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      About The Undead Mr Tenpenny…

      "…a clever, hilarious romp through a new magical universe…"

      —Sarah Angleton, author of Gentleman of Misfortune

      

      "Wow and wow again! I absolutely loved this book! You get such a feel for the characters and the story is so fast paced you don't want to put it down."

      —Goodreads Reviewer

      

      "Man oh man, did I love this book!"

      —Jonathan Pongratz, author of Reaper

      

      "…suffused with dark humor and witty dialogue, of the sort that Painter excels at…"

      —Berthold Gambrel, author of Vespasian Moon’s Fabulous Autumn Carnival

      

      "…a fun and entertaining read. Great wit too."

      —Carrie Rubin, author of The Bone Curse

      

      About The Uncanny Raven Winston…

      "More, please!"

      —Goodreads Reviewer

      

      "…quirky with a capital Q, and I mean that in the best way! …I laughed out loud several times while reading this…"

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      "Magic, mayhem, mystery, it’s all here."

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      About The Untangled Cassie Black

      "…a great ending to a truly delightful ride."

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      "…super captivating! If you love magical hijinks, punny witticisms, and crazy adventure, then this is the series for you!"

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      "A truly satisfying end to a charming, funny, action-filled trilogy."

      —Goodreads Reviewer
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Yes, Book FIVE, because trilogies (like stubborn walruses) refuse to be tamed!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ANOTHER QUICK NOTE BEFORE WE BEGIN

          

          A LITTLE WASP-, MATH-, AND ALLIGATOR-FILLED WARNING BEFORE WE JUMP INTO THIS STORY…

        

      

    

    
      This is the second book in The Cassie Black Trilogy 2.0. And since I find it’s always good to start a book off with a dollop of mathematical confusion, it’s also the fifth book in The Cassie Black Trilogy 1.0.

      Anyway…

      The Cassie Black Trilogy 2.0 is very much a traditional trilogy, meaning that the entire story takes place over the course of three books.

      Which means if you don’t read Book Four (The Unusual Mayor Marheart) before this one, you’re going to feel very, very, very lost.

      Now, I know getting lost can be a great way to discover new places and people, but it can also leave you stranded in a pit of ravenous alligators that you might escape… only to find yourself smacking face first into a wasp nest occupied by wasps who have just won the Angriest Wasps of the Year Award.

      So, really, unless you are both an alligator wrangler and a wasp whisperer, please spend some time with The Unusual Mayor Marheart before you jump into this book.

      And if you have already read The Unusual Mayor Marheart, I’m so glad to see you back! Now, let’s get cracking on Cassie’s misadventures with The Unbearable Inspector Oberlin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE - LOCK HER UP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "If you are curious, you'll find the puzzles around you. If you are determined, you will solve them."

      

      

      
        
        —Erno Rubik

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Cassie Black: A Dangerous, Despicable Fiend

      

      

      
        
        She’s been kicked out of the Academy for cheating. She’s been running an unlicensed detective agency. She very likely obtains clients for that agency by stealing their treasures and tricking them into hiring her. She then pesters those innocent people about paying up while refusing to hand over the items she ‘found.’ She’s worse than a thug from an organized crime ring.

        Yes, I’m talking about Cassie Black.

        But even when she’s not coercing and conning clients, she’s behaving like a child who spews insults and throws tantrums, as she recently did with our own Mayor Marheart. At least the mayor was wise enough to fire this childish scoundrel on the spot.

        That said, my readers will be glad to know they no longer need to worry about Miss Black’s predatory and infantile ways, because rumor has it that yesterday she failed to get her detective’s license.

        All I can say is, what a relief!

        It is my hope that any day now she’ll be closing up that agency of hers and leaving Rosaria for good.

        We’ll all be able to rest easier once she does. After all, how can we ever feel safe with someone in our midst who’s been caught on camera at the scene of not just one, but TWO vicious attacks: Clive Coppersmith a few days ago, and our dear Winnifred Oberlin just yesterday.

        As if the despicable attacks aren’t bad enough, not only are Mr Coppersmith’s and Mrs Oberlin’s valuables still in Miss Black’s possession (suspicious? I say yes), but two more of Miss Black’s clients have disappeared.

        And those clients?

