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      As I stepped into the foyer of the former mansion, now a hotel, I wanted to kill my brother. He should be here, but the coward thought a dead body was a good enough excuse to avoid his long-lost daughter. And I was the lucky one to catch this hot potato. Oh, joy.

      The faint scent of vanilla drifted through the air, providing a false sense of comfort. The crystal chandelier bathed the wood-paneled walls in a warm glow. The front desk was empty, and a sign indicated the clerk would be back in a few minutes. At least there would be no one to witness this awkward meeting with my niece.

      My eyes scanned the room and connected with the young girl sitting on the Victorian sofa adorned with intricate leaf and vine carvings. My pulse jumped at the familiar eyes—light brown with subtle hints of gold, framed by a thick fringe of brown lashes. As I looked into them, I felt a flash of jealousy—my niece had my adopted mother’s eyes.

      I shook my head slightly. This wasn’t the time or place for my “woe is me” thoughts. This meeting had nothing to do with me, and everything to do with welcoming the girl into the family.

      I approached the sofa, my eyes never leaving the girl’s face. She was twelve years old, but she had an air of maturity that broke my heart. The poor child. She no longer believed in magic. The adults around her had clearly disappointed her one too many times.

      My niece was half Korean and half Caucasian. She got her mom’s dark black hair and almond-shaped brown eyes, but inherited her dad’s fair skin and height—she was already a good three inches taller than me.

      “Hi,” she said. “Are you here to see me?”

      I wanted to throw my arms around the girl, but I didn’t want to scare her. Instead, I held out my hand to my niece. “I’m Cedar Woods...your aunt.”

      The girl looked at me with wide, uncertain eyes. She slowly reached out and shook my hand. “Willow Joo.”

      I took the armchair next to the sofa. We stared at each other in silence. She had an inquisitive look on her face, one that said she was trying to figure out my spot in the family tree. I didn’t want to launch into an explanation about my adoption from a Chinese orphanage into the Woods family.

      “I didn’t know I had an aunt,” Willow finally said. “My mom never mentioned this side of the family.”

      And she never told my brother he had a child either. “It’s okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “I just found out about you a few days ago.” I glanced around and frowned. “Are you here alone?”

      Willow shook her head. “My friend went to look at the ballroom. I think she wants to give us some privacy.” She glanced over my shoulder. “Where is Joshua Woods?”

      “About that,” I said, licking my lower lip. Would a child understand, or would this be another tick mark against their budding father-daughter relationship? “Your father got called out for a homicide case. When he found out he couldn’t be here this morning, he was crushed.”

      “Okay,” Willow said, dragging the word out. Her face fell, and her eyes darkened with emotion. “It’s just...I’ve waited so long to meet him.”

      “Josh feels the same way,” I said. “But he’s the only county coroner, and he’s…busy.” I finished lamely. If I were in Willow’s shoes, I wouldn’t let this slide either. “Your father will make it up to you, I promise. He’ll meet up with us for dinner.” I gave my niece a bright smile. “And this gives me a chance to get to know you. I can already tell that you’re going to be my favorite niece.”

      “Do you have any other nieces?” Willow asked.

      I shook my head. “You’re my one and only.” My aunt had used the same line when I’d asked her the same question decades ago. “And since you’re the only child in the family, I will spoil you rotten.”

      Willow shifted her gaze, not quite hiding her eye roll. As she stared out at the nearby stained glass window, a small smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

      Maybe my brother was right all along. Josh had wanted me to welcome Willow into the family. He believed I was neutral ground for the girl and could be a safe haven.

      The seconds crawled by, and I had to stop myself from fidgeting. I glanced around, noting that the foyer was big enough to fit my former apartment above the Vietnamese restaurant in San Jose. It was decorated like a turn-of-the-century hotel lobby with a thick oriental carpet covering the polished marble floor. White pillars supported a ceiling adorned with an ornate fresco. A grand staircase, wide enough for two people side by side, stood in the left-hand corner of the room. A silk screen discreetly hid a modern elevator from view.

      “It’s my first time inside this hotel. It is an interesting place to stay,” I said, breaking the awkward silence. “It reminds me of Downton Abbey.”

      The mansion’s previous owners were the richest family in the county and wanted to recreate their country estate in England when they moved to America after WWII. Thus, the establishment boasted fifty rooms, a complex of “downstairs” hallways and service rooms to cater to guests discreetly, an Olympic-sized pool, a billiard room, a library, a grand ballroom, and a restaurant. 

