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“If you want to find the secrets of the universe, think in terms of energy, frequency and vibration.”

Nikola Tesla


Chapter 1

“Kamika, we double-covered the walls, but I still feel a chill of anger or bitterness. I don’t know where it’s coming from,” said Lea. She squatted next to her equipment bag and frowned at the walls around her, vexed by the unsuccessful results of their labors.

Kamika studied the eggshell-white-painted walls with a thoughtful but wary look, as if concerned that something unpleasant might emerge from them. “Could it be static from another room, or,” she hid the twinkle of mischief in her eyes and adopted a serious tone, “one of your dead friends coming to see you?”

Lea jumped up. “They aren’t my friends! I don’t want to see them!”

Kamika giggled.

Lea realized she’d taken the bait and laughed. “Thou art a general offense,” she said without rancor.

“Throwing old quotes at me won’t solve the problem with this room. Seriously, what do you think is going on in here?” said Kamika with a grin.

Lea returned to packing the equipment bag. “I have no idea. The feeling of anger is stronger in the area around the closet. I haven’t seen any lingering dead residents in here, but I haven’t walked through the whole house. The owners specified that we reset this room. If they wanted the whole house done, they should have requested it.”

“So no foul on us?” Kamika raised her dark, delicate eyebrows. 

“Not unless we missed something in here.”

Kamika turned her lean body three hundred sixty degrees, looking like a music box dancer in slow motion. She repeated the turn, looking up and again looking down as she carefully examined the walls, ceiling, and floor trim. “We didn’t miss anything, except the closet, and they told us not to touch that because it’s crammed full of junk and locked.” She stood with her hands on her hips, biting her lower lip in front of the locked closet door. “I bet it’s the closet. They’ve got something nasty in there. With our luck, it’s the body of their murdered, wealthy auntie whose bank account they’re emptying.”

Lea rolled her eyes. “Don’t be melodramatic. We could do a reading to pinpoint the source . . .” Lea’s voice trailed off. A reading would take time and push them behind schedule. “How does the room feel to you?” she asked, turning to Kamika.

Kamika closed her eyes and stood still for a moment. Then her eyes popped open, and she laughed. “It feels like any other room. What do you think? You’re the one with the spook sense.”

“Provided the owner isn’t as sensitive as I am, we should be fine.” Lea finished packing her equipment, still bothered by the room. She paused. “What if the problem is under the floor or behind a wall? That would explain why I still feel it. The house has been remodeled. Walls were moved, removed, and added. Doorways have been moved and stairs rerouted.”

“Well, we can only treat the surface. We can’t tear into walls. And we don’t have time to waste,” said Kamika with a pragmatic shrug of her delicate shoulders. “I can add a note to the report advising the client to examine the structure of the walls and empty the closet if the room is still uncomfortable. That should cover our butts.”

“Okay, do it. We have to go to the next customer.” The failure irked Lea, but she tried to dismiss the matter. She and Kamika reset the emotional atmospheres of rooms to her satisfaction 99 percent of the time. The few that didn’t meet her standards were rare but did crop up on occasion. Even so, the residual emotion in this room felt more intense than in any other room that they’d failed to reset. The only other time they had failed this badly, the distressed ghost of a teenaged girl had been present, rendering their work ineffective.

Kamika saved her recommendations to the customer’s file and emailed the customer a copy. On the way out, she slapped the preprinted description of the services they had completed onto the kitchen counter with the finality of a judge banging a gavel.

Lea entered the owner-supplied temporary code into the house’s security system to allow them to exit. The system logged them out and locked the house behind them.

They stowed their equipment into secure compartments in their van. After a final, annoyed backward glance, Lea hopped into the van. The vehicle advised the women to buckle their seatbelts and identified the preprogrammed route to the next customer.

Kamika reviewed the services they would be completing next on her monitor. “We’re going to Dr. Gomez’s office. He runs the physical rehabilitation clinic on Arlington Street. We were there six months ago.”

“A regular medical reset?” Lea asked as she tucked a heavy, jet-black lock of hair into the band of cloth wrapped around her head. She liked this simple, ancient Roman hairstyle. Of all the fashion practices from ancient civilizations that she’d tested while studying them, this one was by far the most convenient for her day-to-day work activities.

“Yep.”

