passing on whispered messages easier. “So what happens now?”

      “You take the pearls and put them in Ms Eloise’s bedchamber.”

      “Yes, I got that part. But what comes next?” She didn’t really think they wanted her to get caught. “Is this your way of playing games with the tutors?” Could there be a more complex plan in the making?

      Lauren gave a small shrug. “We’ll decide when to let you in on our plan.”

      “Is there going to be another round of thefts?”

      “We’re not sure. We’re still thinking about that.”

      
        
        Get out of it now while you still can. That’s my advice.

      

      

      Meredith leaned in and whispered something in Lauren’s ear.

      Lauren nodded. “As we’re running out of items to steal, we’ve been thinking of raising the stakes and targeting the feline companions.”

      Luna curled her paw around Lexie’s ankle.

      “Someone suggested we paint one of the feline companions pink. Bubble gum pink, to be precise.” Lauren’s gaze dropped to Luna.

      
        
        Why is she looking at me? She’s looking at me. I don’t like this one bit. Get me out of here. Right now. She’s mentally unstable. They all are.

        She’s a Laurestonian. She can’t possible be nuts.

      

      

      “We’re looking into it. Of course, there’s the matter of what sort of dye to use. In my opinion, it should be a permanent color, rather than something you could wash off easily.” Lauren gave a brisk smile. “What would be the point in that? Right.”

      “Yeah, right. Why stop at bubble gum pink? Why not purple. Or... green. Wouldn’t that be cool?” Lexie suggested.

      “Green. We hadn’t thought of that.”

      Luna’s tail dropped and flicked from side to side. Her ears flattened.

      
        
        Luna? What’s up with your tail? Are you getting impatient?

        Impatient? Impatient? Do you know nothing about cats?

        What’s there to know? You meow. You shed. You don’t answer doors.

        For your information, I am subtly letting you know I am not pleased.

        Really? I thought the lowered ears were a sign of submission.

        Far from it. Watch this.

      

      

      Luna’s back arched and her fur stood on end.

      “Is there something wrong with your cat?” Lauren Bright asked, “It looks angry.”

      
        
        See, she knows how to read the signs.

      

      

      “Don’t mind her. She’s been gorging on bacon. I think it’s been making her aggressive.”

      “Perhaps you should put her on a diet. I tend to starve mine for days on end. It makes her more docile.”

      Starve?

      What was wrong with these people?

      
        
        Hear that, Luna?

        You wouldn’t dare.

      

      

      Lexie strode to the door and pressed her ear to it. “Just checking to see if the coast is clear.”

      Both girls nodded.

      “I think I’ll wait a few more minutes.” She smiled. “So... Any news about Lillian Somers?”

      Both girls shrugged.

      “It must have come as a shock. My folks and I were assured the academy was wrapped in cotton wool and would provide a safe haven for me. I haven’t spoken with them, but I’m sure they’ve been notified of the death. But this isn’t just a death... is it? I hear there are suspicious circumstances.”

      “Perhaps Lillian Somers wasn’t vetted properly,” Meredith suggested.

      “Are you saying she had it coming because there was something about her past?”

      The girls exchanged a look that spoke of synchronicity. “We all have something buried in our pasts. Just look at the way she was killed.”

      Lexie hadn’t really given that much thought. Although... Luna had mentioned it. A wood-fired witch.

      “Do you think one of the neighbors did it?” This was a glitzy part of town with houses nestled in large estate grounds. Old money, Lexie thought and wondered if Jake had managed to come up with a solid lead.

      “You shouldn’t worry about your safety,” Meredith assured her, “The walls are high and the grounds protected.”

      Tell that to Lillian. “Hey, do you think it was an inside job?”

      “The cooks were taken away. We’re guessing the police know their business.”

      Guessing or hoping?

      “You look so calm. I wish I could be as confident as you seem to be.”

      “Just do your bit and you’ll be fine.”

      
        
        Whoa. Was that a threat?

        It sounded like one to me. I say we make a run for it while we still can. I’d forgotten how time consuming white fur maintenance could be.

        My puffy sleeves trump your white fur.

      

      

      Meredith tapped her chin. “I’m really liking the idea of dying the feline companions green...”

      “Right. Well. I’d love to stay and chat but I have a stolen pearl necklace to sneak into a bedchamber.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      She didn’t like the underlying tone. It spoke of insider knowledge she wasn’t privy to.

      Had they set a trap for her?

      Fall guy came to mind. Fall witch, in her case...

      “Keep your eyes wide open,” Lexie whispered, “I feel I’m about to walk into trouble. Luna? Did you hear me?”

      “I’m not talking to you.”

      “Fine, be like that.”

      “Green? Green?”

      “What happened to not talking to me?”

      “Why not blue. Why stop there? Why not stripes?”

      “You want me to put stripes in your fur?”

      “By all means, do.”

      “All right. I thought you were a pure white Laristonian through and through.”

      “Please tell me you picked up on the sarcastic undertone.”

      “The what?” She tiptoed her way down the stairs and strained to hear anything unusual. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she signaled for Luna to go on ahead.

      “Why should I assist you in something I am so opposed to doing?” Luna asked.

      “Just remember who feeds you,” Lexie warned. “When this over, you’re coming home with me.”

      “I may have to reconsider my options.”

      “Oh yeah, you think you can do better than me? As far as I know, there aren’t any other incoming High Chairs. I’m your best shot at becoming feline companion to a High Chair.”

      “My bet is against you ever getting there.”

      “I didn’t catch that murmured thought. What did you say?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t want to think I don’t have your full support. Now go up to Ms Eloise Hamilton’s bedchamber.”

      “I want it on the record that I do so grudgingly and under threat of punishment and starvation.”

      “Fine. Whatever.”

      Luna dropped her head and prowled her way to Eloise’s room. For a moment, Lexie thought she’d keep going but she turned back and stopped in front of the right room.

      Lexie caught up with her and pressed her ear against the door.

      “She’s fast asleep.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’m a cat. I have fine hearing and even without it, I’d still be able to hear her snoring. Also, she’s not alone.”

      “Huh?”

      “Quick, someone’s coming out.” Luna scampered away and disappeared around a corner.

      Coward.

      Lexie took off behind her. What on earth was going on here? Counter theft? She peered around the corner in time to see a dark figure emerging from Eloise’s room. Lexie took in as much information as she could, which was practically nothing but she imagined Jake O’Rourke would expect her to have something to report.

      That’s when she noticed the skirt.

      Pleated, Lexie thought and tried to remember if she’d seen any of the tutors wearing that style of skirt.

      “Come on. We’ll take the other stairs up to our floor and then double back to drop the pearls in Eloise’s room.”

      Just as she was about to move, she stopped. The dark figure moved up the stairs...

      That’s when it hit her. Yes, the dark figure was dressed in black but the tutor rooms were on this floor and she was going up to the next level.

      It had to be a pupil dressed in camouflage black...

      Lexie brushed her hand across her face.

      “You look flustered.”

      “I’m trying to commit all these facts to memory.”

      “Why not write them down?”

      “Because we’re standing out in the hallway. It’s dark. And I don’t have a notepad... or a pen.”

      “But you have Octavia. She could take notes for you.”

      She hadn’t thought of that. “Octavia,” Lexie whispered. When she didn’t get an answer, she mentally hollered her assistant’s name. Again, nothing.

      She bit the bullet and called Mirabelle. Again, no answer.

      “Argh!” They were on their own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “During your afternoon promenade, make your way to the arboretum...”

      Lexie set her tiny cup of breakfast coffee down on her tray and frowned up at Mirabelle’s orb. “The what?”

      “The tree garden on the south side of the building.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” Lexie bit her lip. She could figure out where south was. The sun rose... Lexie turned and peered out the window. She’d figure it out. “And then what?”

      “Jake O’Rourke will meet you there. He’s eager to talk to you.”

      “Why the cloak and dagger routine?”

      “You’re a pupil and Jake has no reason to speak with you. If you are seen together, everyone who doesn’t know why you’re really here will become suspicious.”

      Lexie stretched her arms out pleadingly. “Why not tell you what he wants to tell me and you can pass the message along...”

      Luna’s attention bounced from Lexie to Mirabelle.

      “Because he might want to ask you questions so it’ll be simpler if you meet him in the arboretum.”

      Lexie raked her fingers through her hair. “Argh! Back up. He should be talking to all the pupils too, including me. He’ll only find out I wasn’t here for the original crimes after he goes through the pretense of talking to me. Surely you can see the sense in that.”

      “What do you mean original crimes? Are you suggesting there have been more nefarious activities?”

      “I’m... I’m only saying Jake should be able to talk to me without me having to hunt around for the south side of the building.”

      “I see.”

      “I don’t think you do.”

      “Yes, I do. You don’t know where south is. Exactly which school did you attend?”

      “I don’t have time for this. Luna’s becoming... agitated. She’s a stickler for timeliness and doesn’t want to miss her promenade.”

      “That’s not until this afternoon.”

      Lexie took a sip of her morning coffee. The dainty cup held only a fraction of what she normally consumed and there were no seconds. And... no bacon. Or eggs. Instead, she had been presented with a bowl of porridge. She sunk her spoon into the mix. Runny porridge to boot with no sugar.

      She offered Luna a spoonful. It only took one whiff of the stuff for Luna to back away, her little face all scrunched up.

      “Can we not do this now? I’m hungry and I had a late night.” That was her excuse. Did Mirabelle have one for being her usual snooty self? Lexie looked up at the orb. Actually, she hadn’t been that snooty this morning. And she’d lapsed. Every sentence she’d spoken had been full of contractions...

      “You can’t drop the ball now, Lexie. We’re onto something. I can feel it. Something’s definitely afoot.” Mirabelle hovered around the room as if pacing.

      Something told her Mirabelle wanted to get into the spirit of the game. She imagined her sitting in her spacious Hall furnished with valuable antiques and playing at being a detective. She even pictured her wearing a fedora hat and holding an old fashion pipe.

      “What are you wearing?” Lexie asked.

      “Pardon?”

      “Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not sure I can do that? Why do you want to know what I’m wearing?”

      Lexie shrugged. “Just trying to picture you in your fancy Hall. Does this grand place you live in have a name?”

      Mirabelle cleared her throat. “Mackenzie Hall.”

      “Mac... as in yours and mine?” Lexie sat up. “We are related. Does that means I get to live in it too?”

      “Don’t get excited. It came down to me from my mother’s side of the family.”

      “But your mom and my mom are sisters. I’ve never heard my mom say she was going to gift me a mansion.”

      “She gave you Octavia and she’s a treasure.”

      “Yes, she is. Could you pass a message onto her please? I haven’t been able to get through to her... Hey, that reminds me. I couldn’t get through to you either.”

      Mirabelle’s orb took a turn around the room.

      “You’re ignoring me.”

      “I’m not. I’m merely... appreciating your lovely room.”

      “Did you know about me not being able to contact Octavia... or you?” When Mirabelle didn’t answer, Lexie grumbled. “You did. Why didn’t you warn me I’d be on my own? Hey, what happens if my life is in danger?”

      Mirabelle sighed. “You’re safe. This is Lauriston. Nothing can happen to you here.”

      “Tell that to the wood-fired witch.”

      “I have been dropping in regularly and keeping an eye on you.”

      “Aha! So you’re concerned too.”

      “I’m merely doing my part. Now... what were you saying?”

      “I seem to have drawn the short straw and no one bothered to tell me.” Lexie rubbed her eyes. “I was saying I couldn’t get through to Octavia. It looks like we’re stuck here for a few more days. Luna and I require a care package.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “For sustenance. We can’t live on air alone. I’m not a porridge type of person. Bacon and eggs, pancakes, omelet... Yes. But porridge...” She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Make sure she includes chocolate and coffee.” Lexie slurped the last of the coffee and looked up.

      “All you ever do is complain...” Mirabelle murmured.

      “Sorry, did you say something?”

      “You get to have all the fun, while I’m stuck here...”

      “Are you mumbling to yourself?”

      “I’m writing down your requests. I wouldn’t want to leave anything out.”

      “I knew I could count on you.” Lexie licked the last of the coffee in her tiny cup. “It just occurred to me. We’ve never met. Why is that?” She didn’t wait for a response. “I’m starting to think you exist solely as an orb.”

      “I can assure you I am more than an orb.”

      “So how come you don’t just click your heels and get yourself over here?”

      Silence.

      “Mirabelle?”

      “Do you have anything else to report?” Mirabelle asked.

      “Um—” Mirabelle disappeared before she could tell her about seeing the figure dressed in black the night before. “What’s up with her? Did I say something wrong... again?”

      Luna scurried over to her. “It’s a touchy subject with her.”

      “What is? What’s wrong with her?”

      “I heard a rumor, but I can’t vouch for it...”

      “I’ll take whatever you have.”

      Luna looked over her shoulder as if to make sure Mirabelle hadn’t snuck back in. “She suffers from your affliction.”

      “I don’t have one of those.”

      Luna gave her a roll of her eyes. “You keep landing in the closet.”

      “So?”

      “Mirabelle finds that undignified.”

      “You mean... she lands in the closet too?”

      Luna nodded.

      “You’re kidding me?” Mirabelle wasn’t perfect?

      “Don’t tell her I told you.” Luna’s ears flicked. “I hear someone coming.”

      Moments later, Claudette strode in. “Sorry, I would have knocked but I saw Ms Cornelia McGhee turning a corner and I didn’t want her to catch me.”

      “Remind me who she is?”

      “She’s the art tutor. I didn’t want to bump into her. She doesn’t care for the way I mix my primary colors. If she could, she would have me flogged.”

      “For not mixing your colors properly? Since when did that become a crime?”

      “If something is not done the right way... her way, then it’s a crime. She’s accused me of turning everything to mud. Personally, I don’t see anything wrong with the color of mud.” Claudette sat at the end of her bed and set her cat, Sasha, on her lap. For the briefest moment, Sasha appeared to be alert but then her head lolled...

      “Is this the usual fare for breakfast?” Lexie couldn’t help asking.

      “Yes, no one eats it.”

      “So how do you get by?”

      “Contraband.” Claudette drew something out of her reticule.

      “Is that a donut?”

      “You look like you need this more than I do.”

      Before Lexie could take a bite, Luna scampered over.

      
        
        Share. Share.

        You don’t like donuts.

        Yes, I do.

        Since when?

        Since I got something that tasted like cardboard for breakfast.

      

      

      Lexie broke off a piece and gave it Luna. “So what else can you get?”

      “Anything.”

      “I’ll have to go shopping.”

      “We’re not allowed off the grounds. I think that’s why they make us wear these ridiculous gowns.”

      That made sense. Actually... it didn’t. Surely they could change out of their outfits, into street clothes, and zap themselves to the store and back before anyone noticed them missing.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but it doesn’t work. We’re... spellbound as in earthbound. It’s their way of making sure we don’t use our powers to cheat on exams.”

      “So powers aren’t part of the curriculum?” Was that why she couldn’t contact Octavia?

      “I wish. It’s all so generic. Algebra... science, history, literature... It’s not as if we’re ever going to need any of that.” Claudette pulled the drawstrings on her reticule and sighed. “Anyhow, did you complete your task last night?”

      Lexie gave a small nod and without thinking too much about it, decided not to mention the dark figure she’d seen emerging from one of the rooms. The decision was a no-brainer since she suspected it had been one of the students. In any case, she didn’t have the energy to go into it. All she could think about was the contraband food she could get.

      “How exactly do you get contraband in?”

      Claudette touched the side of her nose.

      One of the cooks? Someone else employed at the academy? Lexie gazed out the window. The grounds were extensive, but she could see other buildings beyond the high brick walls. A neighbor?

      “You should hurry up. We don’t want to be late for Ms Penelope’s class.”

      Elocution? In the morning...

      She looked around her splendidly appointed bedchamber, listened to the peaceful silence, and wished she could be back in her apartment enjoying the sound of her dripping shower head, the usual explosive commotion coming from the street below, her upstairs neighbor strutting around in her heels... the comforting whirring of her fully stocked refrigerator...