      The new owners even converted the conservatory into a tearoom that hosted a proper English tea upon request. It was too fancy for the townsfolk, but the tourists loved this place. I wished I could secure a contract to supply the tea for the tearoom or host an event, but my aunt’s tea shop was small potatoes in comparison, and the clientele here was out of our weight class.

      “What’s Downton Abbey?” Willow asked.

      I grimaced inwardly. Of course, my niece wouldn’t know about the television show. I searched my brain for another topic that might be more age appropriate, something interesting enough to distract her from the disappointment of not meeting her father...and came up blank.

      It had been over thirty years since I was last a twelve-year-old girl. And never having any children of my own—though not from the lack of trying—I wasn’t sure what preteens were interested in these days.

      Motion caught my eye, and I glanced up to see the front desk clerk removing the sign on the counter. The clerk had a stiff hairdo that was either a wig or used up a whole bottle of hairspray.

      I shifted my gaze back to Willow. Her small frame shrunk into the Victorian sofa. Her silence filled the space between us like a thick fog. The poor girl wasn’t looking for an aunt—she was looking for her father. And I didn’t have the parts for that role.

      I sighed. This wasn’t the introduction to the Woods family I wanted for my niece. “Why are you traveling with your friend, Bonnie Wong? Is Kim on a business trip?”

      Kim Joo was my brother’s former fiancée. They hadn’t spoken in thirteen years. A few days ago, Josh had received a bizarre voicemail from someone named Bonnie Wong about finding his daughter on the streets of San Francisco. At first, my brother thought it was a scam, until the caller mentioned Kim’s name. Since then, he had been trying to contact Kim, but her phone was disconnected, and he had no luck on social media.

      Willow’s eyes darkened, and she looked away from me. “Mom’s dead.”

      I blinked rapidly, unsure if I had heard her correctly. “What?”

      “She died six months ago,” Willow whispered. “I have been living with my stepfather. And then I left.”

      A brick settled on my chest, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. Kim was dead. How? We were the same age. While Kim and I weren’t best friends, we had been on friendly terms. I had welcomed her into the family with open arms during their engagement. My brother had never talked about their breakup, and he had remained a bachelor all these years. He had dated on and off, but it was never serious. I secretly thought Kim was the one who got away.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and reached out to pat Willow’s hand. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea. I had been…out of touch with your mom for a while.”

      Willow pulled her hand away. “It’s okay.”

      I winced at the bitterness in my niece’s voice. It was clear that it wasn’t okay. I had lost my adoptive mother at a young age, and even after several decades, I still felt the loss.

      “Do you have any hobbies?” I asked, changing the subject. Better to get back to neutral topics. The last thing I wanted was for my niece to turn around and disappear from my brother’s life. It was already bad enough that he had missed out on the first twelve years.

      “I like coding,” Willow said.

      Someone cleared a throat from behind me.

      Willow glanced over my shoulder. “Po Po, you’re back.” She smiled, revealing a big, toothy grin.

      If I had any doubts before, that smile sealed the deal. Her smile was just like her father’s. There was even the same single dimple on her chin.

      I turned around to find a Chinese granny grinning at me. Her silver hair was styled in a long bob with pink streaks. She was about my height, but even the pink tracksuit couldn’t hide that she was in good shape. I had always been the chubby sidekick growing up, but I had shed the excess weight over the past year from the stress of my divorce. It wouldn’t surprise me if this granny could kick my butt.

      “You girls had enough time to get to know each other,” Po Po said, hauling Willow from her seat. “We need to leave. Now.”

      I stood, held out my hand, and introduced myself as Willow’s aunt.

      The granny shook my hand. “Bonnie Wong. But everyone calls me Po Po.”

      I gestured for her to sit and join us. I knew enough Chinese to know that Po Po was a term of respect for elderly women or the formal title for the maternal grandma.

      “Let’s finish this chat in our suite,” Po Po said, leading Willow toward the elevator.

      I stood, uncertain. Was I supposed to follow them? “Wait.”

      The unmistakable scent of rotten eggs wafted into the foyer. I wrinkled my nose in disgust. What in the world?

      A uniformed bellhop rushed into the foyer, frantically waving his arms to get the attention of the front desk clerk. “Call a plumber. Call the maids.” His dark brown face twisted into a grimace. “The ballroom smells like a hundred skunks died in it!”

      Po Po turned back and called over her shoulder. “Cedar, are you coming?”

      I jogged to join my niece and the Chinese granny. We hurried toward the elevator, eager to put distance between us and the olfactory disaster behind us.

      As the elevator doors slid shut, a strained silence fell over us. I gave Po Po a knowing look. She blinked at me with feigned innocence that even a child could see through. Willow’s gaze swiveled back and forth between us, a smile at the corner of her lips. 