Lea glanced at the time. “How many calls after that?” It was already mid-afternoon. Sometimes Miguel, the routing and scheduling guru, crammed too many calls into a Friday afternoon because of his desire not to put off customers who insisted that they needed services before the weekend.

Kamika scrolled down on the monitor. “Only two more on the schedule right now. Miguel better not add any more,” said Kamika. “With travel time, we should be done at five-thirty, right on time.” She tapped Lea’s arm. “Guess what! I have a double date. My cousin Lusa is in town visiting colleges, and her boyfriend is a student here, and he’s got a friend. We’re going to dinner, followed by clubbing.”

“Sounds great.”

Kamika shot Lea a look of surprise. “You hate clubs. You’d rather stay home and read about ancient dead people’s lives and mounds of dirt in Kazakhstan for your masters’ thesis.”

“Great for you, not for me.” Lea suppressed a smile. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Lea looked forward to their next customer. She liked resetting the atmospheres in medical offices. Studies had shown patients recovered more quickly in a positive environment. Over time, the built up negative energies could give the room a feeling of tension or stress that impeded the patients’ healing process and affected the staff’s efficiency. The doctors, nurses, and therapists were happier, so fewer medical mistakes occurred. Her work helped heal people because she eliminated the negative emotions—stress, pain, and fear—released by patients and absorbed into the walls.

Some people were more sensitive to the atmospheres in buildings than others. Lea fell into the extremely sensitive end of the spectrum. She’d been uncomfortable in certain rooms and buildings her whole life. She enjoyed working for Bad Vibes Removal Services and being able to reset houses for new owners, apartments for new tenants, and spas for those in need of relaxation. Removing lingering negative emotional deposits from buildings improved life for a lot of people.

Lea’s phone rang. “Uh-oh,” she said, giving Kamika an apprehensive look. She tapped the phone’s screen to answer. “Hello.”

Montgomery’s voice came across as vivid and bursting with energy. “Lea, I need you and Kamika to come help with an investigation. The structure calls for your expertise.”

While Lea preferred to obliterate the record of emotions and sounds left in walls, the equipment used to do readings of the sound and emotional energy patterns left in walls was useful for the inventor’s other business endeavor. Mr. Montgomery, creator of the process for both reading and eliminating embedded sounds and emotions in buildings, owned both Bad Vibes Removal Services and Montgomery Investigations. He spent his days running the investigations business and left the removal services to his employees.

“Is this another murder case?” Lea asked, curious in spite of her dislike of investigations. She much preferred resetting atmospheres to working investigations, but she also knew that no matter what she said, Montgomery would get her involved. She intentionally refrained from asking about the structure because she knew he was trying to pique her interest.

“No, we aren’t trying to solve a murder. The client called me because small items were being moved around the house, sometimes in the middle of the night. They hired me to catch the perpetrator.”

Lea threw Kamika a look of surprise before replying to Montgomery. “This is about theft?”

“Not exactly. Nothing has been taken, yet. Someone is searching the house for something.”

“So you didn’t call me because you think they have a ghost?” Lea asked with exasperation. Montgomery knew that she could see ghosts, and he had relied on that ability to solve several cases in the past.

“Your lack of interest in dealing with the dearly departed has been duly noted. However, you love historical locations. The client lives in a historical house. You do all the readings requested by the historical groups. You have more than double the experience doing readings in old buildings of anyone else. You’re doing graduate studies in history. This one is right in your skill set. This building is older than any other structure in Texas. Please, Lea. Come and give me a hand.”

Lea noted the confidence in Montgomery’s voice, barely disguised by the persuasive tone he was using. He knew she’d be intrigued and wouldn’t turn him down, darn him. And he hadn’t answered her question about whether he thought they had a ghost. “Okay. Call Miguel and have us rerouted. Kamika and I will come.”

“Thanks, Lea. I appreciate the help,” said Montgomery. Lea could almost hear him smiling into the phone. She ignored Kamika, who was gleefully dancing in her seat, and stuck her phone back in her pocket.

Kamika continued dancing. “We’ve got a new case. This is going to be fun!”

Forty-five seconds later, the van’s monitor beeped. Kamika pressed the answer button on the screen, and Miguel’s round face appeared.

“Hey, Miguel,” said Kamika, deploying a wide grin at the face in the monitor. She enjoyed meeting his sour mood with a joyful one.