      “After that, we have a sewing circle session.”

      Lexie’s eyes widened, not in surprise, but rather in terror. If her life depended on her manual dexterity...

      Claudette snickered. “I’m kidding. Relax. We have a free study period.”

      “Why would you taunt me like that?”

      “Because you’re an easy target. Clearly, you were not cut out for this.” Claudette’s eyebrow lifted. “Which school did you attend before this one?”

      “I was home schooled.”

      “That makes sense and explains a great deal. Let me guess, they finally gave up on you and sent you here.”

      “More or less...”

      “I’m surprised they allowed you to be home schooled. As an incoming High Chair, you’d think they’d be all over you to get a proper education.”

      “You... you know?”

      “Sure. Everyone does.”

      Lexie shifted slightly. Right... well then... shouldn’t they be bowing and scraping? Or at least kowtowing. She’d settle for that. Under the circumstances, she could do with some perks.

      “I don’t suppose there are any more donuts were that one came from?”

      Claudette gave her a small smile. “Maybe.”

      Meaning... what would she get in exchange? She tried to think of something she could use to barter with but came up empty.

      “So... how did you end up here?” Lexie asked.

      “My folks threatened to cut me off. I only have two months to go before I turn twenty-one and my trust kicks in. This was a last ditch attempt to straighten me out.”

      Twenty-one. That seemed like an eternity ago to Lexie who’d just turned twenty-five.

      “I suppose I should leave you to it, but don’t be late. Oh, and be ready for tonight.”

      “What’s happening tonight?”

      “It’ll be a surprise.”

      Not a big fan of those, Lexie thought.

      As soon as Claudette left, Luna raced up to her.

      “Can I lick your fingers?”

      “What the heck for?”

      “Sugar. I’m feeling weak. I’m sure that kibble was made of processed cardboard.”

      “You’re out of luck,” Lexie said as she licked off the last of the sugar. “Oh... okay, here. There’s some left on my thumb.” Luna went to work on it. “Hey. Just the sugar. Not my thumb.”

      “Sorry. I got a bit carried away.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’re going the wrong way,” Luna exclaimed. “Ms Penelope has zero tolerance for tardiness.”

      Lexie had hoped Luna wouldn’t notice. She set her mind to distracting her. She really couldn’t miss this opportunity. With everyone in class, this was her chance to snoop around...

      “I just need to check something out. No one will miss me. Especially not Ms Penelope. She knows I’m supposed to be solving the murder. And how strange does that sound? Honestly, I don’t know what Mirabelle was thinking getting us into this business. Where did she even get the idea from?”

      “You still haven’t caught on to the fact she’s delegating?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “As the High Chair of the British Isles, the buck stops with her. Everyone goes to her with their problems and she can’t handle it all herself. That’s where you come in. You’ve proven yourself useful so now she’s merely making the best of her resources. For some reason, you seem to have made a positive impression on her.”

      “I’m not sure I like the idea of being thought of as a resource.” Lexie frowned. “Hang on... Is Morgana in on this too?”

      “Your mother is an excellent delegator. She was highly in favor of Mirabelle setting up the agency to deal with all the awkward problems that keep coming up.”

      “Hey, where did you get all that information from?”

      “My sister, Venus, of course.”

      “I didn’t realize you were in touch with her.”

      “Clearly there is a lot you don’t know about me.”

      “Oh, I see. You just turn your mental dial.”

      “Precisely.”

      “So at any given time, you can talk to Venus?”

      “We chat every day but try to avoid living in each other’s pockets. After all, we are cats.”

      “As in... independent creatures?”

      “Yes.”

      “So how come I can never shake you off? Hey, did you happen to get that insider information about Mirabelle landing in the closet from her feline companion, Venus?”

      “Maybe.”

      “So what do you tell her about me?”

      “That’s between Venus and me.”

      “I bet when you two get together you’re worse than a sewing circle. Gossip. Gossip. Gossip.”

      As she rounded a corner, she looked out one of the large windows facing the gardens at the rear of the building. A flash of light caught her attention.

      “What are you looking at?” Luna asked.

      “I thought I saw a light flashing. You know, like a reflection.” She peered out the window, her eyes narrowed as she focused on the mansion next door. A curtain moved. Someone was keeping an eye on the school.

      Out of curiosity or...

      “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Stop whining. It doesn’t suit you.”

      “It’s a kneejerk reaction to you leading me astray,” Luna grumbled.

      “You need to take some of your own advice. Embrace the indifference.”

      “I should have listened to my mother and become a feline companion in a retirement home.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that, unless you aspired to be companion to a High Chair because you’re secretly in competition with your sister.”

      Luna threw her nose in the air and trotted on ahead.
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        * * *

      

      “There has to be a way to get to the other side of this wall,” Lexie murmured as she inspected the high wall surrounding the school grounds.

      “It’s easy. Just think like a cat.” Luna took a few steps back and then effortlessly climbed up.

      Ignoring the obvious bait, Lexie made her way along the wall, making sure to take cover behind every bush and tree she came across. There had to be way... or maybe a door.

      “Get down from there. Someone will see you.”

      “You’re just jealous because I can climb walls and you can’t.”

      “You don’t have to convince me of your abilities. I know you’re good at climbing walls and... Moping floors.”

      “I happen to know that’s an empty threat.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “I’ve yet to see you mop the floor in your apartment,” Luna taunted as she trotted daintily along.

      “How would you know what I get up to while you sleep?”

      Luna stopped. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Hey. I’m in luck. Look at this.” A ladder hidden behind a bush.

      “You’ll break your neck and, unlike me, you don’t have nine lives.”

      Lexie set the ladder against the wall and checked to see she hadn’t drawn attention to herself.

      “Stop, you haven’t thought this through. Lauriston Academy ladies do not climb ladders and... and they don’t act impetuously.”

      “You’re right.” She pulled her dress up as far as it would go and tied the ends into a knot.

      “I mean... where are you going to land on the other side?”

      “I’ll think of that when I get there.”

      “No. If anything happens to you, I’ll... I’ll...”

      “You’ll what? End up working as a feline companion in a retirement home? I’ll remind you of that next time you complain about being stuck with me.” Lexie reached the top rung and peered over the wall. “Well, well. Look at that.” A ladder, ready and waiting for me. Thanks for telling me.” Had she just stumbled upon the contraband route?

      “You’re a day early.”

      Lexie looked down and saw a young woman holding the ladder.

      “And... hey, who are you?” the girl asked.

      “I’m a new pupil.”

      “I don’t like this.” She huffed out a breath. “You’re early,” the girl complained again, “Well, come on down and be quick about it. It’s bad enough you lot have me shopping for you, now I have to slave away in the kitchen too.”

      Okay. This sounded really promising. One mystery solved. Sort of... and... did she say she’d been cooking?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “It took me two hours to find a store that sold the baguettes you all wanted,” Lindsay Leonard complained. “What’s wrong with sliced white bread?”

      Lexie only had eyes for the roast beef on the counter and ears for the demanding rumbling in her stomach, but she was aware enough to realize Lindsay was the connection she hadn’t even been looking for.

      “This is going to have to stop,” Lindsay continued, “My folks return from vacation next week. You’ll have to find another source.”

      “What about our deal?” Lexie asked knowing there had to be one.

      “I’ve held up my end of the bargain. What else do you want me to do?”

      Okay. That didn’t tell her much. “I’ll have to get back to you on that. I’m only the messenger, not the decision maker.”

      “No. That’s it. If I get caught, I’ll go to prison.”

      Getting warmer, Lexie thought. Lindsay couldn’t possibly be referring to the contraband food. That wouldn’t be a serious enough infraction to send her up the river. Had she had something to do with Lillian’s murder? “You’ll be out in no time.” Lexie hoped Lindsay would take the bait and tell her more...

      “You go back and tell them I want more.”

      More what? Okay, this encounter could prove fruitful, in more ways than one, Lexie thought, her eyes glued to the roast beef.

      Lindsay put a plate in front of her and folded her arms. “And tell them I’m not going back in there again. It’s just not worth the risk of getting caught. And if you want food, you’ll have to come and get it.”

      Lexie sunk her teeth into the thick layers of roast beef and sat back to chew. It took some doing to get that first bite to go down.

      “You’ll need to talk to the person in charge,” she eventually remarked around another mouthful, “Like I said, I’m new here.” It was clear now. Lindsay was the missing link. She had been sneaking in to drop food off.

      “You’re all passing the buck and... and hiding behind... behind those ridiculous puffy sleeves.” Lindsay raked her fingers through her hair and swirled around the kitchen. “I can’t believe I let myself get mixed up in this. My folks have always said you were all trouble. You better not do anything funny to me.”

      Aha! Someone had put the fear of a spell on her. That was Lexie’s guess. Of course, Lindsay didn’t know all the Lauristonians had their powers bound.

      Luna leaped up onto her lap, her eyes wide, her little tongue hanging out.

      
        
        Don’t make me beg.

        That’s not your begging face?

        Give me. Give me.

      

      

      “And why did you have to bring your cat? I’m going to have to vacuum now. My mom’s allergic to cat hair. If she starts sneezing, there’ll be no end to her complaining.”

      
        
        It must run in the family. She’s still complaining.

        Reminds me of someone I know...

        Give me more. No bread. Just the meat. And tell her I’m coming round tomorrow morning for breakfast. I want donuts.

        You? What about me?

        I’m thinking that from here on end, it should be survival of the fittest.

      

      

      “Why did you come over the wall? You girls never do that.”

      Lindsay’s cheeks flashed crimson. If she didn’t stop her ranting, she’d explode.

      “I didn’t know how to get your attention.”

      “That’s it, I’m taking the ladder away. If you want food, I’ll throw it over the wall.”

      Lexie looked up, her eyebrows narrowed.

      Lindsay took a step back.

      
        
        I think she’s scared of you.

        What do you mean?

        She probably thinks you can do stuff, like turn her into a donkey. Little does she know you can only land in closets.

      

      

      Lindsay reached for a basket and put it on the table. “There. That’s everything you asked for. You... you should leave now.”

      “Do you have any chocolate?”

      “It’s all in there.”

      Deciding she wouldn’t get any sense out of Lindsay, Lexie grabbed Luna and rose to her feet. “All right. Nice doing business with you.” Putting Luna on her shoulder, she grabbed the basket and before she could think better of it, she clicked her heels. She didn’t know if it would work—

      
        
        You really need to stop doing that.

        What? Landing in the closet?

        Clicking your heels. Mirabelle doesn’t approve. She says it makes a mockery of the craft.

      

      

      Lexie pushed the closet door open. “We’re in luck. It worked and this is our bedchamber.” She crawled out and rubbed her butt.

      “The lunch gong,” Luna exclaimed. “After the breakfast they served, I’m not the least bit interested to find out if lunch is any better. Please don’t make me go down there.”

      “You’re complaining about the Lauriston Academy?”

      Luna averted her gaze. “Only about the food.”

      “I don’t get this. Catherine said we’d be fed well.”

      “Clearly something changed. In my time, there were veritable banquets served.”

      “I guess the cooks lost their touch.”

      Lexie groaned. She didn’t need the mystery to deepen. They already had to deal with a killer and a bunch of renegade pupils set on relieving their boredom. Then again, the sooner she sorted this out, the sooner she’d be able to ditch her puffy sleeves. “I should ask Jake to look into the academy’s finances. I think we need to dig deeper here. Speaking of which...” She dug into the basket and grabbed one of the roast beef sandwiches.

      “Are you going to share or do I have to beg again?”

      “Apart from the contraband, what do you think is going on between the girls and the neighbor?” Lexie asked as she broke off a piece of her sandwich and gave it to Luna.

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “That’s the sort of answer you give when you want to pretend you know the answer.” If Lindsay provided the girls with contraband food, did she do it for money or did the girls have something hanging over her head?

      What exactly had Lindsay said...

      “I’ve held up my end of the bargain...”

      “What bargain?” Luna asked.

      “I’m talking out loud. When I meet Jake later on, I’ll need to give him something substantial to follow up on. Lindsay has been gaining access to the academy at night.” Had she been the dark figure Lexie had seen coming out of one of the bedchambers the night before?

      Lexie rose to her feet and strode around her room.

      “Are you going to give the others this food? I don’t think you should.”

      “What do you propose we do with it? Store it in the bathroom?”

      “Store it? I’m all for eating it right now.”

      “What’s come over? You’re supposed to be acting like a true Lauristonian. In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t had your tail starched to match my puffy sleeves.”

      “That cardboard breakfast changed everything for me. I feel let down.”

      “Enough to rebel?”

      “Rebellion comes from discontent... so... Yes.”

      “That was a swift change of heart,” Lexie said conversationally. “What happened to the Lauristonian code of conduct?”

      “Nothing is as is used to be,” Luna muttered.

      Out of curiosity, she clicked her heels but nothing happened. “So much for that theory. I thought I might have been excluded from the embargo on magic, but clearly I’m not.” Yet she’d been able to get them back from the neighbor’s house... Which actually made sense. Her powers worked outside the walls... but not inside.

      
        
        Mirabelle! Mayday. Mayday.

      

      

      No answer. So much for her safety net. They really were on their own...

      Luna moaned.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I think I ate too much, too quickly.” Luna rolled around and moaned again. “Oh, I definitely ate too much.”

      “You must have a small stomach. I only gave you a small portion.”

      “Yes, well...”

      Lexie peered inside the basket. “You ate all the roast beef and left the bread?”

      “Oh... please don’t mention roast beef.”

      Lexie threw her hands up. “You ate all the roast beef. I don’t know what’s worse. That you ate all the roast beef or that you didn’t leave me any... What am I going to tell the others?”

      “Please, I’m dying here. I can barely move.”

      “They’re all expecting me to bring food.”

      “You don’t know that. In fact, they don’t know you went over the wall and brought back food. Notice how I managed to avoid using specific terms?”

      “They’ll find out!”

      Luna rolled over to her side and moaned again. “Then you’ll have to put on your incoming High Chair hat and talk down to them. Remember, they are all beneath you.”

      “Beneath me. Beneath me? What are we going to do for breakfast tomorrow? They’ll find out about me going over the wall and then... then we’ll be blackballed. You’ll be eating cardboard kibble until I find the killer.”

      “Please, who can think of eating now?”

      “You say that now, wait until tomorrow morning.” Lexie sprung upright just as the mantle clock struck the hour. Both she and Luna groaned. “How many cookies could a good cook cook if a good cook could cook cookies? A good cook could cook as much cookies as a good cook who could cook cookies.”

      “Enough with the cookies,” Luna wailed.
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        * * *

      

      “We missed you at luncheon. Where were you?” Claudette asked. “Actually, you missed elocution class too. I’m surprised Ms Penelope hasn’t come chasing after you.”

      Lexie shrugged. “Let her try.” Her remark earned her a few looks filled with surprise and intrigue. Yes, she was a rebel... a force to be reckoned with, so watch out.

      “Walk with me,” Claudette invited.

      
        
        Carry me. I can’t possibly walk another step. This is torture. I have a good mind to report you for abuse...

      

      

      Lexie scooped Luna up.

      “We’re about to put in a request. Do you have anything you particularly want to get?” Claudette asked.

      “A request?”

      “For food.”

      Okay. This could pose a problem. Assuming Claudette had to approach Lindsay, it could be a matter of minutes or, with any luck, hours before Lexie was exposed as a roast beef thief. She needed to fix this or risk failing at her first official investigation...

      
        
        I can’t believe I just thought that. How did I ever let myself be dragged into this mess?

      

      

      “If you live on contraband food, what do you actually do during meal times?” Lexie asked.

      “We find ways to dispose of it.”

      “So what did you get rid of today?”

      “Tuna casserole. The others got rid of it during luncheon by taking several toilet breaks. I used Sasha. She’ll eat anything.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to demand better food?”

      “Making a fuss would be unladylike.”

      But throwing food away wasn’t?

      “I suppose you’ll want more donuts. I’ll add those to the list. I believe we are getting roast beef.”

      Luna groaned.