      I sighed again. This wasn’t the homecoming I had imagined, but it was a start. If nothing else, the incident had erased the grief in my niece’s eyes.

      A bubble of mirth rose from my chest and I chuckled even as I shook my head. Po Po and Willow joined in the laughter. It seemed I had found my aunt a new best friend.
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      The elevator whirred and shuddered to a stop on the third floor. The doors slid open, and we stepped out. A maid cart blocked the entire width of the hallway. The top shelf was full of toilet paper and cleaning supplies. A curtain covered the lower half of the cart, probably to keep the towels and linens clean from dust. I glanced around but didn’t see anyone. Did the maids go clean up the ballroom? I sighed and moved the cart to clear a path for us.

      Po Po led the way to a spacious and comfortable suite with a delightful view of Mirror Falls’s charming Old Town. The shops were decked out in fall colors, and turkey banners lined the length of Main Street for the annual Turkey Trot, a fundraiser for the local food bank.

      The suite was cozy and inviting, with two bedrooms connected by a parlor. The room was decorated in muted colors and warm lighting. The owners mixed the turn-of-the-century theme with antique furniture upholstered in a rich green velvet fabric and a desk with built-in plugs for charging devices.

      In my former life as the wife of a tech tycoon, I wouldn’t have to think twice about booking this room. Now, I couldn’t help but think about how many cups of boba tea I would have to sell for a night’s stay. But I was thankful my niece had a friend who wanted to and could financially help her. Though I had to admit, things weren’t looking good for my brother.

      I sat on an overstuffed couch and studied Po Po. “What happened in the ballroom?”

      Willow leaned forward with bright eyes. I could almost see the imaginary bowl of popcorn in front of her. She was apparently used to her friend getting into shenanigans.

      Po Po averted her gaze, but not before I saw a flash of guilt. Curiouser and curiouser.

      Willow gave her friend a mischievous grin. “Come on, Po Po. We’re dying to know what happened.”

      Po Po took a deep breath as if confessing a sin. “I was looking at the DJ area, and the stink bombs in my pockets⁠—”

      My eyes widened, and I held up my hand for a timeout. “What are stink bombs doing in your pocket?”

      “They are my weapons of mass destruction.” Po Po wiggled her eyebrows. “If I tell you more, then you’ll have to self-destruct, or I’ll have to destroy you.”

      Willow giggled, sounding like a child for the first time. This alone was worth the price for this bizarre conversation.

      Po Po tapped the corner of her chin. “I need to get pants with zipper pockets.”

      “The stink bombs fell out…” I rolled my hands, encouraging the granny to keep talking.

      “Before I could pick them up, some El Bozo stepped on them. What was the bellhop doing in the ballroom? He has no business there.” Po Po shrugged. “Then someone screamed. Yada yada later. Things were knocked over. I thought the ballroom was empty, but they were setting up for a fancy event tonight.”

      I groaned inwardly. At least the granny looked as if she could afford to pay for damages. 

      Po Po glanced around with a frown. “Willow, where is your father?”

      The sudden shift in the conversation caught Willow off guard, and she hesitated for a moment. “He’s not here,” she said. “He’s...working.”

      Po Po shifted her gaze to me. If a hole were to open up on the ground, I would gladly jump in it to avoid the disapproving look. I shifted in my seat, and the awkwardness in the room thickened. 

      The seconds ticked by until Willow rose from the sofa. “Restroom break,” she said, disappearing into her bedroom.

      As soon as Willow was out of the room, Po Po leaned forward and whispered, “Where is Joshua Woods? Why isn’t he here to meet his daughter? I’m not leaving the girl here with a father who doesn’t want her.”

      I shivered at the protective tone in the granny’s voice. What if my brother secretly didn’t want to be a father? While I was happy to have someone looking out for my niece, the thought of losing the girl gave me an unexpected pang of sadness. I didn’t have a lot of family, and the ones I did have, I wanted to hold tight.

      “What about you?” Po Po continued. “Do you want Willow? Can you fill in as mother figure?”

      I blinked at the Chinese granny. Mother figure? I wasn’t my Aunt Coco. My life was still a hot mess after my recent divorce. I had no business promising to take care of my niece. This was my brother’s responsibility. “Ah...I can babysit…”

      “Not as a babysitter. She needs a female role model. Someone who is on her side. A mother figure to help her grow up to be an amazing woman.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I’m not mother material. I’m barely surviving myself.”

      Po Po studied me for a long moment. “Yes, you are⁠—”

      Willow burst into the parlor, interrupting the conversation. I sighed in relief. There was something about this granny that seemed to see into my soul. I didn’t want to talk to her about my issues.