“The boss is rerouting you two again.” He looked and sounded annoyed. As the dispatcher, his job was to set the routes for each team of atmosphere resetters and designers for Bad Vibes Removal Services. Rerouting Lea and Kamika to an investigation meant shuffling schedules and calling clients, which was extra work for Miguel.

Kamika cheerfully ignored his morose demeanor. “Montgomery asked Lea to help him.”

Miguel shot an icy look at Lea from the screen. “I’m sending you the new address. Montgomery said to meet him there immediately. Miguel out.” The screen went dark.

“Well, he’s got himself in a snit. It’s not our fault. Montgomery owns both companies. Montgomery calls the shots,” said Kamika.

“I could have said no,” said Lea diplomatically. “After all, Montgomery hired me to work for Bad Vibes Removal Services, not Montgomery Investigations.”

“Yeah, right. Montgomery would have kept talking until he changed your mind. Since when has he ever let the word no stop him from getting something done the way he wants it?”

“He is persistent,” said Lea.

“Persistent? He’s like that Greek guy rolling that rock up a hill. He doesn’t give up no matter how often you shoot him down.”

Lea laughed. “Sisyphus had to do that as a punishment for deceit and arrogance. The wasted effort was meant to frustrate him. If you want a mythological reference, Montgomery is more like a phoenix, forever rising from the ashes, regenerated and full of new life.”

Kamika giggled. “Or like that bunny with the drum in those old commercials that keeps going and going that I heard about in advertising class?”

Lea laughed aloud picturing Montgomery in a giant bunny costume banging a drum. “Not exactly a mythological reference, but yes, that works too. So where are we going?”

Kamika looked at the navigation system. “The address is 15000 Katydid Lane. It’s in an unincorporated part of Williamson County. We’re going to one of those crazy neighborhoods in the middle of nowhere. Seriously, where do these people shop?”

Lea tapped the address into her phone. No news articles appeared. The thumbnail showed something gray obscured by large trees. Lea tried to expand the picture, but the signal in the area was weak and the image wouldn’t load. After a few minutes, she gave up. “I can’t find anything about it on my phone. We’ll have to wait for Montgomery to explain.” 

Lea switched over to read, as she always did between jobs. She covered a lot of reading material and even wrote papers for her graduate courses while riding in the van. Kamika checked social media sites on her phone.

Twenty minutes later, the van turned onto a street lined with wide-spreading oak trees whose majestically curved branches fanned out like octopus arms. Kamika glanced up and squealed.

Lea jumped at the sound, startled out of her reading.


Chapter 2

“What’s the matter?”

Kamika pointed out the windshield. “Look at that thing! Why would someone build that there? Do people live in it?”

Lea’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open slightly. A thrill of excitement passed through her as she saw what Kamika had seen.

It was a castle keep, complete with parapets and rounded corner towers, built of heavy stone. Lea estimated it to be four stories tall, double the height of its nearest neighbors on the street. The van came to a stop by the curb.

Lea scanned the stone edifice. “Well, it’s got electrical wiring, or it wouldn’t have that porch light or those brand new security cameras on the towers.”

Kamika stared in awe at the massive stone structure. “Why would someone live in a castle in the middle of Texas?”

Lea shook her head. “Who knows? Some people have more dollars than sense.” She peered at the structure. “This isn’t a full castle though, only the great tower, or keep, within the fortified walls. A full castle would have had walls with towers surrounding it and outbuildings. This is only the central building, the part of the castle where the nobleman who owned it lived with his family and conducted business.”

“If you say so, professor. I’m still calling it a castle.”

They parked the vehicle in front of the castle. Lea and Kamika climbed out, staring at the forbidding walls of stone looming over them. Definitely not a fairy tale castle, it rather looked like a fortress meant to withstand an attack by marauding Vikings.

Lea pointed to the boxy, gray air conditioner condensing unit sitting on one side of the castle. “At least they added amenities. If they have air conditioning, the owners didn’t want authentic castle discomfort to go with their authentic castle.”

“This place is for real?” asked Kamika, startled.

“Yes,” said Lea, sensing a disjointed flow of the emotions felt by centuries of people radiating from the stones. The whole building emanated atmosphere and history. “It might be medieval, but from what country, I couldn’t say. I haven’t studied castle architecture.”