      Lexie tried to remember if she’d actually introduced herself to the neighbor. Even if she hadn’t, surely Lindsay Leonard would be able to describe her. The clock was definitely ticking. She needed to come up with an explanation for the missing roast beef.

      “Is something wrong with your feline companion?” Claudette asked.

      “I tried the remedy you suggested. It’s given her a hangover.”

      Claudette nodded. “The trick is to keep giving it to her.”

      As incoming High Chair she had a good mind to impose stringent rules about care of feline companions. In fact, she would make that a priority and demand her mom take action straightaway.

      Meanwhile, she had to shake Claudette off so she could have her rendezvous with Jake.

      Lexie looked around. “I hear there’s a splendid arboretum on the grounds.”

      “Yes, on the south side.”

      Annoyingly, Claudette didn’t point to it.

      
        
        I could really do with a belly rub.

      

      

      “You’ll spoil her,” Claudette warned. “In fact, has she put on weight? Her belly looks huge.”

      “Fur ball,” Lexie murmured as she rubbed Luna’s belly.

      Claudette shrugged. “I’ll put you down for donuts. If you’ll excuse me, I must make the rounds and take orders.”

      
        
        And I have to figure out how to solve this murder before Claudette catches on to the fact you ate all the roast beef.

        I’m thirsty.

        Tough. I have to meet Jake.

        You’re going the wrong way.

        You know where south is?

        Of course. I got a medal for orienteering.

      

      

      Making sure she didn’t attract any unnecessary attention, she strode off in the direction Luna had pointed. She spotted Jake standing behind an oak tree.

      “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” he said.

      “I need you to do something for me.”

      “Mirabelle already told me.” He handed her a bag full of chocolate.

      
        
        Please keep that away from me.

      

      

      “What’s wrong with her?” Jake asked.

      “She has a severe case of gluttony. This is great, but I actually need you to get me some roast beef sandwiches. Preferably within the next hour.”

      “How am I going to give it to you?”

      “I don’t know. Find a way. I just need it today, or my cover will be blown.”

      Jake shook his head. “It’s a strange request.”

      “Yeah, long story. I climbed over the wall and met the next door neighbor.” Lexie filled him in and told him about her suspicions and about Lindsay Leonard supplying the pupils with food. “I’m not one hundred percent positive, but I suspect Lindsay Leonard dressed up in black last night and broke into the school. She might also have been responsible for messing up Penny’s room. It looked as if a tornado had hit.”

      “You didn’t mention that before.”

      “Sorry. Slipped my mind.”

      “You should get one of these. They can be handy,” he said and flipped his notebook open, “If she’s running contraband for the girls, why would she mess up the bedroom?”

      “Maybe the girls put her up to it. Or maybe Lindsay used the opportunity to look for something. Whatever arrangement they have going, she sounds fed up with it. Maybe she was looking for something incriminating to get herself off the hook.”

      Jake frowned at Luna. “Are you sure she’s all right?”

      “Yes, yes. She’s fine.” She looked around to make sure no one had followed her. “You need to find out if there’s any link between Lindsay Leonard’s family and the school. Perhaps a long standing dispute or... I don’t know. Anything that might give them an excuse to commit murder. The girls here have something on Lindsay Leonard. I just didn’t know how to get the information out of her.”

      “That’s not a problem. I dug something up.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s a long shot but worth thinking about. The grounds and the academy building used to belong to the Leonard family. This is going back hundreds of years. At the time, it was owned by a single woman of means and rumor has it she was beguiled into leaving the land and the building to Ms Gertrude Lauriston, the founder of the school.”

      “Let me guess, Gertie belonged to a coven.”

      “Yes.”

      Lexie paced around the tree. “You’re right about getting a notebook. There was something I’d planned on mentioning... but I can’t think what it was...” She came to a stop. “Okay. Let’s brainstorm this. The Leonard’s ancestor...”

      “Yes?”

      “Was beguiled... tricked into naming... what was her name...”

      “Gertrude Lauriston.”

      “Gertie as the heir. Let’s assume this didn’t raise any questions at the time. But now...” She tapped her chin. “Look into the Leonard’s finances. It makes sense now that you’ve told me about the inheritance. They might feel their ancestor was forced into giving up valuable land. If they feel hard done by, or if they’re strapped for cash, they might have decided to take matters into their own hands.”

      “What do you think they’d achieve by killing Lillian Somers?” Jake asked.

      “That might have been a warning. Hand over the land and holdings or we’ll kill you all one by one.” She made a slashing gesture and nearly dropped Luna. Lexie frowned. “This business is making me entertain macabre thoughts.”

      “A warning sounds plausible.”

      “Remember Eloise and Penny are mainly concerned with avoiding scandal.” She stabbed her white shoe in the ground but it came away as white as ever. “Here’s another idea. Maybe Lindsay is the only Leonard involved. She seemed to be in a panic about her parents returning from vacation and finding out she’d been liaising with the people from the academy.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out about their finances. Sometimes the ones who stand to inherit less are the ones most affected by past grievances. You said the parents are on vacation?”

      Lexie nodded.

      “There’s a trend with parents spending their hard-earned money and leaving less to their kids. Maybe Lindsay is feeling the pinch.”

      Lexie looked over her shoulder. They were a safe distance away from the girls on their promenade but she didn’t trust them. “She might be colluding with the pupils here. They don’t seem to care about the academy as much as past graduates.” Lexie told him about them being responsible for stealing the items and putting them in the tutors’ bedchambers. “I think it’s more than just a prank. If Lindsay had anything to do with Lillian’s death, I’m thinking she had inside help. And now I’m thinking there might be more people in line to benefit from all this mischief.”

      “Why would the pupils want Lillian Somers dead?”

      Lexie shrugged. “It might help to know more about Lillian’s background. Did you manage to dig anything up on her? She could be connected to one of the pupils.”

      Jake checked his notebook. “Like all the tutors, she was born in Salem and her family tree dates back to the early days.”

      “Hang on. What about the pupils? Are they all from around here?”

      “Some are, but I haven’t been able to look into all of them. Some of these families tend to be secretive about their heritage.”

      Lexie set Luna down.

      
        
        Hey. I’m still recovering.

        Walk it off. It’ll help your digestion.

      

      

      “What are you thinking?” Jake asked.

      “I’m thinking about connections. Did Gertrude ever marry?”

      “I’ll find out. Are you suggesting there might be a pupil related to Gertrude?”

      “I’m thinking someone is connected to the school founder... or to Lillian.” Perhaps a pupil about to come into her trust fund. Claudette had mentioned she’d been about to inherit. Would the funds be enough for her to claim her independence? “Hypothetically... and this is way out there... let’s say Lillian Somers is... was related to Gertrude Lauriston. I know, she should share the surname, but we’re being hypothetical, also female heiresses marry and take on their husband’s names so the Lauriston name might have been lost along the way. Anyhow, let’s also assume there is a student related to Gertrude. Someone is in line to inherit here.”

      Jake frowned. “You’re right. This is way out there. But I see where you’re going. You’re actually suggesting a pupil got rid of the competition.”

      No, she hadn’t been. She’d only been rambling. “Yes. We need dots and we need to connect them. Also... see if you can find out more about this beguiling business. We need to establish some tangible facts.”

      If a spell had been used...

      In the past, Mirabelle and Catherine had intervened, but Lexie had no way of contacting them.

      If forced into action... She’d have to climb over the wall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s cruel of you to force me to walk.”

      “Quit your grumbling and get a move on. I feel we’re onto to something. I wonder if we can gain access to the pupil’s records? What if I’m right and there’s a link between Gertrude Lauriston and one of the pupils?”

      “I think you’ll find Ms Gertrude remained a spinster.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Luna sighed. “Can’t we do all this after a nap? I’m a cat. Not having a nap goes against my nature. In fact, not having a nap is highly uncivilized.”

      “You can sleep all you like when we get home.”

      “And when’s that likely to be?”

      At this rate? Never. In fact, they’d be lucky to scrape through unscathed. If anyone found out what they were up to... Well, Lexie had no idea how they’d respond. She could hope they’d see the humor in it.

      “There you are.” Millicent rushed up to her, her expression showing surprise.

      Then Lexie remembered Millicent Rogers always looked surprised.

      “Where were you?”

      “Out and about. Looking for a way out of this place.”

      “There isn’t one. We already looked.”

      “What have I missed?” Lexie stopped in her tracks. Great time to remember what she’d wanted to ask Jake. How had Claudette known there’d been nothing left of Lillian Somers but her feet? Had Jake even questioned the pupils? Jake was right. She needed a notebook. Or... an assistant. But wait, she already had one of those, except that her wonderful cousin had plunged her into this impossible situation and she couldn’t contact Octavia...

      
        
        I can hear you grumbling. Could you tone it down a bit please?

      

      

      “Claudette’s been taking orders for food. Did you get your order in?” Millicent asked.

      “Yeah. I’m getting donuts.” Although... if Jake didn’t get back to her with a basket full of roast beef sandwiches, Lexie guessed she’d be put on a starvation diet as punishment. How would she deal with accusations of roast beef theft? Luna would be an easy scapegoat but she didn’t dare point the finger at her. The pupils... Claudette, in particular, might take it upon themselves to punish Luna.

      “Claudette said you’d been home schooled. How’s your history?”

      “I barely remember what I got up to yesterday. Why do you ask?”

      “That’s our next class with Ms Helena Dyson.”

      “Is she a hard taskmaster... mistress?”

      “Ms Helena is a typical Lauriston tutor.”

      Meaning... yes.

      “I’m not feeling well. I think I’ll visit the sickroom.”

      “Oh, I doubt you’ll get any sympathy there. Nurse Higgins doesn’t suffer fools.”

      Did anyone at the academy?

      She looked over Millicent’s shoulder and caught sight of Claudette standing on the top rung of the ladder. Was she talking with Lindsay Leonard?

      “Actually, you are looking quite pale.”

      Yes, she had reason to. “Oh... I’ve turned into a worrier. If I fail here, I’ve no idea what my folks will do with me. The headmistress put me on probation,” she ad-libbed. “I suppose she doesn’t suffer fools either.”

      “It’s hard to tell with her. She’s actually rather quiet and you know what they say about those types.”

      Eloisa Hamilton... a killer?

      Lexie let the idea bounce around her head in the hope that it might inspire some sparkly idea, but unfortunately it didn’t.

      “Come on. We don’t want to be late.” Lexie didn’t think she could shake Millicent off. That meant she’d have to suffer through a history lesson. On the bright side, she realized that gave her an extra hour. Surely Claudette wouldn’t confront her about the missing roast beef during class. By now, she was bound to know all about it.

      As Lexie entered the classroom, Ms Helena Dyson looked up.

      “Alexandra. The exception.”

      “Huh?”

      “You are the exception. Our fourteenth student.”

      Huh? Oh... right. Thirteen being the usual number of pupils at the academy.

      “Please find a place in the front row.”

      Great. She couldn’t even hope to hide in the back.

      Claudette entered and made eye contact with her but Lexie didn’t pick up on any telling signs.

      “Does anyone know anything about the eighteen hundreds?” Ms Helena Dyson asked.

      No one spoke.

      
        
        Hey, Luna. You’re a graduate. Surely you’ve sat through this lesson.

        I have indeed.

        Give me the answer.

        That would be wrong.

        Give me the answer or... or I’ll twist your tail.

        You wouldn’t dare.

        That’s it. Straight after class, I’m going in search of some starch.

        All right. All right. Mention Pride and Prejudice.

      

      

      Lexie’s arm shot out. “Pride and Prejudice is set in that time.”

      “Very good, Miss Mackenzie. Can you add to that?”

      Lexie nudged Luna.

      
        
        Fashion.

        You’re teasing me. You know I’m a denim and t-shirt girl.

        Just say... No respectable woman left the house without a bonnet. Young men wore their hair in short curls, while the older generation continued to wear wigs from the previous period.

        I can’t say that.

        Say it. Just say it.

      

      

      While Luna fed her the information, Lexie recited it. At first, the other pupils looked at her askance, but then Lexie got a few winks and smiles. She decided they must have realized she was filling in the time nicely, which meant they wouldn’t have to wrack their brains trying to add to the dialogue.

      “Well done, Miss Mackenzie. While I do not entirely approve of home schooling, I can see you have received a thorough education.”

      Helena Dyson took over from there spending the next half hour talking about the Napoleonic wars and the music played at the time. To her surprise, Helena left nothing out, offering detailed descriptions of battles, including the blood and gore.

      Interestingly enough, she also mentioned the trend at the time of wetting gowns and standing in front of fireplaces to emphasize silhouettes.

      Lexie listened with attention and even thought of some questions she wanted to ask about those wet gowns but just as she’d been about to, Penelope Stewart stepped inside the room and signaled for Lexie to follow her.

      
        
        Oooh. This is unheard of. I think you’re in trouble. You’re being pulled out of class.

        If I’m in trouble, you’re going down with me.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Come in. Don’t just stand there like an ornament,” Penelope Stewart said as she gestured for Lexie to go into her office.

      Lexie gazed around and decided Penny had been doing a good job of disguising her no nonsense attitude. Lexie had never seen so many frilly cushions or cat ornaments. Every surface had a little statue on it and the walls were covered with photographs. Some so old, the edges had deteriorated.

      “Well?” Penny asked as she sat behind a dainty looking desk. “Have you discovered the killer?”

      “What do you know about Gertrude Lauriston?”

      Penny pointed to a small portrait on the far wall. “Ms Gertrude Lauriston was our founder.”

      Lexie moved in for a closer look at the portrait. “Who’s that?” she asked pointing at a portrait next to Gertie.

      “That is Cynthia Lauriston. Gertrude’s sister.”

      “She’s a co-founder?”

      “No. Cynthia Lauriston had no interest in academic pursuits. She followed a different path.”

      Okay. There’s a sister in the mix. Lexie had no idea what to make of the information but she knew there had to be something to it.

      “And what about the rumors? Is there any truth to them?”

      “Rumors?”

      “I heard say Gertie is responsible for beguiling the Leonard heiress into bequeathing her this land.”

      “Nothing but hearsay,” Penelope stated. “You know as well as I do it is against all laws governing covens to manipulate people or circumstances for personal gains. That is standard policy.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that, but I’m not entirely convinced people practice what they preach. Who’s ever around to monitor activities? Who’s to stop me from ordering a pizza at the click of my fingers?” She’d give anything to be able to do that... Lexie studied the portraits. Ms Gertie looked uptight, her stern features made more severe by her black clothing. Her sister, on the other hand, looked quite... jovial. She’d been painted with her head slightly tilted, her lips lifted into an easy smile, her eyes shining with mirth and her cheeks showing a rosy flush that suggested she’d rather enjoyed a tipple and a dance.

      
        
        You’re thinking of the Bennett sisters. In particular, Lydia Bennet.

        Strangely, I think I am. Also, I’m thinking some of the history lesson sunk in. How odd...

      

      

      “Did either of them marry?”

      Penny gave a stiff nod. “Ms Gertrude married once and Ms Cynthia married twice.”

      “Any children?”

      “Several.”

      Great. They were getting somewhere. If Jake didn’t come up with this information during his research, she’d be able to point him to it. Then they could work on a family tree and see if any of the current players popped up in it.

      “How much longer do you think this will take?” Penny asked.

      “Hey, I’m as eager as you are to wrap this up.”

      “I somehow doubt it,” Penny murmured.

      
        
        I get the feeling she’s treating me like a bad smell.

        Ms Penelope is results driven. If you took her elocution class, she would have you all sorted out in no time.

        I’m beginning to suspect that’s what Mirabelle wants...

      

      

      “By the way, have there been any reports about more items going missing?” Lexie asked.

      “No.”

      Strange. Why would the girls go to all that trouble and not report the thefts? Did they want to avoid having their rooms searched?

      Come on, Lexie... She had to start thinking like a delinquent. And a killer.

      “Care to explain what that is about?” Penny asked and gestured to a chair behind Lexie.

      A basket sat on it. She peeked under the cloth napkin and saw a bundle of sandwiches.