        Her own parents!

        Think about this a moment. Miss Black is a detective who has a dwindling number of clients; and with bills to pay, she must be getting desperate for money.

        What’s my point, you might ask?

        Well, as my readers might know, Chloe and Simon Starling not only have a couple of nice pieces of real estate in Rosaria, but they’ve also received a substantial amount of back pay from HeadQuarters as recompense for the time they were in the Mauvais’s clutches.

        Think about it. A fair amount of money? Enviably located property? And only one person who might inherit both? Again, one’s suspicions don’t have to wander too far.

        With Miss Black’s previous rule-breaking behavior in both the Norm and Magic worlds she has already proven her propensity for questionable behavior and flexible ethics. So, it’s hard not to worry about the fate of her clients. Even the ones she’s related to.

        But it’s not my role here to cast stones. All I can say is, for a ‘detective’, for a person supposedly on the side of the law, Cassie Black sure seems to be at the epicenter of a lot of criminal coincidences.

        Personally, I wouldn’t be surprised to see Miss Black under arrest before the year, perhaps even the month, is out. In fact, for the safety of us all, I hope Inspector Oberlin has her behind bars sooner rather than later.

        I leave you with this to ponder, my friends: Why did Clive Coppersmith and Winnifred Oberlin have to die? Where are Chloe and Simon Starling? Was Mel Faegan, who has also recently gone missing, a client of hers? And which of us is her next victim?

        Should Cassie Black be scrutinized more closely? Should she be locked up? I say YES. Whole-heartedly.

        Because Cassie Black is no friend of ours. She’s not wanted in Rosaria. And she never will be.
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            UNWANTED VISITORS

          

        

      

    

    
      A light tapping inside my closet door disturbed what was turning into an Olympic-level sulk. Seriously, we’re talking silver medal moping. And if I was ever going to get the gold, I needed practice. Which is why I ignored the tapping to wallow in the many sources of my foul mood.

      First, as my admirer at the Herald had delighted in pointing out in this morning’s opinion section, there was my ever-worsening client problem. Two had been murdered and another one, Mayor Matilda Marheart, had fired me.

      Which meant that my only remaining client was a very persnickety Bookworm whose missing book I did find, but he refused to sign off on a job done simply because the book was missing a couple of pages. The mind boggles.

      Of course, Dr Runa Dunwiddle was also still a client, but so far, I’d been too distracted by slanderous newspaper articles, squawking desk calendars, and slapstick-loving office chairs to sort out what had happened to my magic samples and her antique bone saw that were stolen when her clinic was broken into a few days ago.

      Luckily, so far, she’s not annoyed with me for neglecting her case, because at this point she might be the only person in Rosaria — MagicLand, to you and me — who isn’t.

      Second, as noted ever so eloquently by the Herald, my parents are missing.

      Again.

      I mean, I know I’m not the most organized person in the world, but it’s hard to believe that even I could misplace two people twice in one lifetime.

      Yesterday, as soon as Fiona had pointed out that my parents' missed appointments with Runa might mean something more than them being too busy eating pastries to go to the doctor, I’d tried calling them. I tried texting them. And when the calls went to voice mail and the texts remained unanswered, I remembered their phone sitting on their bathroom counter. The spot they’d left it when they’d⁠—

      What? Left it behind as they often did when they went out? Hadn’t been able to get to it when they’d been parent-napped from their own home? I didn’t know.

      All I knew was that, after rushing to my parents’ house straight from Mrs Oberlin’s, I’d discovered their phone still on the counter but found no clue as to their whereabouts. And even though I’d taken the phone with me, I’d stubbornly (and illogically, I’ll admit) been calling their number nearly every waking hour, if only to hear their voices on their voice mail message.

      Third, over the past few weeks, hundreds of other Magics around the world had gone missing without a trace. No one, not even Olivia at Magic HQ, knows if they’re alive or dead. This sounds like the perfect case for a clever and wily detective who has already proven her mettle at finding un-findable people, right?

      Wrong.

      See, HQ insists I have to have a detective’s license to undertake official cases, even though you’d think a missing Magics emergency would be the exact time to bend the rules. But Magic bureaucracy has no room for that sort of thing.