“Of course it’s genuine,” said their boss, Montgomery, from his position by a heavy oak door high above them. The main entrance was up a stone flight of stairs that led to the second floor. Enthusiastic, tall, and rotund, with a balding patch on the crown of his head, Montgomery only needed brown robes and he could have played Friar Tuck on Halloween. “The current owner’s great-grandfather had the whole thing moved here from Ireland and reconstructed stone by stone. It was a rescue project. The place was falling to ruin in the 1920s, when old Mr. Hanover visited it and decided to save it. The walls protecting it had crumbled. Local people dragged away the stones to reuse in bridges and buildings in a nearby town. Hanover had discovered a family connection to the place. He’d made a pile of money as a captain of industry, so he could afford to do as he pleased. It pleased him to buy a castle and ship it here.”

Catching that he was withholding something, Lea’s heart dropped. “Who died here?”

Montgomery gave her a contrite look. “Old Mr. Hanover died in 1929 in the castle. The new owner, his great-grandson, has questions he hopes to have answered about the old man’s death that may, or may not, be tied to why someone broke in and searched the castle.”

“You said this case isn’t about murder,” said Lea in an accusatory tone.

“The old man’s death certificate says he had a heart attack at the age of 64,” said Montgomery. “For the time, that was pretty typical, medically speaking.”

“Then what kind of questions does his great-grandson have?” asked Lea.

“The old man died under a cloud of suspicion. He would have been indicted if he hadn’t conveniently died when he did. More than a million dollars went missing from his company right before his death. He was suspected of embezzling the money and defrauding his investors. This all happened in late September 1929.”

“Not long before the stock market crashed the next month,” said Lea. “Why would he steal from his own company? Was he in debt?”

“I don’t have all the details of that incident. I’ve been focusing on the current problem of breaking and entering. All I know for certain is that, according to family lore, Old Hanover’s widow insisted that he was innocent until her dying day,” said Montgomery. “And whoever broke in is definitely searching for something. Although, so far, the intruder hasn’t taken anything.”

Kamika gave Montgomery a confused look. “If nothing has been taken, how do they know someone broke in and searched?”

Montgomery trotted down the stone staircase to join Lea and Kamika by the van. “Drawers have been rifled. Closets and cabinets have been opened. Mrs. Hanover’s phone and tablet were moved in the night.”

Lea frowned thoughtfully and pointed at the security cameras visible on the exterior of the castle. “Didn’t the security cameras record anything?”

Montgomery shook his head. “Those were installed yesterday. The electrical system in the house was from the 1920s and wouldn’t support today’s electrical needs. Several rooms only had one outlet. The electrical wiring required to install the cameras was completed, but some areas are still being upgraded. The rest of the security system—alarms, door and window monitors—should be completed today. The castle hasn’t been occupied since it was closed after the widow’s death in 1952. The current owner, Ryan O’Dwyer Hanover IV, took an interest in the property when he inherited it. He’s updating the utilities now: wiring, plumbing, air, heat, remote system access, the works. Some upgrades aren’t complete yet, but the current Mr. Hanover, his wife, and their eight-year-old son, Jack, moved in two months ago.”

Kamika raised an eyebrow. “No portable cameras, nanny cams? You have an arsenal of spy equipment.”

Montgomery smiled. “I set them up when the client first contacted me, but no more break-ins have happened since I was called.”

“Maybe the intruder gave up,” said Lea.

“Maybe so,” agreed Montgomery. “But the client still wants the rumors about this place laid to rest. The castle was sealed, locked by the current owner’s grandfather after the widow’s death. Ryan Hanover’s father and grandfather, who were also named Ryan Hanover, didn’t have the money to reopen and modernize the place. Inheritance provisions prohibited them from selling it. When he was a kid, our client and his friends used to tell stories about what was locked away in the castle: dead bodies, the missing million dollars, treasure, stolen jewels, whatever they could imagine. The neighborhood gossip mill is rife with rumors about this place. Someone might be breaking in to look for treasure or simply out of curiosity.”

Lea gave Montgomery a perplexed look. “Why would someone search the place now? Wouldn’t it have been easier to break in while the castle was unoccupied?”

Montgomery shrugged his wide shoulders. “The renovations and the reopening of the place caused the old rumors to resurface. A local interest story appeared in the news when the renovations started. The news article mentioned the history of the castle, including the story about the first Ryan Hanover and the missing money. I’m also looking into some other possible reasons for the break-ins. However, we are going to search this place because the client wants us to do it. And if the old man’s ghost happens to be here and happens to want to communicate with Lea, well, that would make things easier.”