      “Mister Jake O’Rourke dropped that off a short while ago. Do we not feed you?”

      “Oh, yes... of course. Those are... bribes for the girls. Someone mentioned a craving for roast beef and I thought it would be a nice icebreaker. Remember, I’m still undercover.”

      “If you have nothing else to tell me, then you should be on your way.”

      Lexie grabbed the basket and, giving Penny a wobbly curtsey, trotted off.

      
        
        Jake just saved my neck. I swear I saw Claudette talking to Lindsay over the wall. Heaven only knows what she told her. What if she complained about having to cook?

        Can you please stop swinging the basket. The smell is making me nauseous.

      

      

      Lexie made her way to her room, all the while wondering about Cynthia Lauriston. A sister. Jake hadn’t mentioned anything about Gertrude having a sister. She hoped it was a piece of the puzzle. She needed it to be, otherwise... She’d have to suffer through a geography class.

      “Please tell me they don’t teach Latin here.”

      “Etiam.”

      “Huh?”

      “Yes. Don’t sweat it. I’ll translate.”

      “What’s come over you? You’re never this helpful.”

      “I realize that, so I am trying to rectify the omission.”

      “Yeah... I’m not convinced. I think you want something. Everyone does...”

      Moments later she slipped inside her bedchamber only to find Claudette waiting for her.

      “I was wondering where you’d gotten to.”

      “Penny babe wanted to see how I was getting on and I had to retrieve this from a closet where I hid it earlier on.”

      
        
        You’re getting quite good at being evasive.

      

      

      “Roast beef sandwiches.”

      “How did you come by those?” Claudette asked.

      Was she testing her? “Oh... well... a funny thing happened to me on my way around the grounds. I was looking for an escape... I’m sure there must be one. Surely someone’s tried to at least dig their way out of here... Anyway, I found a ladder and I couldn’t help wondering if I could get over the wall. I did and I met one of the neighbors. The rest as they say, is history. I figured I’d save her the trouble of bringing these over and let me tell you, she was only too happy for me to take the basket. Apparently, she’s fed up with dropping food off for you.” Lexie scooped in a big breath.

      
        
        You’re a hopeless liar. You try too hard.

      

      

      Claudette took one of the sandwiches and handed it to Lexie. “I suppose your feline companion wants some too.”

      “Oh... no. I’m taking Lauren Bright’s advice and putting her on a diet.” Lexie nibbled on the sandwich. “So... this deal you have going with your neighbor... What does she get out of it?”

      “She loves to shop.”

      Liar. Claudette’s tone sounded wary enough to put Lexie on high alert. She couldn’t afford to fall under suspicion.

      “Did Lindsay say anything to you?” Claudette asked.

      Lexie shrugged. “I think she was frightened of me.”

      “If she wasn’t at first, she is now.”

      “Why?”

      Claudette snorted. “You disappeared right in front of her.”

      Oh... right. She had.

      “If Penelope finds out about that, she’ll have your head. She insists on discretion. That’s one of the many reasons why we have our powers bound. The days of persecution might have happened hundreds of years ago, but to her, it’s all still fresh in her mind, almost as if she’d lived through it.”

      “Really? Does she hold grudges?”

      “Who knows what goes on in her mind?”

      Lexie slumped back against the dresser and focused on eating. “How did you ever hook up with Lindsay?” Claudette didn’t show any signs of wanting to answer. “I mean... I only found the ladder because I was snooping around looking for a way out and I’m assuming she had something to do with supplying the ladder.”

      “We spotted her one night hanging around the grounds.”

      Caught red-handed. That would have given the girls ammunition. “What was she doing?”

      “Trying to find a way in, of course.”

      At the risk of sounding like a two year old, she asked, “Why?”

      “She wanted to break into Eloise’s office to look for proof.”

      Lexie made a hand gesture to encourage Claudette to say more.

      “Proof of the will.”

      Just in the nick of time, Lexie remembered Claudette didn’t know that she knew about the will...

      “What will?”

      Claudette sighed. “One of the Leonards bequeathed the land and house that eventually became Lauriston Academy to Gertrude Lauriston.”

      “Why would they do that? It sounds odd.”

      Claudette made a breezy gesture. “It all happened a long time ago.”

      “Does Lindsay want to contest the will?” Lexie made a mental note to create a list of grudges held against Mirabelle. No more assignments until she could learn a few of the basics such as how to interrogate possible suspects without appearing to be overly snoopy.

      “We didn’t ask.”

      “I would have asked. Aren’t you curious?”

      “We are only interested in what we can get out of her.”

      “Let me guess. By force?”

      Sasha raised her head and looked around her as if trying to figure out where she was. The poor scamp looked right out of it. Claudette retrieved the flask of brandy and gave her a cap full.

      “We used her attempt to break into the school as a threat. Needs must.”

      That had to be why Lindsay was afraid of going to prison... “So how does she get into the building? I assume the place is locked up at night.”

      “She has her ways.”

      Including dressing up as a tutor?

      It didn’t make sense to Lexie. Why would Lindsay risk getting caught? If she wanted to search for a document, wouldn’t it be easier to engage the pupils’ assistance? Last night she’d been in Eloise’s room. It had to have been her looking for the will. Eloise’s room would not have been the first place Lexie would think of snooping around in if she wanted to search for a legal document.

      “Hey, do you think she might have... you know... killed Lillian Somers?” Lexie asked matter-of-factly.

      “If she did, it’s her business.”

      Even before she’d arrived here, Lexie had known the Lauristonians were an odd lot. Heavens, she was related to two of them. She saw the proof of odd behavior every day. “Hang on. Lindsay said she’d had enough. The deal is off and she won’t be supplying you with any more contraband. So whatever you’ve threatened her with can’t be that serious.”

      Claudette picked up the basket and rose to her feet. “I doubt that.”

      “You sound sure of yourself.”

      “That’s because I am.”

      So she clearly knew something Lexie didn’t know.

      “Lindsay needs to keep us happy. She knows the consequences of breaking our agreement,” Claudette said as she swept out of the room.

      “Did you make any sense of that?” Lexie asked.

      “She took the roast beef. Why did you let her take the roast beef? What are we going to do for food now? I’m hungry.”

      “A moment ago you couldn’t stand even the mention of roast beef and now you’re hungry?”

      “That was then, this is now.”

      “Can you pull yourself together long enough to be of some use? I need to figure this out.” Lexie paced around the room and stopped at the window. “How am I supposed to do this by myself? I don’t know the first thing about catching a killer.” She turned and saw Luna sitting with her nose pressed against the door.

      “She took the roast beef with her. We’ll starve. We’ll wither away. And you can’t get us out of here. What if no one notices us missing? I’m too young to die.”

      Lexie waved a fist in the air. “Mirabelle, I know you can’t hear me, but just in case you can, I’m going to kill you.” Lexie turned. “Luna.”

      “Still here, but I don’t know how long I’ll be able to manage it. I can already feel my strength seeping away from me.”

      “Luna. Come here.”

      “Why are you looking at me like... like I’m a tasty morsel?” Luna shrunk away.

      “Come here before you sink into a state of delirium.”

      “You should know there really isn’t much meat in me. That’s what makes me agile.”

      “Come on. I don’t have all day.” Lexie opened the window.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Me? Nothing. You, on the other hand, are going to earn your keep.”

      “Does that mean you have food hidden somewhere?”

      Lexie scooped Luna up.

      “What are you doing? Put me down,” Luna wailed.

      She set her on the ledge. “Make your way down and across the wall. I need you to call Mirabelle. She’ll hear you from there. And if you can’t get through to her, contact your sister.”

      “We’re on the second floor. That’s a long way down.”

      “You didn’t seem to have any trouble today. Just find a way down. Look, there’s a gargoyle you can grab hold of.”

      Luna screeched in horror. “The retirement home is sounding better and better...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Rubber baby buggy bumpers. Roberta ran rings around the Roman ruins...”

      “How long is she going to do that for?” Jake asked. “If I’m caught in here, Penelope Stewart will have my badge.”

      “A skunk sat on a stump and thunk the stump stunk...” Lexie held up a finger and gasped for breath. “Okay. It’s over.” She turned to Mirabelle’s orb. “When I get my hands on Catherine, I will... I will—” She stomped her feet in quick succession.

      Mirabelle sighed. “Lexie. You must get a hold of yourself. This type of behavior is beneath you. Have you learned nothing here?” Mirabelle’s orb swooped away in time to avert the white shoe Lexie threw at her.

      “Does that answer your question?” she asked flatly.

      “Yes... well, what was so urgent that you had to use your feline companion to drag us here?”

      Lexie grabbed her other white shoe. “I asked you here to sort this mess out, not to listen to you preaching about the Lauriston rules of conduct. I can’t do this alone. What’s the use of having a personal assistant if I can’t communicate with her?” She pointed the shoe at Mirabelle’s orb. “You have to pitch in. And that reminds me. You never mentioned anything about me not having my powers.”

      “Your intuition shouldn’t be affected.”

      Lexie growled.

      Jake stepped between them. “Ladies. Play nice.”

      “Argh! I need a notebook. I think the starch from my puffy sleeves is seeping into my system. I can’t think.” She smacked down her puffy sleeves. “Jake!”

      “Yes?” he asked, his tone cautious.

      “How did Claudette know all that remained of Lillian Somers were her feet?” Lexie asked, her tone exasperated.

      “Because the cook ran into the front parlor screaming it.”

      “Oh... I see. No one told me.” Actually, Claudette had mentioned something about it, but she hadn’t given any details. “So I guess that means you’ve spoken with the pupils.”

      “Of course I have. You might have reduced me to an errand boy delivering roast beef sandwiches but I’m still a detective running an investigation.”

      “Of course. No one denies that,” Mirabelle said trying to appease him.

      “What about the cooks? Someone mentioned they saw you taking them away.”

      “We questioned them,” Jake said. “But they didn’t reveal anything to incriminate themselves.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. They both had early nights.”

      “And you believed them?”

      Jake shifted uncomfortably.

      
        
        I used my voice.

      

      

      His compelling voice... Lexie had firsthand experience hearing the O’Rourke Group’s voice. Very compelling indeed. “Well, then... couldn’t we line everyone up and ask them if they killed Lillian Somers?”

      “It doesn’t quite work that way. I must have compelling proof to use my compelling voice. The fact the cooks had easy access to the kitchens gave me leeway to employ it.”

      “I still don’t understand why Lexie is so flustered,” Mirabelle murmured.

      Lexie turned on her. “Perhaps because Claudette spooked me. She has... she has an air of insouciance about her that would make her the perfect killer.”

      “And?”

      Wasn’t that enough? “She’s turned her cat into an alcoholic and... and she’s guilty of something. I just know it. She has to be.”

      “So you are saying your highly attuned intuition is pointing at her,” Mirabelle mused.

      “Are you about to draw a conclusion, Sherlock?”

      “Not quite. Obviously, I’ll need access to more pertinent information.”

      Well... duh!

      “Couldn’t you hover around and use your High Chair abilities to zap pupils into revealing the truth?” Lexie suggested.

      “That would contravene our code of conduct.”

      They had one of those too? “Well, someone did some contravening to secure this land and building. I’m not naming names, but I’m sure you know I’m referring to the founder of this academy.”

      “We cannot hold someone who is no longer around accountable for their actions,” Mirabelle argued.

      “Aha.”

      Mirabelle’s orb and Jake fell silent, clearly waiting for Lexie to fill them in on her obvious moment of clarity.

      “Aha!” she repeated.

      
        
        I can’t hear you thinking anything, so I’m guessing you’re trying to buy yourself some time.

        Luna, you know me too well. I had a split second epiphany but the thought never took shape. I only experienced the sensation of all the answers I need coming to me. Now I’m drawing a blank. Hang on. I can hear something in the back of my mind...

        Yes, I can hear it too. It’s faint but there’s definitely a murmur... oh yes, it’s your tongue twisters...

        Argh!

      

      

      Jake cleared his throat. “You were going to illuminate us...” He turned to Mirabelle. “You’d said something about the founder not being around to answer—”

      “Yes, it just came to me,” Lexie whooped. “Jake. How far along are you in working out the family trees? Is it possible Lillian Somers was in some way related to Gertrude Lauriston? Lauriston Academy must surely be handed down from heiress to heiress...”

      So many generations to consider...

      “The Lauriston sisters’ children must have had more children and so on. Along the way, they most likely married, adding new names to the mix, but someone must always have inherited Lauriston Academy. What if... what if there’s some sort of caveat. Wills have been known to have special clauses.” Lexie swung on her heels and paced around the room. “Bear with me, I’m going to propose a theory. What if... Lillian Somers was related to Gertrude and Cynthia? I suspect the Leonard family is holding onto some sort of grudge...”

      “You think the Leonard family wanted to get rid of the heiress?” Jake asked.

      Mirabelle’s orb hovered around the room. “That is an idea I can get behind. However, from my recollections, there has never been any mention of a Lauriston relative working at the academy.”

      Clearly, Mirabelle would never accept the possibility that she’d been left out of the loop. Welcome to my world, Lexie thought.

      Jake brushed his hand across his chin. “Yes. Yes. There’s a picture starting to form and, yes. I think we’re on the right track.”

      Lexie pumped her fists in the air and performed a little celebration dance.

      “Are you all right there?” Mirabelle asked.

      “It’s so clear. We need to find the will. There must be a clause. Think, people, think. Gertrude Lauriston is suspected of beguiling a Leonard into bequeathing the house and land to her. What if there is a clause. Something along the lines of... If at any time there should no longer be a Lauriston heir, then the house and land is handed back to the Leonard family.”

      “I like it,” Jake nodded.

      “It sounds like something straight out of a gothic mystery.” Mirabelle sighed. “Okay. It is a sound theory.”

      Lexie clapped her hands. “Way to go, people. See, this is what I’m talking about. Teamwork. So how do we find the will?”

      Jake and Mirabelle appeared to exchange a knowing look.

      “Oh, right.” Lexie pointed at herself. “I’m the inside person.” And, therefore, the one who had to put her neck on the line and hunt around for the will...
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        * * *

      

      “We need to draw up an agreement. I have certain needs which must be met.” Luna sat primly at the end of the bed.

      “I feed you. What else do you want?”

      Getting up, Luna strode around in a tight circle. “Well, there is the matter of my afternoon naps.”

      “We’re on assignment. Once we return home, you can nap all you want. And you could be napping right now. Instead, you’re complaining.”

      “I’m raising an issue which needs to be addressed. There’s a difference. Next on my agenda is my need to actually sleep at night.”

      “I thought cats were nocturnal creatures. I’m sure I’ve heard you roaming around the apartment. In fact, now that I think about it, I’ve had reason to complain about you keeping such odd hours and waking me up.”

      “Next is my need for food.”

      Lexie flung the bedcovers off and sprung out of bed.

      “Hey, you did that on purpose.” Luna scrambled her way out from under the bedcovers. “And where are you going?”

      “To find a will.”

      “Are you mad? You’ll end up in the roasting pit. And... wait. You cannot possibly step out without your reticule.”

      Snatching the reticule, Lexie opened her bedroom door and peered out. She’d attended the evening recital but there hadn’t been any plans for another heist. While Claudette had suggested there would be a surprise, she’d said they’d decided to take a break, for a couple of days, at least. In any case, the thefts had taken place just after midnight, and it was now well past two in the morning. With any luck, she’d have the whole place to herself.

      “Where are you going?” Luna whispered.

      “I told you.”

      “Without me?”

      “Well... I’m not going to force you.”

      “What if something happens to us? Who’ll warn Mirabelle? Clearly you can’t do this by yourself.”

      “If you say so.”

      Lexie had taken the precaution of removing her shoes but there was nothing she could do about her puffy sleeves rustling.

      “Did you ever get around to drawing up your will?”

      “This isn’t the time, Luna.”

      “You obviously didn’t. Do you know who’ll take over from you as incoming High Chair?”

      “You’re kidding me. You want me to put in a word for you?”

      “That would be splendid.”