      To get that license I only needed a single satisfied client to slap their signature on my application form. Which, with the client issues I’ve just noted, proved much harder than expected and the application’s due date went whooshing by faster than Tinkerbell when she’s pumped full of pixie dust.

      After some groveling on my part, Olivia at HQ had practically handed me my license on a platter. But my stupid need to prove myself left me abandoning any sense of logic and turning down what I now realize was a very generous offer that probably won’t be repeated until at least the next millennium.

      There’s more, but that gives you the general idea of why, when I crawled out of bed this morning — which, for anyone keeping track, puts us at barely fourteen hours after discovering Winnifred Oberlin dying in her driveway — I’d decided the best course of action would be to hole up in the apartment and mumble curses at myself over several cups of the strongest English Breakfast tea known to man.

      It’s also why I was still ignoring that insistent tapping from inside my closet and mentally begging the tapper to go away.

      But, as privacy seems to be something that happens to other people in MagicLand, my closet door eased open anyway.

      "Ah, you are home," said Mr Tenpenny as he stood on the threshold of the portal to MagicLand at the back of my closet.

      "What are you doing here?" I grumbled.

      "Sometimes I think it’s not your magic that needed training, but your manners. May I come in?" He glanced down at a jumble of shoes. "Rather, can I come in without risk to life and limb?"

      Knowing I couldn’t tell him to buzz off without feeling even worse about myself, I made a reluctant be-my-guest gesture. With a sweeping motion of his hands, he cleared a narrow path through my closet like Moses parting the Red Converse Sea.

      The moment Mr T stepped into my apartment, an overwhelming feeling of frumpiness added to my already low mood. Even though it was late afternoon, I hadn’t bothered to change or to brush my hair, while everything about Busby Tenpenny was neat and crisp. Crisp suit. Crisp collar on a starched shirt. Crisp part in his steely grey hair. And a crisply folded pocket square in his breast pocket. Although, the yellow smiley faces on the silky accessory did offset some of its crispy formality.

      Pablo, perhaps feeling frumpy himself, gave a pitiable mewl from the confines of his carrier.

      "Is he in jail?" asked Mr T as he squatted down to poke his fingers through the bars and tickle Pablo under the chin.

      "Alastair insists Pablo has to be caged if he’s going to be in the apartment."

      Did I forget to mention that Alastair’s mad at both me and Pablo? Me, because after I’d made a statement to the police regarding the death of Clive Coppersmith, they’d dragged Penley Tremaine from Tremaine’s Toy Emporium in for questioning.

      Once released (without any charges being leveled against him, mind you), Tremaine canceled Alastair’s most lucrative contract and refused to carry any of Alastair’s handcrafted, very in-demand collectible toy timers. With my inability to keep my clients alive long enough for them to pay for my work, that lost contract meant our only source of income was some mysterious commission Alastair’s been working on night and day.

      Which leads us to why he’s furious with Pablo. With the worst of bad timing, right after Tremaine fired Alastair, Pablo snuck into Alastair’s workroom and launched a fatal attack on his nearly completed commission. Then, when Alastair went to pick up one of the broken pieces, Pablo swatted at him, leaving four rows of scratch marks across Alastair’s cheek.

      "He thinks Pablo is dangerous," I said, after explaining the feline follies to Mr T in a very rambling, out-of-sorts manner. "So, yes, Pablo’s now confined to kitty jail."

      "He’s always seemed perfectly tame to me. Perhaps you should have Runa look him over when she has a moment."

      Ignoring my non-committal noise, Mr T tilted his head toward Pablo’s tiny prison cell. "May I?" I nodded, more out of curiosity than anything else. "Or perhaps you’d like to learn this spell. It’s quite handy, especially when you find yourself in a cramped hotel room."

      "Better not," I said. Because in addition to the multitude of misfortunes mentioned above, sometime last week my magic suddenly decided it didn’t want to behave. Which means any spell I cast could either be fifty times stronger than intended or do nothing at all. With Dr Dunwiddle having no idea of what was causing this or how to fix it, I’d not only been put on magic suspension, but also had a trace put on my magic that would alert HQ if I so much as performed a Cooling Charm on an over-hot cup of tea.

      "That problem’s still acting up?" asked Mr Tenpenny. "I thought you⁠—"

      "Runa’s seeing to it," I said curtly.