“Are we looking for the money? Is this a treasure hunt?” asked Kamika, excited by the prospect.

“We’re looking to see if we can find anything, including the money.”

“If we find money, that would prove his ancestor was guilty of embezzlement,” said Lea. She scanned the area around her, noting the signs of recent landscaping and improvements to the property. “Did the current owner come into some money? A place like this will need a boatload of cash to modernize it.”

“Ryan Hanover recently sold his business to an Internet giant who was anxious to acquire his software,” said Montgomery. “The purchase went very well for him.”

Lea nodded toward the castle. “This place exudes ancient emotional history, but the stone is too rigid to have retained sound patterns. The sound waves would have reflected instead of being absorbed. Are the interior walls stone, too?”

“Most of the rooms are partially paneled to hide wiring. They added drywall in some places to cover plumbing. The doors are heavy hardwoods, mostly oak. We can get a few solid readings in each room,” said Montgomery, rubbing his hands together in eager anticipation. Although he was always animated, working cases with his pet technology made him positively effervescent. He rocked back and forth, from his heels to his toes.

“Each room?!” said Kamika with a suspicious look. “How many rooms do we have to do tonight?” She shook her head in disbelief as she took in the immensity of the castle. The place was a fortress that had once housed the functions of a regional seat of government and a large family. It was easily five times the size of any house that they typically reset.

“Ten rooms, maybe more,” said Montgomery, one hand tapping the door frame of the ancient structure thoughtfully. “The client wants to start the search in the larger rooms that were used most frequently back in his great-grandfather’s time. The place has lots of rooms, though, so if we don’t find anything in the first ten, we can continue on to the others tomorrow. If we start now, we should get a good portion finished before midnight. Let me help you with the equipment.” He flung open the side doors of the van and began yanking out equipment bags.

“Midnight.” Kamika’s nostrils flared, and she cursed in Swedish. She stood with both hands balled on her hips.

Lea grabbed Kamika by the elbow as she opened her mouth to protest. “It’s no use arguing. Let’s get it done. If you have plans tonight, you can go and leave me here with Montgomery.”

“Of course I have plans. I told you; I have a date. It’s Friday, and my cousin is in town. Treasure that’s been hidden forever can wait until tomorrow or Monday. It’s not like it’s going anywhere.” She shook her head in annoyance but turned to pick up an equipment bag to carry into the castle.

Inside the castle, Montgomery introduced Lea and Kamika to Ryan O’Dwyer Hanover IV, a personable, forty-something man in jeans and a t-shirt. The shirt looked to be a freebie given out to runners who had participated in the ubiquitous 5K and 10K runs held around Austin every year. Though his hair was thinning on top, Ryan looked healthy and active. His eye passed appreciatively over Kamika’s lovely, exotic features but moved quickly on to study Lea.

Lea could see him examining the way she’d tucked her thick, black hair around the cloth band tied on her head. He glanced at her tunic and leggings with leather sandals but didn’t comment. He could see dozens of more outlandish styles than her current Ancient Roman attire in Austin on Sixth Street any day of the week. The tunic was based on a Roman design, just as Lea’s hairdo was. In the last few months, she had tried togas, sandals tied with leather, and stola like those seen on sculptures and described in various ancient Roman documents. She had also studied a wide variety of Roman hairstyles that she couldn’t replicate without sewing the hair in place as the Romans had had servants or slaves do.

“Can I watch you work?” he asked, turning back to Montgomery with an interested look on his face. “I love new technology. Can you give me a quick overview of how you intend to find out if anything is hidden here?”

His enthusiasm brought a smile to Lea’s lips. Central Texas was full of computer guys who loved technology, making it a birthplace for a variety of new gadgets and software. The castle was outside the city of Cedar Park, an easy commute into Austin if one took the train.

“Yes, you can watch. If you have any questions, just ask,” said Montgomery. He loved to show off his inventions. “By reading the walls with my sound scanners and emotional energy scanners, we can look for signs of guilt and conversations about hiding money, which might help determine where to search. We can also locate voids behind walls—hiding places or safes.”

Ryan looked intrigued. “How does that work?”

Montgomery gave the short version of his speech on how his equipment worked. “You know how the earliest sound recordings were made on wax cylinders? Essentially an engraving of the vibrations caused by the sound waves as they traveled through a diaphragm?” asked Montgomery.