      They made their way down the stairs. Lexie wished she’d paid more attention to the lay of the land. While she had the light of a full moon to guide her, she hadn’t realized she’d have to navigate her way around so many pieces of furniture.

      “I’ll look in Penny’s room first. You stay outside and keep an eye out for me. If you see anyone, or hear anything, holler.”

      When they reached Penny’s office, Lexie took a few moments to steady her breathing and then let herself in, pushing the door open as slowly as she could to avoid the surprise of a squeaky door hinge.

      With Luna keeping watch, she took the risk of switching on a table lamp. If a will existed, it would either be here or in Eloise’s office. Then again, something so valuable might have called for extra precautions in hiding it.

      She searched all the obvious places, starting with the desk drawers but she found nothing. The cabinet drawers yielded similar results. Out of desperation, she looked behind and under every knick-knack.

      She knew the odds of her finding something in her first try were stacked against her. Yet she persevered.

      Assuming the next-door neighbor, Lindsay, had been searching for the will, Lexie wondered what she hoped to gain by finding it? Did she think destroying the proof would clear the way for her to reclaim the property? The academy would have years of possession in their favor...

      What if there wasn’t a will and ownership relied only on the assumption that one existed? Maybe the beguiling spell had been cast to dupe everyone into believing Gertrude Lauriston had been bequeathed the property...

      Lexie took off on a flight of fancy and imagined being able to cast spells. First, she’d make everyone forget she was the incoming High Chair. That meant she’d never again wake up to the sight of Mirabelle and Catherine hovering over her and demanding that she do something crazy like go chasing after an inky black fog...

      She stopped in front of the Lauriston sisters’ portraits.

      Of course, she’d have to be careful not to completely wipe her cousins’ memory of her. She’d still want to see them... every now and then. And she wouldn’t mind some day visiting Mackenzie Hall and seeing Mirabelle in her... milieu and Catherine in her cottage.

      Lexie hoped there wouldn’t be negative consequences to her spell. She rather liked being able to click her heels and travel anywhere and, perhaps some day, she might master the skill and stop landing in closets.

      Would she ever learn to cast spells?

      
        
        You have to learn to walk before you run.

        Luna?

        Yes, me. Who else would be speaking to you?

        I thought you could only hear me if I spoke to you directly. Since when have you been able to eavesdrop on my thoughts?

        Since... always. I am your loyal feline companion.

        You better not tell anyone what I’ve been thinking. As soon as we get home, you’re signing a confidentiality agreement.

        If we ever get home... Hurry up. I’m getting a sore neck from looking up and down the hallway.

      

      

      Lexie peered at Cynthia’s portrait. If a beguiling spell had been cast, she’d think... assume Gertrude had been responsible. Yet looking at the portraits, she decided to change her mind. Out of the two sisters, Lexie decided Cynthia would be the one most likely to cast a spell. Gertrude struck her as too... starchy. Cynthia, on the other hand, looked carefree enough to try anything.

      Lexie smiled to herself. If she’d had to find the perfect hiding place...

      Lifting the small canvas off its hook, she peered at the back. There was something attached...

      “You’re kidding me,” Lexie mouthed as she removed a document. She sat at the desk and studied it. This was no ordinary piece of paper. It felt thick and leathery. Parchment, she thought. Spreading it out on the desk, she tried to decipher the spidery handwriting.

      
        
        ...Sitting out here is giving me time to think...

        Shush. I’m trying to focus.

        Sorry, I’ll try to think quietly. Anyhow, I’m thinking I am a supreme feline companion and deserve to become a companion to a High Chair. Anything less and my upbringing and formal education will all have been for nothing. I can’t risk it. I graduated summa cum laude. That means I achieved the highest distinction. My place in society needs to reflect this. Heavens, Venus didn’t achieve such honors and she’s a feline companion to a High Chair...

        I can still hear you.

      

      

      “So much for luck,” Lexie muttered. Not the will, she thought, but... “A letter from Gertrude to her sister Cynthia.” Hoping to find a clue to the existence of a will, she read on.

      
        
        ...To think I passed up on the opportunity to become companion to Mirabelle. At the time, I thought I had options. British weather can be so severe. I know our winters are cold but at least we can rely on summer being warm, and as enticing as a Hall sounds, I suspect it’s rather drafty...

      

      

      Lexie pressed her finger to her ear as a way to muffle Luna’s murmurs but, of course, she could still hear the scamp complaining...

      Squinting, she tried to make sense of the slanted handwriting and the formal language used. Gertrude Lauriston had been intent on assuring her sister her children would be compensated as recognition of her part in winning the...

      “Favor of the Leonard family?” Did that mean Cynthia had been the one to cast the spell? Had her suspicions been right?

      
        
        ...I know things could be worse. I could end my days as a domestic cat, producing litter after litter, and not all necessarily from the same father. What sort of future could I provide for my kittens? With so many mouths to feed, we’re likely to be separated and I’ll spend my days wondering about their lot in life. I’m sure I’ll tell myself lies and imagine them all prospering but there will always be a seed of doubt and dread. Yes, dread that one of them might have ended up living in an alleyway...

      

      

      Lexie needed a fresh pair of eyes to read this. If she didn’t return the document, she risked getting caught but if she didn’t take it, they’d lose a possible lead. She checked the back of Gertrude’s portrait but didn’t find anything. If a will existed, it had to be well hidden.

      She slipped the parchment inside her reticule.

      
        
        Quit your moaning and tell me if the coast is clear.

        All’s quiet. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to hone my skills. I’ll have to learn to catch mice. Argh! To think I was brought up on a cordon bleu diet. It’s my mother’s fault. Having such high expectations for us, she indulged us. How will I ever acquire a taste for mice? Oh, the shame of it. Imagine if someone sees me? I was voted the one most likely to succeed in life. All nine lives. And here I am, facing a life of drudgery and destitution. Where did I go wrong?

      

      

      “What are you going on about?” Lexie asked as she stepped out onto the hallway.

      “Me, ending up living on the streets and having to make my own way in life... and having all those kittens by different fathers. I’m not sure I have a maternal instinct.”

      “You’re a cat. Of course you have one.”

      “I was groomed to reach for the stars. I’m too young to give up on my dreams. Where did it all go wrong?”

      “Have you been drinking Sasha’s milk?”

      “It might very well come down to that. Yes, sweet oblivion. I’ll drown my sorrows...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Wake up! Wake up! We’ve been visited by the faeries.

      “Huh?” Lexie emerged from under the covers and peered at Luna. “Are you talking in your sleep?”

      “There’s a basket of food. Quick, open something. I’ve been scratching and clawing at the cans to no avail. Considering the thoughts weaving through my mind last night, I clearly need to hone my scavenging skills.”

      “Oh, good. You’re awake.”

      “What are you doing here, Mirabelle?”

      “You requested a care package and I have delivered. You may thank me after you’ve enjoyed your morning coffee and freshly baked croissants.”

      “Did you say croissants?”

      “All the way from a little bakery in Paris.”

      “Isn’t that against the rules?”

      
        
        Never mind all that. Open a can. This one. No... wait. This one. No, no. This one. Game Indulgence. I like the sound of that. It has pheasant, quail and duck. Or should I have the Ocean Delight first?

      

      

      Lexie reached inside the basket and opened a can of cat food. “Hey, this stuff looks expensive. I don’t need my feline companion acquiring a taste for it.”

      “Oh, sorry. I grabbed whatever I had in stock.”

      “This is from your own pantry?”

      “Venus has a discernible palate.”

      Luna peered at her and Lexie would swear she growled.

      “So, did your nocturnal investigations produce anything?” Mirabelle asked.

      “Yes,” Lexie said around a mouthful of buttery croissant. “I found a letter hidden behind a portrait. It confirms Cynthia was responsible for casting a spell on the Leonard heiress. Or at least, that’s what it alludes to.”

      “This could pose a problem for the academy. The Leonard family could challenge ownership rights.”

      “I somehow doubt that.” Lexie closed her eyes so she could better enjoy her coffee.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Can you imagine a lawyer taking on a case which required proving witches exist?”

      “But we do.”

      “And they can cast spells?”

      “Yes, well... That could present a problem.”

      Lexie reached for the letter. “I’m not really up on coven treaties and whatnot, but I assume part of our role would involve ensuring... oh, it’s too early in the morning to make sense.” Luna snuggled down beside her, a smile of contentment on her little face.

      
        
        Happy now?

        Yes, blissfully so. Although last night’s reality check remains fresh in my mind.

        It was strange. I didn’t realize you had so many goals.

        Carefully plotted out. Yes. Despite that, I now realize my life trajectory is susceptible to change and outside influences beyond my control.

      

      

      Lexie sighed. “Hey, if I don’t become High Chair, do I get to keep the cat?”

      “Not... not become High Chair?” Mirabelle sounded as if she’d just been prodded with a cattle rod. “Such an issue has never arisen. There hasn’t been a precedent. Eat another croissant. I think your sugar levels must be low.”

      “Yes, but... What’s the contingency plan? There must be one.”

      “Your mother is the High Chair and you are her only offspring. Therefore, you will be High Chair.”

      “Do we have cousins I don’t know about? You know, like a cousin once... twice or three times removed?”

      “I... I... I would have to check your lineage. But... why would you not become High Chair?”

      “I’m being realistic. I could prove to be incompetent.”

      Mirabelle’s orb hovered toward her until they were face to face. “Then I will do everything in my power to bring you up to scratch.”

      “Are you saying I’d have your support?”

      “Absolutely.”

      
        
        Get that in writing now before she changes her mind.

        Is this what you were aiming for, Luna? A safety net?

        The only certainties in life are the ones you can get for yourself.

      

      

      Lexie spread the letter out on the bed. “See if you can make any sense of this.”

      
        
        Delegating. Now you’re catching on. And I still strongly advice you to get something in writing. You need something to wave under her nose.

        I have my shoe.

      

      

      “Oh yes. This is most interesting. I hadn’t been aware such a document existed.”

      Lexie helped herself to another croissant. “How did Eloise Hamilton get her job as headmistress?”

      “I am not privy to the inner workings of the selection process.”

      “I wonder if we can suspect her of being a descendant of Cynthia Lauriston?”

      Luna stretched and strode over to the basket to inspect its contents.

      
        
        There’s someone coming.

      

      

      “Quick. Hide in the bathroom.”

      “Pardon?”

      “There’s someone coming. Hide in the bathroom. Come in,” Lexie called out when she heard the knock at the door and quickly threw the bedcover over the basket.

      “Good morning, Miss Mackenzie,” the maid greeted her, “Your breakfast.”

      “Oh, thank you.” Porridge again? Ugh. “Who sets the breakfast menu?”

      “The headmistress does. She’s a strong believer in a healthy start to the day.”

      Lexie offered a thank you smile and waited for the maid to leave before setting the tray down on the floor and sliding it under the bed. Out of sight, out of mind, she thought.

      “You can come out now. I’m happy to suspect the headmistress of something... anything. There has to be something wrong with a person so intent on ruining people’s start to the day.”

      “We would need strong proof against her,” Mirabelle declared firmly.

      “And Penny. I’m sure she’s somehow involved. I asked her to provide proof of her whereabouts and I’m still waiting.”

      “I’ll check with Jake O’Rourke. Perhaps she passed the information onto him.”

      “You should zap him over here. We need to reconvene our meeting and do some more brainstorming. The will must be hidden somewhere. I need ideas of where to look.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. He wasn’t very happy about putting himself at my mercy yesterday. Although, he will definitely want to read this letter. I should get him now.”

      “Good idea. You do that while I change into my ridiculous puffy sleeved dress and equally ridiculous white shoes.”

      “You never miss an opportunity.”

      Before Lexie could think of a response, Mirabelle disappeared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Right. Well... What’s on for today?” Lexie asked when she emerged from the bathroom. “You don’t need to answer that.”

      Luna flicked her tail. “So why did you ask?”

      “It’s called talking out loud.”

      “Really? I thought it might be an early sign of madness.”

      “Says she who spent the night talking to herself.”

      “I knew you were listening.”

      Lexie made a point of avoiding the mirror. “I guess we’re waiting for Mirabelle to turn up with Jake.” She nudged Luna with her foot. “So... how are you feeling this morning?”

      Luna stopped licking herself and looked up. “Fine. Thank you for asking.”

      “Good. Clearly a well fed cat is a happy cat.”

      “Add well rested to the mix and we’ll be on the same page.” As if to make the point, Luna leaped onto the bed, curled up and promptly fell asleep.

      Lexie slumped down on a chair and went through her mental notes. Jake had said the cooks were off the hook. Yet she couldn’t help thinking it had been convenient of them to cook something that could prove to be explosive enough to disguise the smell of a burning corpse...

      Then there was Eloise Hamilton. The headmistress had been opposed to the investigation from the start. Lexie didn’t know why that would make her suspicious of her. Some people cherished their privacy and the headmistress had been concerned about exposing the school to scandal. However, add to that the fact meals at the academy failed to meet Luna’s expectations, and she believed she had reason to suspect Eloise of questionable activities. What if the poor meals were a reflection of budgetary cuts brought on by a shortfall of money?

      What sort of expense would blow the budget?

      Extravagance.

      Unforeseen building repairs.

      Embezzlement.

      Blackmail.

      Could someone be blackmailing the school?

      What if Lillian Somers had caught on to something and had decided to use it as a personal windfall? Yes, blackmail.

      She imagined the headmistress tightening the budget to make her periodic blackmail payments and then realizing this couldn’t go on. Killing Lillian Somers would have solved the problem.

      The only way to prove that suspicion would be to wait and see if the menu improved but that would take too long.

      Next, Lexie tried to imagine what Lillian could have used as blackmail. Had she maybe found the will? Lexie had found a letter, what if there were more? Perhaps one with more incriminating information.

      “I’m only saying a little warning would be appreciated,” Jake said, as he suddenly appeared in the room, “This business of you appearing from out of nowhere and zapping me away has to stop.” He turned to Lexie. “Hi, there.”

      “Are you squabbling with the High Chair of the British Isles?”

      Mirabelle swept around the room. “We were merely discussing the matter. Now that we’re all here, we should proceed.”

      “Mirabelle mentioned you’d found something.”

      Lexie handed him the letter. “I believe this casts suspicion on the Leonard family. Specifically, on Lindsay Leonard because her parents are away. This is what she might have been looking for. Then again, she’s the only suspect I’ve identified. There must be more. That’s why we need to establish Lillian Somers’ heritage. You said her family went back to the early days but you don’t have precise information.”

      “I’m still digging.”

      “Is it possible she might be linked to Cynthia Lauriston?”

      “And why would that make her a target?”

      “I think we’ll be able to answer that once we look into all possible links. The Lauriston sisters have many descendants. Cynthia had two marriages and many children. I assume one of her descendants is currently affiliated with the academy, if not directly as a tutor, then indirectly as the recipient of royalties. What if there’s another heiress? Suddenly Lillian Somers appears on the scene and begins to make waves. Before you arrived, I was pondering the possibility of the school being blackmailed.”

      “Another heiress? We’ve yet to identify one.” Jake brushed his hand across his chin. “This letter suggests there might have been trouble between Gertrude and Cynthia. Perhaps a difference of opinions or expectations. It alludes to a need for clarification.”

      “As in, yes... your offspring will forever be considered to be in line to profit from the school?”

      “Yes,” Jake agreed.

      Lexie got up and strode around the room. “A good cup of coffee would go a long way.”

      “Yes, it would,” Jake nodded pensively.

      They both looked up at Mirabelle.

      “I’m sorry, did I miss something?” Mirabelle asked.

      “Well, you’re really the only one at hand free to come and go, therefore, free to organize the coffee.”

      “I see. Right. Well... I suppose we must all do what we must, even if it is somewhat demeaning to be sent off to fetch coffee.”

      Lexie smiled at the orb. “That’s the spirit.” She watched Mirabelle fade away.

      
        
        You’re starting to push your luck with Mirabelle. I predict a showdown of sorts.

        Go back to sleep.