      "Good. I don’t want you to be concerned, but this isn’t typical. Especially for someone with your magical strength."

      "Yeah, that’s really reassuring. So, the spell…?" I gestured to the carrier.

      "Best get him out first. It’s not dangerous magic, but you never know how it might affect a feline. If Alastair’s annoyed with him now, he’d hardly approve of a puma-sized Pablo. Now you behave, young man," Busby said as he reached in and lifted Pablo from the carrier. Rather than bolt for freedom, Pablo eased into the crook of Mr T’s left arm, purring loudly and gazing at the posh Brit like a damsel who’s just been rescued by the handsomest knight in the realm.

      Mr Tenpenny gave a slight twist of his right hand while making an expansive sweeping motion with his arm. He peered inside the carrier, and a self-satisfied smile lifted his thin lips.

      "That should do nicely." Then to Pablo he said, "Shall we give it a test run?"

      Keeping his hands against Pablo’s sides to point him forward, Mr T set Pablo down outside the cage’s door.

      "I wouldn’t—" I warned, not wanting my cat’s claws to turn Mr Tenpenny’s Saville Row attire into something so ragged it would be better suited to the wardrobe department of a zombie movie.

      Pablo loathed his carrier. He’d once had a near-death experience in its close confines, so getting him into the thing now required brute force and a high threshold for pain. Not to mention dealing with Morelli’s complaints about what form of animal cruelty I was inflicting on the poor beast.

      But my warning came to an abrupt halt when Pablo glanced inside the carrier, then gazed up to Mr T with — I’m not kidding — a look of appreciative awe in his green eyes. Without unsheathing a single claw, Pablo leapt into the carrier.

      "Did you do a BrainSweeping Charm on him?"

      "Not at all. Just a simple Expansion Spell. Have a look." He stepped aside. Hesitantly, I crouched down to peer in.

      I’ve seen and been through too much in my formative years to normally be a person filled with child-like wonder, but magic could still astound me. You’d think I’d get used to doors opening onto entirely different cities, trolls healing broken bones with only their touch, and tea kettles serving as video call conduits. But this? This had my mouth gaping.

      Inside Pablo’s cage, which from the outside measures maybe one foot across by three feet long by one foot tall, was a cat’s paradise of armchairs to sprawl across, boxes to lounge in, leafy trees to climb and scratch, a catnip garden to roll in, sunny spots to bask in, and birds to swat at (hologram birds, of course, don’t freak out and call the Audubon Society on me). All in a garden that stretched at least thirty feet deep and twenty feet wide.

      "You can go in if you’d like to spend time with him," said Mr Tenpenny. "But remember to apply a Marshmallow Charm to yourself first to avoid a rather uncomfortable squeeze through the carrier’s opening."

      Which would be great advice if I could do magic. Well, I could do magic, just not reliably. With my power off kilter, a Marshmallow Charm on myself could either permanently turn me into a pile of squishy sugar, or backfire and make me as rigid as a block of marble. If I wanted time with Pablo, I was going to have to coax him out. Although, seeing how pleased he was to wiggle his butt and pounce after a glittery sparrow, I doubted even an entire bag of Kitty Crunch Cat Treats would lure him to my side.

      "Now, as to why I’m here," Busby began after I’d finished making various sputtering sounds to show how stupidly impressed I was by his magic.

      "It wasn’t just to remodel my cat carrier?"

      "Hardly," he said coolly, the crisp façade having returned.

      Despite the late summer heat warming the apartment, my cheeks went cold. I’d been fearing this visit.

      See, Busby Tenpenny was the case manager for my detective’s license. I could go into details, but this catch-up is already getting lengthier than I intended. To sum things up, as already noted, I didn’t get my license application done by the deadline Busby had set, so I’d gone to HQ for help. Olivia Whalen had granted me that help in the form of a two-week extension to solve a case and get a client to sign my application form.

      Clearly, by going to Olivia, I’d gone over Mr T’s head. Even with my social IQ being shallower than a rain puddle in Death Valley, I know that’s a big faux pas if you want to keep your higher ups happy. And right now, Mr T did not look happy.

      "So, you’re here to…?" I prodded tentatively.