“Yes,” said Ryan.

“My sound-reading equipment works off the principle that the sound waves moving through space make an imprint in materials they pass through at the atomic and even subatomic level. The stone mostly deflects the sound waves; they bounce off and echo around the room. Softer materials, such as wood and drywall, absorb a certain amount of the sound. When that happens, the impact of the waves causes minute changes. My equipment reads the patterns left behind by sound waves. Yelling, screaming, and loud sounds like gun shots come across well. Lower-volume sounds are more difficult, sometimes impossible, to decipher.”

“And the closer to the source the better?” asked Ryan.

“Yes, the patterns will be fainter when farther from the source, like ripples in a pond when you throw in a rock. In softer materials, like wood and wall board, the waves can travel into and leave a pattern at the atomic level. My equipment can read and analyze those patterns. We can tell the direction the sound wave came from and how far away the sound originated as the waves dissipate, like ripples of water. Emotional energy is slightly different. It can be laid down in bursts or over a long period of time. The energy waves emitted by the emotion leave a pattern, just like the sound waves do. Unlike sound, however, everything absorbs emotional energy, giving a location a sense of atmosphere.”

Lea nodded. “This castle exudes centuries of atmosphere. Think of it this way: Certain places have a certain feel. Have you ever been in a house with a couple who are fighting and you could feel the tension in the air, even though the people are in the other room and you can’t hear them? Or have you been someplace that felt serene, calm?”

“I guess so,” said Ryan thoughtfully. “My wife doesn’t think I’m particularly emotionally sensitive.”

Montgomery laughed. “That’s okay. Neither am I. However, Lea is on the other end of the spectrum from us.”

Ryan crossed his arms on his chest. “Do you think you can find evidence of conversations and emotion from a hundred years ago? Wouldn’t more current sounds get in the way?”

Kamika stepped forward. “Lea’s our expert, the queen, at reading old buildings. She can sort layers of sound better than anyone, except maybe Montgomery.”

“Oh, no,” said Montgomery. “When it comes to really old locations, Lea’s done even more readings than I have. She has me beat easily.”

Lea blushed a little at the praise. “I’ve done readings at historical locations for a variety of groups, mostly history buffs. Some of those buildings date back to the Republic of Texas era. Provided nothing explosively loud happened in the same location at a later date that could have obliterated the older record of sound, we can still find evidence of loudly spoken conversations, particularly those that were yelled. It builds up in layers that we have to sort. This is probably the oldest structure we’ve ever examined, but the wood inside isn’t as old as the stone. The wallboard and wood panel only date back to the 1920s, and we’ve analyzed wood far older than that.”

Ryan look impressed. “Are the police interested in the technology? I imagine knowing what was said in a crime scene would be a powerful tool in finding the guilty.”

Montgomery sighed. “Well, that’s trickier. When I invented the scanners, I’d hoped to sell them to law enforcement agencies to help solve crimes. However, they’ve been unwilling to take a risk on anything that doesn’t have a proven track record in court. I’m working to convince the various agencies of the efficacy of the equipment and the trustworthiness of the science behind it. I started Bad Vibes Removal Services to get the technology into the public sphere, since the removal services have the widest application to the general public. So far, I’ve only been allowed to consult on one cold case that stumped the police. On that case, with Lea’s help, we demonstrated the usefulness of my inventions and helped resolve a quadruple homicide. The police are still reluctant to use my techniques in current crime scenes, but other customers are eager to put the technology to use in private investigations. Using the equipment with the citizenry raises awareness of its capabilities. It’s only a matter of time before I get a good judicial test case.”

Ryan nodded his understanding. “Shall we start at the top?”

“That’s fine,” said Montgomery.

“Okay.” Ryan studied the equipment bags Lea, Montgomery, and Kamika were carrying. “We can send the equipment up the dumbwaiter. That would be easier than carrying it all.”

Kamika looked at Lea in confused concern before mouthing, “Dumb waiter?”

Lea winked and whispered, “You’ll see.”

Montgomery gave him a doubtful look. “Will it hold the weight of all this equipment?”