      “My suitcase,” Willow said, her eyes filled with tears. “It’s gone. Someone stole my Air Jordans and Nike MAGs.”

      “It has to be here somewhere,” I said. The girl seemed to be a trigger hair away from a breakdown. Nerves from meeting her father for the first time? Probably. I felt guilty she ended up meeting me instead. We would have to drive a bit to the closest Nike outlet, but shoes were replaceable. Maybe there was a keepsake from her mother in the luggage.

      We scoured every nook and cranny of the elegant suite. Willow grew increasingly more anxious, muttering to herself. It took only a few minutes to confirm the suitcase was gone.

      Willow looked at Po Po with a trembling lower lip, as if willing her friend to make things right for her.

      “Let me talk to  housekeeping,” I said, heading for the door. “Maybe they saw something.”

      “And I’ll call the front desk,” Po Po said.

      I strolled out of the suite to look for the maid cart. The cart was no longer in the hallway. I took the elevator to the third floor and walked its entire length but didn’t see anyone there either. I took the elevator to the first floor and approached the front desk.

      I explained the situation to the front desk clerk with the tag that said his name was Eddie Sorenson. He was in his mid-twenties. His brown hair was sculpted into a gravity-defying quiff that probably used up a whole bottle of hairspray. His brown eyes looked sympathetic but he was unsure of how to help.

      “Where are the maids?” I asked. “They were on our floor earlier, and the maid cart is still up there. Maybe they saw something? Maybe it got misplaced during the housekeeping rounds.”

      Eddie spoke into a walkie-talkie.

      I turned and surveyed the lobby. A bellhop pushed a cart filled with suitcases and hanging shopping bags toward the front door. People were going about their day, and nothing seemed amiss.

      But my stomach churned with unease. First, my brother couldn’t make it to meet his daughter at the last minute. Second, Po Po might have destroyed something in the ballroom. And finally, Willow’s suitcase was stolen from the suite. I didn’t believe in bad luck, but today had one too many coincidences for me.

      An Indian woman in her mid-thirties, dressed in a neat uniform, strode up to the front desk and spoke to Eddie. She introduced herself as Meera from housekeeping and listened attentively as I explained the situation. She shook her head and said she didn’t notice anyone going into the suite.

      “Did you notice anything unusual on the second floor this morning?” I asked.

      “People checking out.” Meera shrugged. “Same as every day.” Her cell phone rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket to silence it.

      I turned back to Eddie, pointing to a security camera hidden in the corner of the lobby. “Can I see your video feed?”

      Eddie shook his head. “You’ll need to talk to the owner.”

      Meera’s cell phone dinged, probably a voicemail from the missed call. I appreciated that she was giving this conversation her full attention.

      “Can you please call the owner?” I asked.

      Eddie pulled out a sheet of paper and slid it across the counter with a pen. “You can leave her a message. She’s on her honeymoon.”

      I glanced at the paper and back at the clerk, hoping this wasn’t a prank. Nope. The clerk was serious.

      Holy macaroni. I was back in the dinosaur days. “What about a phone number? Is there a number I can call to leave a message?” Slips of paper had a habit of disappearing, and the clerk didn’t seem too concerned about the missing suitcase.

      Eddie shook his head again and tapped on the paper. “If you leave a name and phone number, the owner will call you.”

      “What about a manager? Is there someone else in charge?”

      “I’m the manager, but I’m only in charge of running the hotel. I don’t have permission to give a random person access to the security cameras.”

      “I thought you’re the front desk.”

      “I’m filling in for someone,” Eddie said.

      I sighed. This was bureaucracy at its finest. Eddie could probably teach government employees how to handle the general public as a side gig. I wrote a message and left my name and cell phone number.

      I surveyed the lobby again. Who else might have seen something? The bellhop returned with the luggage cart and headed toward a room next to the entrance door. Probably the luggage storage room.

      “Excuse me,” I called out, waving to him and hoping to cut him off before he disappeared from view.

      The bellhop left the luggage cart next to the storage room and strode in the direction of the ballroom.

      “Excuse me,” I called out louder, taking a few brisk steps to catch up to him. 

      Several people in the lobby turned to look at me, but the bellhop ignored me. With each step he took, his pace quickened. Either he was deaf or he didn’t want to talk to me.

      Meera dogged my steps. “Ma’am, do you want to check the supply room?” She ran and placed herself in front of me, blocking me from going after the bellhop. “Maybe the suitcase got misplaced.”

      With Meera standing her ground, either I had to shove her aside or run into her. The bellhop glanced back at us, his expression wary.