      But before Mr T could answer, someone began pounding on my front door in a very invading-troops-armed-with-a-battering-ram manner.

      "Black!"

      I suddenly wondered if, even without performing a Marshmallow Charm, I had the shoulder flexility to squeeze into Pablo’s cage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            A TENPENNY ESCORT

          

        

      

    

    
      "Black!" Morelli shouted again as he continued hammering on the door.

      Mr Tenpenny raised a questioning eyebrow, and Pablo ran over to sit in front of the door, making the mewling meow-bark thing he does when greeting a visitor.

      "I better see what he wants before he breaks the door down and makes me pay for the damage." I went over and nudged Pablo aside. Then, timing it with the knocking, I whipped open the door. Morelli’s fist, finding no door where one was supposed to be, continued its momentum and caused him to stagger forward a pace.

      Morelli, with dark and heavy circles under his eyes, glowered at me in a way he hadn’t done in months.

      "What did you say to Matilda?"

      "We agreed to terminate our contract together," I replied pragmatically.

      From the corner of my eye, I could see Busby, who stoutly refused to read the Herald, do a double take at this news.

      Morelli’s hands went up like he wanted to strangle me. Then, as if some unseen force was pushing them down, he lowered his arms.

      "You’re just lucky I’ve never been released from that promise to protect you," he grumbled, his hands now unwillingly pinned to his side. "How could you be so rude to her? I thought you needed clients."

      "Yeah, well, I don’t need clients who think they’re the only clients in the universe, and who talk down to me like I’m a moronic two-year-old."

      This brought Morelli up short. He was likely still at that stage of a relationship where he thought Matilda could do no wrong. I’d never been like that with Alastair. Almost from day one, I was more than willing to assume he had sided with an evil wizard, assisted that evil wizard in his plans to destroy the world, and kidnapped four-year-old me from the safety of MagicLand.

      "Well, that’s not how she tells it," Morelli huffed. He looked awful. And that’s not just me taking a dig at my half-troll landlord. He had the appearance of someone who’s had a really rough night and an even rougher morning.

      "I’m sure she doesn’t."

      "I recommended you to her. Did you have to go off and be all, all… all Cassie on her?" After a very put-upon sigh, he said, "I’ll see what I can do to get her to give you another chance."

      "Please don’t."

      "Then don’t expect help from me in the future," he snapped.

      "I won’t," I snapped back. Again, I owed Morelli a lot, but the past couple of days had been about as delightful as an appendectomy performed without anesthesia. I’d lost my stamina for playing nice.

      Morelli turned to march down the stairs, stomping with harsh, ground-jarring footsteps. And this from the guy who was always on my case about being noisy on the stairwell? I shut the door, and Pablo growled low in his throat.

      "You tell him, boy."

      I went over to the table and took two deep swigs of tea. Which by then had gone disgustingly tepid. Mr Tenpenny was staring at me.

      "Did you really have bad words with the mayor?"

      I shrugged. I didn’t want to talk about it. I suppose neither Matilda nor I had been at our best in that conversation.

      "You’ve got to learn a little customer service, Cassie." I didn’t appreciate the critical tone in Mr T’s voice, but, having run out of scones and cookies several hours ago, I couldn’t muster the energy for an argument. "These aren’t dead people you’re working with now."

      "The dead were so much easier," I muttered.

      "Were they?" he asked wryly.

      He had a point. It was working with the dead — some of whom, like him, turned out to be not-quite-as-dead-as-you’d-expect — that had gotten me tangled up with an incredibly powerful Magic trying to drain me of my power to turn me into a lobotomized catatonic who could serve as his rechargeable magical battery while he took over the world.

      I’m sure you can relate.

      "If you even think of lecturing me about this, I will turn your hair permanently orange," I threatened half-heartedly. "And trust me, with your coloring, it won’t be a good look. Also, with the state of my magic, your hair might just end up plaid. Do you want plaid hair?" Busby gave an acquiescent tip of his head, as if dropping the Matilda matter. For now. "So, back to my question. You’re here because…?"

      "You need an escort."

      My belly flipped, lurched, then made a stab at the pole vault. With my magic in disarray, I needed someone with reliable power to take me, to escort me, through long-distance portals. You know, like the one from MagicLand to Magic HQ.