      

      

      A moment later, Mirabelle’s orb appeared followed by a couple of coffees. “I hope this is to your satisfaction.”

      “You’re a treasure.”

      “Did I miss anything?”

      “What do you think would happen if there are more than two heiresses?” Lexie asked her. “Imagine if there’s a conflict of opinions. One heiress wants the status quo to remain, meaning... Lauriston Academy continues as it has been, and the other heiress is all for selling the land and building for a nice profit and living out her days in splendor on some tropical isle.”

      “How do you justify that suspicion?” Mirabelle asked.

      “Gertrude and Cynthia were poles apart. You only need to look at their portraits to see one had a severe, no nonsense outlook and the other one... preferred to embrace the jollier, happy-go-lucky approach to life. So each demonstrated different character traits. I imagine their offspring inherited those traits. All these years down the track, we still have a version or more of each sister.” Lexie took a long, pensive drink of her coffee and then smiled.

      Mirabelle’s orb turned in a tight circle. “I have to say... you have impressed me. Where did you pick up such deductive thinking?”

      “From watching late night TV.”

      Luna stirred awake.

      
        
        I dreamed I had two litters and all but one of my kittens turned out like me. She was a horror.

        Go back to sleep and sort her out.

      

      

      “Of course,” Lexie added, “This is all conjecture and suppositions. We need proof.”

      “Unmitigated proof,” Mirabelle piped in. “We simply cannot go around accusing the esteemed faculty members.”

      “I guess it goes without saying, I’ll have to find the will and Jake needs to work on those family trees.”

      “Um...” Mirabelle hesitated.

      “Did you just um?” Lexie asked, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you hesitate.”

      Mirabelle spoke so softly, neither one heard her.

      “Come again?”

      “There are records in the Hall. All covens have their independent registries, but there is a main register for all covens.”

      “And you are keeper of that register and you waited this long to tell us.” Lexie slipped her shoe off.

      “I’ll be back momentarily or... as long as it takes me to find the records since, as you recall, I don’t have a personal assistant.”

      Luna stretched and sauntered over to the basket.

      
        
        I’m feeling hungry and rather curious about salmon and trout.

      

      

      She peered over her shoulder but Lexie ignored her. Luna rolled onto her back and then slumped down, her little paws stretched out.

      
        
        This is cruelty at its extreme.

        We’re on rations. I don’t know how long Mirabelle will continue to provide us with supplies.

      

      

      Jake cleared his throat. “Is she coming back? I need to get cracking with this.”

      “Oh... right. Luna. Go next the wall and call Mirabelle back. Tell her she needs to return Jake.”

      “You make me sound like a parcel that needs to be posted.”

      “Luna. Post-haste.”

      
        
        Needless to say, I require some sort of inducement.

      

      

      A knock at the door had them all scurrying for cover in the bathroom.

      “Why are you hiding?” Jake asked.

      “Right. Yes. I suppose someone has to pretend to be here. Luna, go get Mirabelle now or else.” Lexie shoved the food basket in the wardrobe and opened the door. She wasn’t at all surprised to find Claudette about to knock again.

      “I thought I heard voices.”

      “Oh, that’s me still complaining about my puffy sleeves.”

      “I brought donuts.” Claudette strode in and appeared to be looking for something. “Where’s your feline companion?”

      “She took off when she saw the breakfast hadn’t improved.”

      “It won’t kill her to miss a meal. In fact, I think she’ll benefit from it. I hope she realizes we have a dance class now.”

      “Oh, her favorite. I’m sure she’ll come back in time for it.” Seeing the clock about to strike the hour, Lexie said, “I’ll just be a minute,” and rushed to the bathroom.

      “You’re taking food into the bathroom?”

      “Oh... right.” She set the donut down on the bedside table and rushed inside the bathroom in time to deliver her tongue twister.

      Jake peered at her from behind the shower curtain. “Is that a permanent condition?”

      Lexie finished with a round of Peter Piper and scooped in a breath. “It’s only temporary.” She hoped. If Catherine couldn’t reverse this, she’d have a lot of explaining to do... and running for her life.

      Jake stepped out of the bathtub. “Is the coast clear?”

      “No.”

      “Are you right in there?” Claudette asked.

      “Yes. Just checking my... my puffy sleeves. I’ll be out in a minute.” She turned to Jake. “Before I forget.” She told him about her lingering suspicions. “Are you sure about the cooks being off the hook? Making the chili con carne was too convenient.”

      He nodded. “It’s a weekly regular on the menu.”

      “I’m still suspicious of them. Catherine raved about the meals here. Anyway... I should get going.”

      “Um... What about me?”

      “You’ll be fine. Mirabelle will be here in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

      “I hope you realize that is a real unit of time and equal to ten nanoseconds.”

      They both looked up.

      Still no sign of Mirabelle.

      “She’ll be here... momentarily.” Lexie gave him a lifted eyebrow look. Jake’s response came through loud and clear.

      
        
        For a moment. A second. An instant. A minute. For a little while...

      

      

      “I guess I should make myself comfortable.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Where have you been?

      Wandering around. Did I miss anything?

      They’re about to start the pirouette.

      You mean, the minuet.

      Yeah, that one.

      Luna leaped up onto Lexie’s lap. After a dismal display of bad time keeping and two wooden peg legs, Lexie had been excused from participating in the dancing class. She’d happily sat back, using the time to observe the pupils for any telltale signs of guilt.

      She’d never seen a more carefree lot. Millicent’s perpetual look of surprise hadn’t slipped once. Not even when Lexie had stepped on her toes. Lauren Bright swept through the dance floor, leaving a trail of sparkly joie de vivre behind her, always several steps ahead of Lexie. Clearly playing it safe.

      Lexie kept an eye out for messages being passed along, but no one spoke. Were they all colluding to pretend nothing had happened?

      Everyone took their seats now in order to make way for the feline companions. Lexie watched them lining up, tails flicking in excitement.

      
        
        What are you waiting for? Go on. You said you loved the minuet.

        I think I’ll pass. Too many ladies, not enough gentlemen.

        Are you sure? The exercise will do you good.

        Are you trying to tell me something?

        That was a lot of roast beef for one little cat.

        I am a feline companion.

        But you’re still a cat.

        It sounds so... domestic. I must stick to my purpose. I’ve come too far to be a mere cat. My cousin settled for being one of those. Several litters later and I know she’s regretting her decision. I won’t make the same mistake.

        So last night was nothing but an existential crisis?

        Yes, and never to be repeated.

        You realize that means sticking with me through thick and thin.

        I shall grin and bear it.

      

      

      Halfway through the dance, the headmistress arrived. While she appeared to be attentively admiring the feline companions dancing, her attention drifted over to Lexie enough times to suggest something was on her mind.

      “Is it normal for her to drop in on classes?” she asked Meredith who sat beside her.

      “Yes, right before she goes into her weekly meeting with Ms Penelope.”

      Perfect opportunity for Lexie to sneak into her office.

      “What are the meetings about?”

      “Budget and curriculum. Personally, I can’t think of anything more boring.”

      “So how do you know what they discuss?”

      “We made a point of finding out.”

      “What did you do? Bug the office?”

      “We have our ways.”

      As the feline companions made their bows, Eloise Hamilton gave a nod of approval and left for her meeting with Penny.

      
        
        This is our chance, Luna. We must move quickly.

        Or we could stay here and enjoy the dancing.

        What happened to your determination to succeed?

        I’ll be a feline companion to a High Chair. That doesn’t mean I have to aid and abet your forays into danger.

        Oh, but I have expectations for my feline companion. If you don’t meet them, then I’m afraid I shall have to advertise for a new companion.

        You seem to forget the new rules. You don’t get to choose. A feline companion chooses you.

        Yes, but... a loyal feline companion will be rewarded with gourmet food, while a mutinous one will live out her days eating cardboard kibble.

      

      

      Luna leaped off her lap and made a beeline for the door.

      “If you’ll excuse me, nature calls.”

      
        
        I knew you’d see it my way.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you have any trouble getting through to Mirabelle?” Lexie asked.

      Luna peered up and down the hallway. “No. But she sounded distracted.”

      Lexie pictured Mirabelle hunting around her massive library, all the while muttering to herself. She threw in an image of her hair coming lose and a couple of dust smudges on her face. The image became clearer as she imagined Mirabelle losing her shoe as she climbed one of those ladders that rolled along the bookshelf isles...

      Lexie smiled.

      “So what did you do after? You were gone a while.”

      “I told you, I went wandering around the grounds. There’s a cottage at the far end...”

      The cook’s cottage.

      “There’s a vegetable and flower garden and a few chickens running around. It all looks quite cozy. I was still entertaining thoughts about becoming a domestic cat and pictured myself curled up by the fireplace...”

      As they strode along the corridor with its massive windows facing the grounds Lexie tried to catch sight of this idyllic little spot. She thought she saw the top of a chimney but then they came up to the headmistress’ office. A couple of high backed chairs had been placed beside the door.

      “You sit there and keep watch.”

      “I’ve never sat on one of these chairs.”

      “It’s a chair, Luna.”

      “It’s a chair outside the headmistress’ office. One has to be in trouble to sit on one of these.”

      “I guess this means you’re about to launch into a grumbling session while I search the office. Please try to keep it down. I need to focus.”

      “This had better not go into my curriculum vitae.”

      “You don’t need one of those. Remember, you’ve made your decision to stick with me.”

      
        
        Little does she know I’m biding my time.

        I heard that.

      

      

      Lexie took care to ease the door open without making a sound and slipped inside. Eloise’s office was a mirror image of Penny’s office. Portraits of Gertrude and Cynthia hung on a far wall. But there were a few exceptions.

      One entire wall was covered with pictures of previous head mistresses and on the next wall a massive cross-stitched family tree took pride of place. Right there for everyone to see.

      Eloise Hamilton was a direct descendant of Cynthia Lauriston.

      If only she’d started her search here. She took a closer look. This had to be the oddest family tree she’d ever seen. One half of the branches disappeared off the edge. It felt dismissive of everyone who belonged to that side of the family. Gertrude’s, she presumed.

      It all made sense of the letter.

      Gertrude had been appeasing her sister, Cynthia. Assuring her all Cynthia’s heirs would take precedence because Cynthia had been the one to secure the land and house.

      Frowning, Lexie wondered if there might be another half, and then she noticed the edges. One appeared to be sharp, while the other looked to be folded over. The picture frame was too large to flip over. If she wanted to inspect the back, she had to bring it down.

      Lexie gritted her back teeth. If Mirabelle was serious about going into business, she had to realize some jobs required more than one person. She should have been able to call on Octavia for assistance, but her powers were worthless inside the Lauriston grounds.

      In future, precautions would have to be taken to make sure Lexie wasn’t affected by her immediate environment again. She couldn’t afford to lose control of whatever powers she acquired. Surely Catherine could come up with some sort of protection spell to make her impervious.

      She turned and looked around the office. There had to be some way to bring down the large picture without breaking her back.

      That reminded her of Lillian Somers’ weight. Had she remembered to ask Jake if his group had been able to determine her weight? She supposed she could have asked one of the pupils. Regardless, the killer would have to be strong. Either that, or they’d have to have an accomplice to help them carry the body into the kitchen. Then there were the logs. Where had they come from?

      
        
        Not far. There’s a stack of them by the cook’s cottage. I saw them today when I was wandering around. I thought it might be a good hiding place for mice... at that point, I was still entertaining thoughts of having to scratch out a living and scavenge for food.

        Why didn’t you tell me this before?

        If I’m to be Watson to your Sherlock then I insist on a higher pay grade. Now that I know the gourmet treats Venus gorges on, I will demand equal treatment.

        She’s companion to a fully-fledged High Chair. I’m only an incoming High Chair.

        So I should pay for your shortcomings? No. No. No. That is entirely unacceptable.

      

      

      Lexie slumped down on a chair. Looking up, her gaze landed on a mirror on the opposite wall. It was as big as the cross-stitched family tree behind her. In fact...

      She narrowed her gaze.

      The image was reflected perfectly on the mirror but it wasn’t the same...

      She swung around and studied the cross-stitched tree then she compared it to the reflected image on the mirror.

      It was different.

      A charmed mirror!

      Could it be reflecting the hidden part of the tree?

      She surged to her feet and hurried toward it to get a closer look.

      Lexie gasped. At the top of the tree she saw Gertrude Lauriston’s name.

      With her heart punching hard against her chest, Lexie picked up her skirts and rushed out of the office. “Quick. We must rush over the wall and call Mirabelle.”

      They sped along the corridors with Luna complaining all the way.

      “I’m getting a stitch on my side. Slow down.”

      “Hurry and quit your complaining.”

      She hoped Lindsay Leonard hadn’t removed the ladder. Then again, it was enough for Luna to be able to get over the wall and call Mirabelle who could then call Jake.

      Lexie huffed out a frustration filled breath. “Why didn’t I bring my cell?”

      “What for?”

      “To call for help.”

      “Mirabelle doesn’t have one.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she doesn’t need one.”

      “And yet, here we are, rushing toward the wall so you can clamber over it to call her because my powers don’t work within the grounds.”

      They ran out of the house and across the manicured lawns, Luna lagging slightly behind. “That’s it. No more roast beef for you.” When they reached the wall, Lexie bent at the waist and tried to catch her breath. She managed to raise her finger. “Go on. Get up there.”

      Luna stepped back and, measuring the distance, she broke into a sprint, at the last minute taking a leap... only to fall back down.

      She tried again, this time giving herself a longer runway.

      Again, she fell on her butt.

      “All that roast beef’s gone to your butt. You’re bottom heavy.”

      “I am not. Take it back.”

      “What’s the matter with you? Can’t you handle the truth?” Lexie looked around to make sure no one had followed them. “How did you get over the wall earlier on?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Huh? But how did you call Mirabelle? Please tell me you managed to call her. I don’t want to think Jake is still stuck in the bathroom.”

      “I found a hotspot.”

      “A what?”

      “You know, like a cell signal hotspot.”

      “Where... and why didn’t you say so before?”

      “I merely follow orders. You said to head toward the wall.”

      “Would it kill you to think too?”

      Luna rolled her eyes. “You have to give me something to work with here. Something like the promise of a higher pay grade.”

      “Show me the hotspot,” Lexie said through gritted teeth.

      “This way.”

      They sped alongside the wall.

      “I’m starting to wonder if there’s a way around being chosen by a cat instead of me choosing one. How did you ever find out about me being the incoming High Chair?”

      “Rumors abound. Here and there. We get together and chat and... someone must have mentioned it.”

      “Are there other feline companions out there looking for a position?”

      “Sure. Competition is stiff. As soon as I heard about you, I hightailed it out of coven headquarters.”

      “Coven what?”

      “Headquarters. It’s where I went to after my previous owner and I parted ways.”

      “Yes, but where is it?”

      “Oh... you’re still on a need to know basis. All I can say is that you need to acquire some more powers to get there.”

      “What about the others?”

      “I beat them to it. For a while, it was touch and go there. You live in the city and that makes following the scent more difficult. Once I found you, I marked my territory.”

      “Presumably, if things don’t work out between us, news will spread?”

      “It won’t come to that. There’s the hotspot.”

      “The cook’s cottage? But that’s inside the grounds.” Lexie stepped up to the window and peered inside.

      “Can you see the cozy fire?” Luna asked.

      “Yes, but that’s not all I can see.”

      “Is there something yummy roasting?”

      “Is that all you can think about?”

      “Lately, yes. Being near starvation has made me more determined. I shall never go hungry again.”

      “Yes, Scarlett.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Scarlett O’Hara... Never mind. Anyway, there’s someone inside.”

      Lexie crouched down just as Luna leaped up onto the windowsill. The woman standing at the fireplace had to be one of the cooks. She looked rosy cheeked and plump. Another woman joined her and again, Lexie assumed that was the other cook but only because she was stereotyping them.

      Despite their homey appearance, Lexie wondered if they’d had anything to do with Lillian’s murder. She’d bet anything the wood used to cook Lillian had come from the stockpile here. Then again, she’d already expressed her suspicions.