“We rebuilt the mechanism last week. My great-grandfather installed the original back in the 1920s after he had this place brought over from Ireland and rebuilt. The parts had rusted and locked in place, so we had to disassemble the whole thing and start from scratch. My wife wants to use it to move laundry down to the washroom from the upper floors, but with all the renovations, we needed to use it to move heavy equipment, too—either that or put in an elevator. This seemed easier. The system is rated for up to five hundred pounds.”

Ryan led them into the kitchen, a long room with sparkling new appliances at one end and a dining table that could seat eight on the other end. He opened what looked like a cabinet and helped Montgomery put the equipment bags inside. Closing it, he pushed the number four and pressed start on a touch screen.

“Now we can go up to the game room and get it all out,” said Ryan, gesturing for them to follow him.

Lea followed slowly, studying her surroundings. “You’ve converted the great hall into a kitchen, dining room, and living area?” she said, gazing around her at what had previously been one high-ceilinged room that was now divided into separate rooms. Signs of construction littered half the space where a wall had been partially demolished.

“When my relatives rebuilt the place, they broke this room into sections by adding interior walls. We want to create a more open floor plan, return the sense of grandeur to the space. We’re adding a high, open archway where the kitchen doors were and removing the wall between the dining area and the kitchen.”

Montgomery surveyed the construction. “Do you have plans for what the castle looked like before the 1920s changes were made?” He glanced at Lea, giving her a shadow of a smile.

Ryan stopped and turned. “We’ve been reviewing the plans as a guide for our renovations. Would you like to see the blueprints for the castle? I’ve got them out right now.”

“Absolutely,” said Lea, grateful that Montgomery had asked and knowing he’d done it for her.

“With as much as we have to do, you want to waste time on floor plans?” Kamika hissed with annoyance into Lea’s ear.

“Come on. I want to see what this place looked like before it got attacked by the Roaring Twenties,” said Lea.

Kamika shrugged and shot her an exasperated look.

Ryan led them out of the main room to another that was being used as a workroom for the construction crew. Tools, piles of supplies, paint, and the rest of the necessities of a huge remodeling job were piled everywhere. A folding table in the center of the room was covered with rolled tubes of paper, blueprints, and a stack of yellowing documents set off to one side.

A young woman sat by the table with a cell phone to her ear. She said, “Yes, ma’am, I’ll work on that next. Ryan is here with some people. I have to go. Yes. Goodbye.” She slid the phone into the pocket of her jeans as she rose from her seat. Her jeans were formfitting, showing the narrow hips of youth. Her casual pink t-shirt and ballerina-style flats made her look like a teenager, but Lea guessed her to be in her early twenties.

“Hi, Ashley, is Wendy keeping you busy?” asked Ryan.

The young woman smiled politely. “Yes, sir, she is.”

Ryan turned to Montgomery and said, “This is Ashley Olafsen, my wife’s assistant. Ashley goes to the local community college in the mornings and works for Wendy in the afternoons five days a week. She’s studying business.” He turned to Ashley. “Ashley, these are the people who are going to look into the break-ins that we’ve had.”

Ashley turned sharply to Montgomery. “Someone was definitely in the castle. Wendy would never leave her tablet in the car. Someone moved it there.”

“Ashley is the one who found the tablet after we searched the whole castle for it,” said Ryan.

“If she would never leave it there, why did you look there?” asked Montgomery.

“I wasn’t looking for it when I found it,” said Ashley with a look of concern on her face. “I’d gone to put the new registration sticker on the car. When I opened the door, I saw the tablet in the driver’s seat. Someone put it there.”

“Why do you think someone might do that?” asked Montgomery.

She glanced at Ryan Hanover.

“Say what’s on your mind, Ashley,” said Ryan.

“Ryan thinks someone is looking for information about hidden treasure,” she said hesitantly. She stood and gathered some papers and a tablet from the table. “I can’t think of any other realistic reason someone would move things like they did. Please solve this. It’s been worrying me. Wendy needs me to finish some things for her.” She nodded and walked out of the room.

Lea wondered what Ashley was withholding. She had the impression that the young woman had said what Ryan Hanover wanted to hear, rather than what she thought. Lea glanced at Montgomery, whose eyes were still on the door through which Ashley had exited. Lea guessed that Montgomery had picked up the young woman’s hesitance as well.

A moment later, Lea stood engrossed in the yellowing, hand-drawn architectural plans of the castle. Foxing on the pages made them hard to read in some places. One set of blueprints showed the castle as it had stood before it was deconstructed for removal to the United States
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