      And why would I be hauled off to HQ? Again, please refer to the Herald’s latest article. Two dead clients? Two mysteriously missing parents? No matter how you try to spin it, that’s some bad math.

      Olivia had let these facts slide when I’d met with her yesterday, but if Mr Tenpenny was peeved at me for going over his head, he might have made sure she was well aware of the various crimes I was at the center of.

      "How long will we be gone?" I asked, my nerves taking up a shovel and speedily digging out a very large pit in my stomach. "Do I need to pack a bag?"

      "Bag? No, although a gift might be in order."

      Now this was too much! Olivia could call up cake, tea— hell, entire four-course meals with the flick of a finger (thanks to the hard-working pixies at the Tower of London). She couldn’t seriously expect me to bring her a gift at such a time.

      "And you really ought to change," said Mr T, scanning the outfit I’d been too mopey to change out of that morning. "I know casual is quite the thing for young people today, but I think something dressier than Snoopy pajamas is more appropriate for a party, don’t you agree?"

      "Party?" I said, completely baffled. I mean, I know I sometimes have trouble figuring out the logic of Magics, but this was taking it to a whole new level.

      Busby’s fingers barely grazed his blazer at the spot where an inner pocket would be. A cream-colored piece of cardstock appeared between his fingers. Having received one myself, I instantly recognized it.

      "Mr Wood’s retirement party," he said. "You haven’t forgotten, have you?"

      Disbelief rendering me mute, I stared at Mr T. Maybe something was wrong with his mind. After all, he had died twice in only a matter of a few weeks. Surely, that sort of thing has to cause some lingering effects.

      "You can’t expect me to go to that," I said once I found my voice. "Not with everything⁠—"

      "Yes, with everything." His gaze darted to the newspaper, open to the most recent anti-Cassie article — sorry, ‘opinion piece’ — and its accompanying photo of me looking down grimly at Mrs Oberlin. "That, this business with Alastair, your cases. You need a break. Now, go get yourself suitably attired, and we’ll pop in for a bit to offer up our felicitations."

      When I didn’t move, he added, "You can’t not go. It would be rude. And," he said after a pause, "I have something to discuss with you on the way."

      A statement which had my nerves swapping their shovels for a backhoe to more thoroughly scrape out that pit of worry in my gut.
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      Still convinced Mr Tenpenny had lost it and that perhaps he, not Pablo, was the one who needed examined by Runa, I went into the bedroom and changed into a black skirt and a red V-neck t-shirt. As I tried to tame my hair, I could hear the clank clank clank of metal being hammered in the workroom below. Call me petty, but I might have wished for Alastair to hit his thumb with the hammer as punishment for being such a jerk to Pablo.

      "Better," Mr T declared when I stepped out. "Shall we?" He held out his arm, and I took it, feeling more awkward than a buffalo on rollerblades. On our way down the apartment’s stairs, Mr T spotted the garden gnome on duty at the workroom door and gave me a quizzical glance.

      "I’m apparently a threat to the secret workings of whatever is going on in the man cave and must be kept out at all times."

      "Given how clumsy you can be, I might almost understand." Mr Tenpenny nodded to the gnome. "Hello, Guildenstern."

      "How do, Busby?" The gnome directed a disgruntled snort my way. Probably because, even after seeing them day in and day out for the past few weeks, I still couldn’t tell which of the twin gnomes was Rosencrantz and which was Guildenstern. I’d kind of been hoping they hadn’t noticed.

      I suppose I should have asked Mr T how he could tell the difference, but I was still too lost in a daze of bewilderment over his expecting me to function at a party with all that was going on.

      "I’ll need to speak to you and your brother later," Mr T told the gnome.

      "HQ business, sir?"

      "I’d rather not say."

      Busby darted his eyes to me and gave the tiniest shake of his head, as if I wouldn’t notice. I let it slide, filing it away in the Questions to Ask Later part of my brain.

      The moment we stepped out of the building’s main door and onto the streets of Real Portland, Mr Tenpenny’s nose wrinkled. I couldn’t blame him. The odor of vehicle exhaust from the congested traffic was a sharp contrast after the clean air of MagicLand; and the thick smell of stale frying oil from the nearby food carts couldn’t compare to the tempting aroma of Spellbound’s fresh-baked bread.