      Jake had said he’d used his O’Rourke voice on them.

      She’d heard the echo of one hundred O’Rourkes so she knew it packed quite a punch. No one could withstand its power. They had to have been telling the truth.

      She looked at them again and tried to figure which one was Mrs Barnaby and which one was Mrs Lannister. And why hadn’t anyone mentioned the cottage was excluded from the binding of power? Had that been a deliberate omission?

      Eloise Hamilton had been reluctant to allow Lexie to investigate, using the risk of exposure as an excuse. What if she actually hadn’t wanted Lexie to get to the bottom of the truth?

      “Is that one of the maids who brings you that horrid porridge?” Luna whispered.

      Yes. It was.

      Both the cooks and the maid stood by the fireplace.

      Lexie shifted and as she did... she saw something.

      Oh...

      She shifted again.

      Luna nudged her. “What?” she whispered.

      “It’s like looking through a prism. When I moved slightly, I saw them differently. It’s them, but not really them.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “What?”

      “You saw them in their true colors.”

      “Their... You mean the way Jonathan and the O’Rourkes and... Cat and Mirabelle can see me in my true Mackenzie Coven outfit?”

      “Precisely.”

      She looked again. The plump cook no longer looked plump.

      “Duck down,” Luna urged her as she leaped off the windowsill. “I think they saw us. Run for your life.”

      “What? Hey, wait for me.”

      As she took off, Lexie remembered to call Mirabelle.

      
        
        Mirabelle, you better be hearing me loud and clear. Luna and I are running for our lives. Come quick... And... and bring Jake.

      

      

      They reached the arboretum and took cover behind a thick bush. “I need to catch my breath.”

      “Me too,” Luna said heaving.

      “As soon as we get home, you’re joining a gym. I can’t have a feline companion who can’t run without losing her breath.”

      “Says she who’s collapsed in a heap. This is what comes of eating so much pizza.”

      “What’s going on? Are you playing hide and seek?”

      Lexie and Luna looked up.

      “Mirabelle. About time you showed up.”

      “What are you doing and why are you huffing and puffing?”

      “We... we ran here.” Lexie peered out from behind the bush. “Did they follow?”

      “Who?”

      “The cooks.”

      “Mrs Barnaby and Mrs Lannister?”

      “Yes and the maid. I don’t know her name. I didn’t ask.”

      “So why exactly did you run and why would they be after you?”

      “Because... They’re witches.”

      “And?”

      “There are three of them.”

      “Oh. Yes. That makes sense. Hang on. It doesn’t. And, you’re a witch too.”

      True. But so far, she hadn’t killed anyone and, actually, she didn’t think she had it in her. “They looked dangerous.”

      Mirabelle laughed. “Sweet Mrs Barnaby and Mrs Lannister?”

      “And the maid. Don’t forget the maid. And yes. Them. I saw them in their true coven colors. There was nothing sweet about them. They looked... well, actually they looked nothing like their plump selves and they sure as heck didn’t look sweet. There was something cunning about them. And, most importantly, they live in a cottage on the school grounds, which is meant to be magic free, but it’s not.”

      “Wait. You saw their true selves? That’s rare.”

      “It was like looking through a prism. I could see them as they appear to be and as they are.”

      
        
        Tell her about the logs.

      

      

      “Oh, and they have logs. As in, the ones used to stoke the fire that burned Lillian Somers.”

      “Are you saying they had something to do with it?”

      “They must have. I found a family tree in Eloise’s office. Part of it was hidden. But, get this, I was able to see the rest reflected on a mirror. It showed Gertrude’s side of the line.”

      “What are you saying?”

      She wasn’t really sure, but Lexie felt the pieces hovering in her mind, ready to be put together. “Remember the letter from Gertrude to her sister, Cynthia, promising her heirs would always benefit? Eloise is Cynthia’s heir but Lillian’s name appeared on Gertrude’s side of the tree. So she would have been an heir too. Someone got rid of her. Cut her out of the will.”

      “You found the will?”

      “No, I meant it metaphorically.”

      “And you think the cooks had something to do with it?”

      “I’ve had my suspicions about them all along. Only... it doesn’t make sense. Jake O’Rourke said he used his compelling voice on them. I’m thinking they must have protected themselves.”

      “I can’t believe Eloise Hamilton would be involved in this.”

      “I’m not saying she is. I’m only suggesting... very strongly, that the cooks are in on it.”

      “Have you told anyone?”

      “I’m telling you. Did you get Jake? I think he might need to get reinforcements.”

      “No need. We can handle this ourselves.”

      Lexie frowned. She didn’t see anything wrong with delegating or asking for help. She had nothing to prove. And...

      “Did you come up with anything?” She looked up at the orb and moved slightly from side to side.

      Okay. This didn’t look good.

      
        
        Luna. I think you should try leaping over the wall.

        Are you having a go at me?

        No, I’m asking you to please try to get over the wall and call Mirabelle and anyone who can come to our rescue.

        But you’re talking to Mirabelle.

        Yeah, well... that’s what I thought. Run for it now or use up one of your nine lives.

      

      

      Just as Luna took off running, the orb expanded and turned green.

      Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Luna hesitate.

      
        
        What are you doing? Run.

        You need to head for the cottage.

      

      

      Was Luna kidding? Why would she head toward...

      Actually, that made sense.

      Lexie took off running. The fake Mirabelle orb followed fast on her heels. Looking over her shoulder she saw it expand even more as if it was gathering momentum... or power.

      Could an orb power up?

      And do what?

      “Ouch.”

      Okay. Ask a silly question, get a stinging answer.

      She was being zapped.

      Lexie picked up speed, putting everything she had into getting her legs pumping faster. She caught a glimpse of Luna running along the wall. They were almost parallel now.

      As they reached the cottage, Luna caught up with her.

      “Catch me,” Luna called out.

      “Huh?”

      
        
        Catch me.

      

      

      Luna took a giant leap. Her legs spread. She looked like a flying squirrel. Lexie twisted and stretched her arms out in time to catch her.

      
        
        Now aim.

      

      

      Twisting again, she aimed Luna toward the orb.

      And that’s when she remembered.

      She had Luna. And she was powered up.
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      They’d hit their target but a blast from the rogue witches’ orb sent Lexie and Luna flying backward. They landed against the pile of logs.

      “Whatever you do, do not move,” Lexie warned.

      “Why?” Luna looked up. “Oh, I see.” She sprung out of Lexie’s arm just as a log fell and hit Lexie on the head.

      “I told you not to move. Ouch! That hurt.” Squinting and rubbing her head, she watched Luna saunter over to the orb.

      “It’s out for the count,” Luna said and sniffed it just as it began to disappear.

      Taking care not to dislodge any more logs, Lexie pushed herself to her feet.

      “What’s been happening?” Mirabelle asked rushing toward her.

      “Mirabelle? Is that really you?”

      “Of course it is. Who else would it be?”

      “A trio of wicked witches?” She strode around the side of the cottage and peered through the window.

      All three witches were lying flat on the floor. Yes, they’d managed to zap Lexie, but she had a secret weapon of her own. One she’d actually forgotten about.

      Luna could pack quite a punch. She had only recently discovered that when Luna had been used as a weapon against her. The experience had been a shock to them both and so they hadn’t really talked about it.

      “We were attacked by an orb pretending to be you.”

      “A what? How dare anyone try to impersonate me?”

      “By the way, I’m fine and so is Luna. I thought I’d let you know... In case you were interested. My head hurts. A log fell on it. Again... I’m only telling you in case you were interested.”

      “I’m more interested to know why this happened. Did you antagonize them?”

      “Hey. They came after us. And, I’m thinking they must have realized I’m onto them. I’ve been suspicious of the cooks from the start.” She just didn’t quite know how all the loose ends tied in together.

      “You’re not making sense. Did you say a log fell on your head? It must have done some damage.”

      “Where’s Jake?” Lexie asked.

      “I... I assume he’s where I left him. In your room.”

      “Still? I sent Luna to call you ages ago. You need to get him and bring him here. These three inside,” she pointed at the window, “Are as guilty as hell. Of what, I’m not sure, but he’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      Mirabelle’s orb didn’t move.

      “Oh, did I forget the magic word? Please? Would you kindly let Jake O’Rourke know it’s safe to come out of my bathroom?”

      “Much better,” Mirabelle murmured.

      As the orb rushed toward the house, Lexie considered what to do with the witches to make sure they didn’t suddenly disappear or... regrouped.

      “What are you doing?” Luna asked as she scampered over.

      “We need to secure the scene. Make sure they don’t cause any more havoc before Jake gets here.”

      Three witches to contend with.

      How had they managed to go undetected? She assumed Eloise and Penny didn’t know about them. She hoped that was the case. Both the headmistress and elocution tutor had been too concerned about attracting scandal to have allowed any witches to have the run of the place unchecked.

      Lexie looked around the grounds and then back at the cottage. Could she really give them the benefit of the doubt?

      Three rogue witches at their doorstep. Had the senior staff been duped or were they in on it?

      Lexie rushed inside the cottage.

      The maid stirred but she wasn’t fully conscious. Grabbing her ankles, Lexie dragged her out and pulled her well away from the cottage. Just to be on the safe side, she called Mirabelle. She didn’t get an answer so she assumed she was within the academy’s grounds where all magic had been bound... Except for Mirabelle’s, of course. But she operated from a distance.

      Luna scrunched up her little face. “What are you doing now?”

      “Separating them. There’s power in three. And it all seems to come together in that cottage and within the immediate grounds surrounding it.”

      Luna sniffed the maid and gave her a light prod with her paw. “They don’t strike me as powerful witches. In fact, I’d say they’re your ordinary garden variety type.”

      “Still, it doesn’t hurt to play it safe and... you didn’t get zapped by them. That really stung, so they do have some power.” She looked around. “Where’s Mirabelle.”

      “I see Jake O’Rourke coming. I think that’s Mirabelle hovering behind him. It looks like they’re arguing.”

      Lexie turned in time to see Jake swatting his hand at Mirabelle. “Oh, dear. I think he’s a bit annoyed with her.”

      “Look, we have an audience. The pupils all have their noses pressed against the windows. Now they’re all waving. Wave back to them.”

      Lexie rolled her eyes.

      “Well, if you’re not going to get into the spirit of it and since our work here is done, can we go home now?”

      “Not yet. We haven’t caught the killer.” Lexie saw Penny and the headmistress rushing toward them.

      Okay, time to roll up her sleeves and come up with a credible theory.

      “Ms Penelope and Ms Eloise are coming. You should make yourself presentable. Your sleeves have lost some of their puff,” Luna said as she gave her paw a lick.

      “I see you’re back to your old self again. Brace yourself. I’m going to rattle them and do a bit of finger pointing. I warn you, do not bite me.”

      Jake reached them first. “Is everyone all right?” He shifted his attention to the maid. “Who’s she?”

      “The maid and one of three rogue witches. They set an orb onto me. The other two are inside the cottage.” She filled Jake in on the family tree she’d found in the headmistress’ office. His expression shifted from surprised to concerned as a torrent or words tripped out of her.

      “You need to slow down and take a deep breath,” Jake suggested.

      Lexie nodded. “Eloise is Cynthia Lauriston’s descendant and Lillian was Gertrude’s. I think... I’m not sure. I’m guessing these three are responsible for killing Lillian because they thought she stood to gain from the will, which I didn’t find. Hang on...” Lexie held up a finger and closed her eyes. Luna stopped sniffing the maid and came to sit beside her.

      
        
        What are you doing?

        I’m thinking. There is something odd about that family tree I saw in Eloise’s office. One half has been hidden, but I saw it reflected on the mirror opposite.

        You better come up with an explanation. Everyone is rushing toward you, including the pupils and their feline companions.

      

      

      Lexie turned and saw the pupils only a few steps behind Penny and Eloise. Lexie could hear them hollering. The closer they got, the louder they became.

      Everyone expected answers from her.

      Lexie took a step back.

      “Well?” Jake asked.

      She swung toward him.

      “What’s happened here,” Eloise demanded. Penny echoed her demand.

      “Yes, please explain this,” Mirabelle ordered in a tone that suggested she was about to send Lexie to the naughty corner to ponder her misdeeds.

      Lexie took another step back.

      She raked her fingers through her hair.

      The pupils’ voices formed a backdrop to everyone’s demands. This was as bad as hearing one hundred O’Rourke voices.

      She’d never put her hand up for this gig and suddenly she was expected to provide answers.

      If only everyone would just stop for a minute and give her some time to think.

      Lexie planted her feet firmly and raised both hands. “Everyone stop!” She held her breath and to her surprise, watched as everyone stopped and fell silent. “Umm...” She turned to Jake who appeared to be frozen in place. “Not you. You can move,” she said tentatively.

      Jake stumbled back and looked around him. “What just happened?”

      That’s what she’d like to know. She looked down at Luna who was watching her intently.

      
        
        What?

        I’m... I’m awestruck.

        Why?

        You’re all sparkly.

      

      

      Lexie patted herself and swung around.

      
        
        There are sparkles all around you.

      

      

      Luna stepped forward and sniffed her.

      
        
        You even smell sparkly.

        What did I do?

        You froze everyone.

      

      

      Looking around, she realized she stood within the grounds of the cottage. “I guess that answers one question. I can use my powers now.” She took a couple of steps forward. “And now I can’t.” She stepped back inside the grounds of the cottage. “Okay. This seems to be the edge. I’m staying right here.” She smiled. “Hey, I can freeze people.”

      Jake cleared his throat. “You might want to unfreeze Mirabelle. Even frozen, her orb doesn’t look too happy.”

      “Um... Do you think everyone’s okay? I wouldn’t want them to melt or crack.”

      “What were you thinking when you demanded everyone stop?”

      “My mind was a blank and then... then I thought I wanted everyone to stop.”

      “So long as you didn’t entertain any evil intentions, they should be fine. You don’t strike me as evil.”

      She gave him a brisk smile. “I’m sure I’m blushing.”

      “So... are you going to unfreeze Mirabelle?”

      “Must I?” She stepped up to the frozen orb. “Mirabelle. I’m going to unfreeze you but you have to promise you won’t holler.” Lexie thought she saw a flash of red. “On the count of three.” The flash intensified. “All right. Unfreeze.” Nothing happened.

      She walked backward toward the cottage. “Do I do something with my hands?”

      “I think you held your hands palm up before,” Jake said, “But I’m not sure. That moment feels sort of hazy.”

      “Here’s hoping Mirabelle is in a haze.” She drew in a deep breath. “Unfreeze now, Mirabelle.”

      The orb swept up to her and stopped within a hairsbreadth.

      “That was uncalled for.”

      
        
        Do you realize what you did?

        I’d rather not think about it. Just in case there are consequences.

        You froze a High Chair and then you unfroze her. Mirabelle is not going to like that.

        Hey, I didn’t do it intentionally.

        Good luck trying to explain collateral damage to her.

      

      

      Lexie stood her ground. “This is no time to argue. Jake and Mirabelle, follow me to Eloise’s office.”

      As they trudged their way to the office, Lexie said, “I’ve suspected those cooks from the start, but I can’t figure out what role they played.”

      “Even though you haven’t found the will, the letter was very clear about the conditions of the inheritance,” Jake said.

      “Cynthia’s children. That has to be the key. What if the three witches are here to make sure the conditions are adhered to? And... and then Lillian appeared on the scene. She must be connected to the Lauristons. What if... what if she made waves. The witches solved the problem by getting rid of Lillian.”

      “Are you suggesting Ms Lillian Somers belonged to the Lauriston family?”

      “Yep.” They entered the office and Lexie pointed to the mirror. “There. See how it reflects the part you can’t see if you look at the cross-stitched family tree directly?”

      Jake tilted his head and moved from side to side. “I can only see the front part reflected.”

      “Perhaps this is a newly awakened gift, Alexandra.”

      Wow. Two in one day. She’d hit the jackpot. “Earlier I saw the cooks in their real form.”