      “Hey, bellhop,” I yelled. “I need to talk to you.”

      Everyone in the lobby openly stared at me. In my past life as the wife of a successful tech tycoon, this would have been a big faux pas. Now, I didn’t care anymore. As a middle-aged Chinese woman in jeans and a baggy sweater, I was practically invisible anyway. I would blend back in with the furniture as soon as I stopped talking.

      The bellhop scurried around the corner like a rat with his cheese.

      I scowled at Meera. “What is going on here?” I used my former no-nonsense teacher’s voice. “Are you helping the bellhop steal luggage from the guests?”

      Meera spoke into her walkie talkie, turning away from me. “I can bring the clean towels to the room.”

      I grabbed Meera’s arm. “If you run off, I’m calling the police. You can talk to me here, or I can show up with the cops.”

      The local police chief and I weren’t on the best of terms. If she knew I was the one calling the cops, she would take her sweet time responding to the call. But the maid didn’t know this.

      The elevator dinged in the corner, and I glanced over my shoulder. Po Po and Willow came out. The granny waved to me and pointed in the direction of the ballroom. The two of them ran off, not bothering to wait for me.

      I groaned inwardly. Why were the two of them dashing to the ballroom? Were they after the bellhop, too? How did they know to go after him? I released Meera’s arm. “I will talk to you later.” And I trotted after my niece.

      I caught up with my niece in the corridor leading into the ballroom. The entrance was festooned with an arch made with gold and black balloons.

      My breaths came out in jagged puffs. Thanks to my divorce, I might have lost the extra padding that always made me the overweight sidekick in high school, but I still wasn’t in fighting shape. “Why are we here?”

      “We know where my suitcase is, Aunt Cedar.” Willow’s voice trembled with excitement. “The bellhop took it to the ballroom.”

      “How do you know this?” I asked.

      Willow averted her gaze. “Uh...”

      “My hacker got into the hotel’s video feed and sent it to me,” Po Po said nonchalantly.

      My eyes widened in astonishment, a mix of surprise and concern. Why would a little granny have a computer hacker? “What?”

      Po Po glanced at Willow and back at me with a beaming smile. “I might have solved a few mysteries in my time. My granddaughter and I are like Sherlock Holmes and Watson at the senior center.”

      My heart sank. Another amateur sleuth like my aunt for me to corral. But this granny had more resources with her money and hacker, and probably had a greater capacity for getting into trouble. Oh, joy.

      Po Po held open the door. “Let’s roll.”

      The grand ballroom of the Mirror Falls Hotel was an opulent sight of old-world elegance. As we stepped in, a hush fell over us. The room’s vaulted ceiling was adorned with chandeliers, their crystals casting beams of dim light across the gleaming marble floor.

      Tables with white tablecloths and white chairs were scattered throughout the space, leaving a dance floor in the middle. Near the entrance, a backdrop was set up for photos. A long table was set up on the right, probably for a buffet dinner or raffle prizes. The lights were dimmed, and fog from several fog machines hidden beneath floral arrangements, meandered two feet thick on the floor. The effect would have been magical if not for the chill in the air and the eerie silence.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, turning slowly in a full circle to survey the ballroom. It was odd that the event planner started using the dry ice before the event. Were they doing a test run? “Is someone having a wedding or a dance here?”

      “A charity gala. There’s a sign next to the entrance doors,” Po Po glanced around, frowning. “Isn’t it too early to turn on the fog machines?”

      We wandered into the middle of the room, the fog swirling around our feet.

      “My suitcase!” Willow rushed toward the blue suitcase in the middle of the thick dry ice fog.

      The hair on the back of my neck stiffened. “Wait.” I reached to grab my niece but only got air.

      Willow snatched her suitcase and dragged it under a cone of light. She unzipped it to check the contents.

      I hurried after my niece and tripped, landing on the marble floor. A bolt of pain raced up my side. I turned to see a pair of legs. As my gaze traveled upwards, the hair on the back of my neck stiffened. The legs belonged to the bellhop we had been chasing after. He lay sprawled on his back, eyes vacant and glassy, staring up at the elaborately painted ceiling of the grand ballroom.

      His skin was unnaturally pale, punctuated by angry red cuts and scrapes that contrasted sharply against his perfectly pressed uniform. His mouth hung open slightly, giving him a surprised look. A chandelier—shards of it scattered across the bellhop’s chest like fallen stars—lay next to the bellhop’s head. Even surrounded by the thick fog, the chandelier’s edges gleamed bloody red, and the cut chain coiled like tarnished remains next to it.
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