      With Mr T making forgettable small talk, we walked the five blocks to Wood’s Funeral Home. When we got there, the parking lot was packed with cars.

      "It’s good we didn’t drive," my escort commented as peals of laughter bubbled out from the small building. And although that’s not a sound you normally hear at a funeral home, that’s not what gave me pause.

      "I can’t do this," I said and stopped walking, pulling my arm from Busby’s. "I can’t go in there with laughing, happy people when my parents could be dead. It’s ridiculous we’re here at all. We should be looking for them, not going in to eat cake and drink whisky."

      "There’s whisky?" Mr T asked keenly.

      "Just an assumption. It’s Mr Wood’s favorite tipple. But that’s not my point. It’s just like before. You’re not taking the absence of my parents seriously. What is it with you Magics?"

      Rather than answer, Busby scanned the area until he spotted a park bench. The same one I’d sat on with Mr Boswick back when I thought I was handling the Zombie Apocalypse like a pro.

      "Let’s talk," he said, guiding me toward the bench with a gentle press of his hand against the middle of my back. Once there, a pair of pigeons strutted before us like models trying out for a spot on the catwalk. "You understand the Confidentiality Spell. How it works?"

      I did. It was a spell put on a group of people who agreed to share a secret, and it bound them by magic law to never reveal that secret. If any of the group did spill the beans, that secret-spiller faced immediate punishment, which could range from a mild censure to a full extraction — a process that sucks your magic from you and leaves your brain useless for anything more than breathing and sitting upright. Just not both at the same time.

      However, the Confidentiality Spell can be broken if someone who isn’t a party to the agreement guesses the secret correctly. And, well, since rules were made to be smashed apart, some Magics could loophole their way around the agreement with the ease of an obstacle course champion.

      "A Confidentiality Spell exists between myself and your parents," Mr T stated, annunciating each word carefully as if being very cautious about not saying too much.

      "And how is that relevant or helpful?"

      "It’s relevant because we added a contingency to the secrecy agreement that you be included if specific circumstances required it. Olivia said we should wait for you to obtain your license, but as the circumstances have come to pass, I believe you should be brought into the group now. At least partially."

      I sat up straighter as all the cookies, scones, and tepid tea from earlier threatened to make a reappearance. I didn’t want to hear this. What exactly triggered the contingency? Their deaths, or just them going missing? Either way, I knew it would be terrible news, and I really didn’t think I could handle any more of that sort of thing until well into the next decade.

      I didn’t realize I was shaking my head, trying to fend off the bad tidings, until Mr Tenpenny said, "Don’t shake your head. This is something you need to know, otherwise it will drive you to distraction."

      Distraction? Distraction!? My parents were missing, possibly dead, and he thought I might be a little distracted?

      "Being in on a secret," he continued, "is a nuisance, to say the least. You have to always watch what you say. The punishment for this one isn’t too severe, and we can expand the group if necessary. Actually," he said, more to himself than me, "yes, I do believe it will be necessary to keep others from making more of this situation than it is⁠—"

      "Mr T, if you don’t get to the point, there’s a baseball bat not far from here, and I’m not afraid to use it."

      "Right, yes. Your parents aren’t missing."

      Like a punch to the gut, all the air seemed to rush from my body. My head spun.

      "So they’re dead," I said, the words barely audible.

      "Dead? No, of course not," he blustered, like this was the stupidest conclusion anyone could come to. "You are quite the pessimist, aren’t you? No, your parents are on a mission for HQ. A mission under my command."

      "Mission?" I stammered, utterly bewildered. Besides Olivia telling me, assuring me, that it would be deplorable to ever put my parents back into the field again after what they’d already faced, without regular transfusions of magic, my parents couldn’t maintain the necessary strength to do any sort of active duty. Unless, of course, that duty was to order cinnamon rolls from every bakery in town and conduct a rigorous taste test. "But they’re not supposed to do anything⁠—"

      Busby fluttered his hand dismissively. "Yes, yes, I know. They aren’t supposed to do anything but gather information and do consultations until they’ve fully recuperated. I’m well aware of Olivia’s objections and Runa’s precautions. But, in truth, that’s what they’re doing: gathering information we will later consult."