      “That’s unusual... The ability is restricted to those belonging to the same coven. With a few exceptions, of course. The O’Rourke Group, in their capacity as law makers and peace keepers, have the gift of extraordinary insight.”

      Jake agreed. “And yet... I didn’t see them.”

      And he’d even used his O’Rourke Group voice.

      Mirabelle hovered around her as if studying her for flaws.

      She’d said seeing the witches in their real form was unusual...

      Lexie realized there had been something odd in Mirabelle’s tone. Disbelief, Lexie thought. She also had the distinct impression Mirabelle had left something out.

      
        
        She thinks you’ve acquired more power than you should have.

        How do you know?

        Because that’s what she’s thinking and Venus can hear her thoughts.

        And your sister just communicated that to you? Isn’t that being disloyal?

        Yes, but I am not my sister’s keeper.

        Hey. Are you going around divulging my inner thoughts?

        We’ll discuss this further. This isn’t the time.

      

      

      Lexie took a closer look at the cross-stitching. “Hey, look at this. The area around Cynthia’s name looks odd.”

      “Yes, almost as if the name has been reworked,” Mirabelle agreed. “It would be interesting to see the other side.”

      Without being asked, Jake took the heavy frame down, turned it and leaned it against a chair. “This side’s been reworked too.”

      “Do you think someone changed the names?” Lexie asked, “Cynthia for Gertrude.”

      “That’s what it looks like,” Jake agreed, “But why?”

      “So that Gertrude’s heirs actually inherited instead of Cynthia’s.” Lexie crossed her arms. “A jovial personality. That’s how everyone described Lillian. Look at the portraits of Gertrude and Cynthia.”

      “Cynthia is the one with the happy disposition,” Mirabelle mused. “There is madness in her method but I think Lexie is onto something.”

      “Lillian came to work at the academy a few months ago. Do you think Penny and Eloise knew...” Lexie pressed her hand against her mouth.

      “You really must stop doing that.”

      “Sorry. It’s just that things crop up in my mind and I have to make the connection before I blurt anything out. When I asked Penny if she’d vetted Lillian, she hesitated. I’m thinking that suggests she might have missed something.”

      “This must be a mistake,” Mirabelle said, “I cannot believe Eloise Hamilton would knowingly take part in such a deceit. Think of the scandal.”

      “Exactly. Eloise is all about avoiding scandal. Just look at Cynthia. From the start I thought she reminded me of Lydia, the flighty Bennett sister from Pride and Prejudice who elopes. I’m thinking the Gertrude Lauriston heirs did all they could to avoid letting the Cynthia heirs get their hands on the Lauriston inheritance because they knew the academy would all go to wrack and ruin.”

      “Yes, but. We’re all forgetting something,” Jake said.

      “The spell cast on the Leonard heiress,” Lexie and Mirabelle said in unison.

      They all turned toward the window and looked out at the cottage. It stood within sight of the office. Almost as if someone had been intent on keeping a close eye on...

      “Who?”

      “What?” Jake and Mirabelle asked.

      “I’m wondering if the witches are keeping close tabs on Eloise or the other way around. One or the other knows about Gertrude and Cynthia’s names being inverted.” If she had to guess, she’d say... “My bets on the witches. And... I’m thinking Eloise knows something about it.” Only one way to find out. “Follow me.”

      Along the way, she found Luna strutting around the frozen pupils and their feline companions. Lexie hurried over to the cottage and when she got there, she clapped her hands. “All right. Eloise. Penelope. Wake up.”

      They both teetered slightly and looked around as if wondering what had just happened.

      Penny and Eloise were quick to react. “Would you mind explaining what all this is about?”

      “I thought you might offer a few explanations yourself.” Lexie pointed to the maid. “This one here and her two accomplices ambushed me. How is it that you have witches all powered up within the grounds? I thought there was an embargo on the use of powers.”

      Penny lifted her chin while Eloise did nothing to hide her guilt.

      “Well?”

      “Not in front of the pupils, please.”

      “By all means, let’s reconvene in your office. After all, that is where the evidence hangs.”

      This time, Eloise’s cheeks flashed a deep crimson.

      
        
        Before you go inside, I think you should do something about the witches. They’re beginning to stir.

        What do you propose I do?

        I don’t know. You’re the one displaying all the power at the moment. Although... you might want to delegate to Mirabelle. She might be feeling somewhat superfluous what with you acquiring so much power so soon.

      

      

      “Mirabelle, would you mind doing something about the cottage witches? I doubt I’d know what to do.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Luna, would you stay with the pupils and make sure they don’t melt or... crack. Also, keep the birds away from them. I wouldn’t want them mistaking the pupils for statues.” She turned to Penny and Eloise. “Ladies, if you’d like to follow me.”

      Jake caught up with Lexie. “How are you going to tackle this?”

      “I hope you’re not going to suggest I exercise caution. I’m going straight for the jugular. The sooner I’m out of this ridiculous puffy sleeved dress, the better.” Somewhere in the midst of her accusations, she hoped she’d find some sort of explanation for the pupils’ thefts and a possible connection to Lindsay Leonard.

      “I am afraid this is all my fault,” Penny declared as they entered the office.

      “No, Penelope. You cannot accept all responsibility.” Eloise hung her head. “I too am to blame.”

      “Great. An admission of guilt. Now, would you mind telling me what you’re confession to?”

      “As headmistress of the Lauriston Academy, it has been my duty to uphold and preserve our founder’s vision for the academy...”

      Lexie waited for the headmistress to end her monologue. Actually, she wanted to hear the punch line. But it never came.

      Lexie pointed to the cross-stitched family tree. “Who altered this?”

      Both women blanched.

      Penny spoke first, “We’re not entirely sure. We have, however, narrowed it down to Ms Florence Leeds. She excelled at needlework.”

      Lexie squinted and studied the names. “Where is she in the scheme of things?”

      “Five generations ago.”

      “The tree needs to be updated periodically,” Lexie said.

      Both women nodded.

      “Are you by any chance related?”

      “We are... cousins.”

      “And you’re both listed under Cynthia’s side of the tree but... in reality...”

      “Yes. The tree has been doctored. We cannot be sure when this all began. Someone... most likely Florence, thought it would be sensible to cover our tracks.”

      “Why didn’t you stop it?”

      Eloise launched into another speech about upholding traditions.

      “But it was wrong,” Lexie argued.

      That triggered another sermon.

      “Basically, you didn’t want the school to fall under the hands of a Cynthia descendant because you assumed they would have inherited her happy-go-lucky characteristics and so would have destroy everything Gertrude had worked for.”

      “Lamentably, yes. But they were financially compensated. Lillian, however, wanted to rectify what she perceived to be an injustice. She... she wouldn’t listen to reason.”

      “How did she even get the job?”

      It was Penny’s turn to blush. “I thought I’d been thorough but she appears to have falsified her documents.”

      Jake nodded. “When I researched her, I found her lineage going back to the time of Gertrude Lauriston, but no connection to the family. She must have stolen the identity.”

      “We became aware of her trying to find proof of wrong-doing,” Penny said and pointed to the cross-stitched family tree. “She had access to Eloise’s office. It was silly of us to hide the proof in plain sight.”

      “You must understand, they would have disbanded the school. None of them have ever cared about upholding the tradition...”

      “So you set the three witches onto them—”

      “No!” Eloise wrung her hands and exchanged an uneasy look with Penny.

      Penny gave a brisk shake of her head. “We tried to find a solution but there isn’t one. They are... They are beyond our control.”

      Lexie’s mouth gaped open. “You said the cooks were the backbone of the school.” Lexie swung toward the portraits of the sisters. “Cynthia coerced the Leonard heiress into bequeathing the house and land but Gertrude did something else too.”

      Eloise nodded. “She set everything in motion. She knew her sister only too well. Gertrude created a living caveat, empowering the cooks and their descendants with a caretaker capacity without realizing they would become a power unto themselves.”

      “The cooks and the maid?”

      “Yes. Their sole purpose is to ensure Gertrude’s wishes are maintained. Their task is handed over from generation to generation,” Eloise explained. “When Ms Lillian tricked her way into a position at the academy, they became suspicious of her. Then Lillian threatened to expose the school.”

      “So they did away with her?”

      They nodded. “What’s to become of them now?”

      “I’m handing this matter over to the O’Rourke Group. I guess they’ll bind them for good. As for you two...”

      Penelope put her hand up. “We understand. We will be facing a disciplinary council.”

      Since the council was most likely made up of Lauristonian graduates, Lexie suspected they’d be let off lightly.

      She looked out the window and saw Mirabelle’s orb emerging from the cottage. Lexie was about to turn away when she noticed something else coming out of the cottage.

      She opened her mouth to holler out a warning, but instead she said, “If two witches would watch two watches, which witch would watch which watch?” Flapping her arms, Lexie took off.

      Bursting out of the building, her arms still flapping, she saw the three witches’ orb catching up with Mirabelle.

      Lexie called out to Luna who sprinted into action. She clambered over one pupil, leaped onto another and another, using them as a platform to launch herself onto Lexie’s waiting arms.

      Catching her, Lexie lost her balance. As they rolled onto the ground, Lexie took aim and shouted to Mirabelle, “Duck for cover.”
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      “I think it’s time to unfreeze the pupils. They have been standing out here long enough,” Eloise suggested.

      Not long enough, Lexie thought and watched a bird relieve itself on Claudette.

      “On one condition.”

      Mirabelle appeared to be about to object but promptly retreated when Lexie gave her a warning look.

      “You are to introduce a new class to the curriculum. Proper Feline Companion Care with periodic substance abuse tests.” Poor Sasha would have to go on the wagon. “Also, there’s the matter of Lindsay Leonard.”

      “Oh, we’ve been aware of her comings and goings,” Penny said.

      “And that didn’t raise any concerns? She’s been breaking into the school, presumably trying to locate the will.”

      “We don’t understand why. Her parents have the original will. We haven’t made a fuss because it would only stir up old resentments.”

      “Do they have a legitimate claim?”

      “No. Magic or no magic, the will is watertight.”

      “Did you know the pupils use Lindsay to get contraband food in?”

      “Yes, we’ve been aware of that for some time. But we could hardly blame them. We had no control over the cooks and their skills have been falling by the wayside. They were nothing like their predecessors...” Eloise turned to her. “There is, however, still the matter of the missing articles.”

      “Nothing but pupils playing up and if not for them, we might not have been called in. So I suggest you let it go.”

      “As you wish.”

      Mirabelle hovered over to her and whispered, “I will have to make recommendations to have the cottage sealed off.”

      “And you want me to tell them and make is sound as if it’s my decision?”

      “It would be greatly appreciated. You understand, as a graduate, it would be awkward for me to convey such a harsh condition.”

      “Yeah, whatever...”
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        * * *

      

      Lexie and Luna stood by watching the O’Rourke Group carry off the bound witches.

      Jake approached them, his lips stretched into a wide smile.

      “Apart from the time I spent locked in your bathroom, I have to say it was interesting working with you. I hope our paths cross again.”

      Lexie sighed. “I guess it will. Mirabelle is determined to set us up in business.” Lexie turned to Luna.

      
        
        Time to go home. You want to have a last stroll around the Lauriston grounds?

        No, I have... I’ve had my fill. Whatever you do, don’t click your heels. Mirabelle is watching and I feel she’s already been humiliated enough.

        Hey, we saved her butt.

        Yes, but it was her task to secure the witches.

        All right. Goodbye puffy sleeves, hello denim jeans.
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        * * *

      

      “And hello closet.”

      Luna pressed her nose against the closet door and opened it. “We should sit down and start working on our new agreement.”

      “What one is that?”

      “Do not toy with my stomach. I’ve seen the gourmet treats my sister eats. I demand equal treatment.”

      Lexie crawled out of her closet and rose to her feet. “Do I hear voices? Not this again.” She strode to her bedroom door. There were definitely voices coming from the sitting room.

      She heard Octavia say, “...Oh, oh. I’ve got one. Why don’t angry witches ride their brooms?”

      “Why?” Jonathan asked.

      “They’re afraid of flying off the handle. Your turn.”

      Peering out the door, Lexie saw Jonathan brush his hand across his chin.

      “How do witches tell time?” he asked.

      “That’s an easy one. With a witch watch.”

      Lexie strode in.

      “Oh, you’re back,” Octavia exclaimed. “And you’re still wearing your lovely gown. I guess that means you enjoyed yourself.”

      Jonathan rose to his feet. “Glad to see you made it back in one piece.”

      Had she interrupted something between her personal assistant and Jonathan?

      “You’re taking off?” Lexie asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “Just going to the door. Pizza’s just arrived. Mirabelle contacted Octavia a short while ago to say you’d be coming back soon so we ordered pizza.” He took the box from the delivery boy and turned to her, “Then again, you’ve been gorging on gourmet stuff so you might not want any.”

      “Huh! You better call them again and order another one, cos this one’s all mine.”

      She didn’t even wait to sit down before sinking her teeth into a slice. Luna looked up at her, her eyes wide, her little mouth hanging open.

      Jonathan tapped his boot against a box. “Mirabelle dropped some cat food off.”

      Luna rushed up to it.

      
        
        Open it. Open it.

      

      

      “Jonathan, can you open that up for me, please?”

      “This looks expensive,” he said. “Quail? Pheasant... Atlantic smoked salmon...”

      
        
        I think Mirabelle is trying to bribe us.

        You would do well not to mention what happened. She’d appreciate that.

        This looks like the cat food she got from her own pantry. I’m not sure we can actually buy this stuff here.

        Well then... you negotiate your terms. Discretions comes at a price...

      

      

      “Hey, we heard about the barbecued witch,” Jonathan said, “Did you find the killer?”

      “Yep. All done and dusted. Three rogue witches put away.”

      “You’re getting quite good at this.”

      “You’d get good at it too if you were thrown in at the deep end.”

      Not bothering to put the pizza box down, Lexie strode around her small apartment wondering how long she had before Mirabelle and Cat paid her another visit.

      “What else have you guys been up to?”

      Octavia waved to a whiteboard. “I brought this in so we could use it for our brainstorming sessions. We’ve been working on a business name...”

      “Crafty Investigations,” Lexie said around a mouthful of pizza.

      “Crafty...” Octavia mused, “I like it, but I’m afraid Mirabelle will think it too... uncouth.”

      “Oh... I think not,” Lexie said. She had leverage now.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I hope you’ve enjoyed reading Witch Charm

      

      

      

      Alexandra Elizabeth Mackenzie has a long way to go before she ascends to her rightful position as High Chair of the American Continent and all Circumferential Domains Pertaining to the Mackenzie Coven, aka… well, she’ll think of something.

      

      
        
        The next book in the series:

        Book 5 “Witch Trials”

      

      

      

      If you’d like to receive news about the next Mackenzie Coven Mystery, please follow Sonia Parin on BookBub or drop by Sonia Parin’s Facebook page.

      

      Other cozy mystery books by Sonia Parin

      

      A Deadline Cozy Mystery

      Sunny Side Up

      Snuffed Out

      All Tied Up

      The Last Bite

      Final Cut

      Sleeping with the Fishes

      A Kink in the Road

      The Merry Widow

      Dying Trade

      

      An Evie Parker Mystery

      House Party Murder Rap

      Murder at the Tea Party

      Murder at the Car Rally

      Murder in the Third Act

      

      A Dear Abby Cozy Mystery

      End of the Lane

      Be still my Heart

      The Last Ride

      The Last Stop

      The Last Dance

      

      A Mackenzie Coven Mystery

      Witch Inheritance

      Witch Indeed

      Witch Cast

      Witch Charm

      Witch Trials

      Witch Namaste - A Mackenzie Short

      Good Witch Hunting - A Mackenzie Short

      ’Tis the Season to be Creepy - A Mackenzie Short

      Jingle Purrs - A Mackenzie Short

      Potion Heist - A Mackenzie Short

      Witch in Exile

      The Power of Two and a Half - A Mackenzie Short

      Witch Fairy Tale

    

  

cover.jpeg
A JMACKENZIE COVEN (,]V\YéTERY

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SONIA PARIN