      "Gathering information in the field," I stated, unable to believe Mr Never Bend the Rules could be such a rule contortionist. "That’s a far cry from doing a few Google searches from the comfort of their own home."

      "A technicality," he said with a dismissive shrug. "Why are you looking at me like that?"

      "Because I find it amazing that you can make a pretzel out of HQ’s own stipulations and Runa’s advice for your little mission, but yet you can’t twist a few rules to waive the requirement for my detective license. A license you keep saying is so important, so urgent, for me to obtain."

      "You’ve had this explained to you. That requirement is a piece of bureaucratic magic put in place by someone other than myself."

      I don’t know if it was simply the relief of learning that my parents were still alive, but something allowed realization to finally dawn on me.

      "You can’t figure out how to undo it, can you?" At the sight of Mr T’s cheeks flushing crimson, I laugh-snorted so hard I nearly gagged. "And you’ve tried, haven’t you? That’s what Olivia meant about HQ’s recent stabs at changing it. Here I thought you were just a stickler for paperwork, but the truth is you’ve been beaten by someone else’s spell. Come on," I nudged him with my elbow, "cheer a girl up and tell me how many times you’ve tried."

      "We’re well overdue for this party." Mr Tenpenny stood and fastidiously adjusted his pocket square. "There’s fashionably late, and then there’s just rude."

      "Ten times?" I teased as I stepped past the pigeons. "Twenty times?"

      "I may not be able to undo the license requirements, but I’ll have you know I’m quite adept at a variation of the Silencing Spell that you would never be able to reverse."

      I grinned as we approached the funeral home’s doors. My parents were okay (even if they might be in danger), I’d finally found a chink in Mr Tenpenny’s magical armor, and I was about to get cake. At least the day was turning out a little better than it had started.
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      The crowd inside Mr Wood’s was nearly impossible to get through as people milled about, questioning each other about how they knew my former boss, how they hoped he posted pictures of his trip to the Cotswolds, and how he seemed more full of life than they could ever remember.

      That "full of life" thing would more correctly be "full of magic." See, Mr Wood had recently gotten into a little scuffle that had left his body riddled with life-threatening injuries. He’d been lucky to have survived. But he had survived. And he’d done so in record time thanks to Morelli pumping several rounds of magic into the system of his live-in patient.

      Typically, when you give a Norm magic it’ll do what it needs to do, but it won’t stick around for long. Their cells just don’t know what to do with that kind of power. But somehow Morelli’s repeated doses of magic did stick, and Mr Wood found himself able to fetch his pain meds and fix himself a B.L.T. with little more than a well-intentioned twist of the wrist.

      Much to Morelli’s dismay when he found his bacon stash depleted.

      That had been months ago, but Mr Wood’s magic was still holding tight. I wasn’t sure what spells my former boss could conjure, or if he even realized he might still be able to swish and flick his way out of a jam, but the power given to him had invigorated him with new life. So much so that he’d decided to retire early and zip off to the Cotswolds for a trek through quaint villages and idyllic landscapes.

      "I don’t see him anywhere," said Mr Tenpenny, whose height and perfect posture allowed him to see over the heads of most of the party’s attendees, about two-thirds of whom had already lost several inches due to age.

      "One guess as to where he is," I said before heading straight to the funeral home’s kitchenette. "I knew it."

      The round man at the table had been about to bite into a substantial sandwich from which pieces of lettuce, a hunk of tomato, and strips of bacon poked out. At the sight of me, he leapt out of the chair. He really was feeling spry, because before I could avoid it, he had me wrapped in a hug. A one-armed hug, that is. The other hand still clutched his B.L.T.

      "Cassie! You made it. I was beginning to wonder."

      "I made sure she got here," said Mr Tenpenny. "Thank you for the invitation, Nino."

      "I thought it only appropriate I invite the first dead person I’d ever spoken to. Or, at least, the first one who spoke back," Mr Wood added with a warm chuckle.

      "Why aren’t you out there?" I asked, knowing Mr Wood loved being amongst people, especially living ones.

      "I was absolutely starving. Don’t get me wrong, Daisy is a stellar employee—" I bristled at his compliment of the person who had replaced me. I mean, just because she didn’t raise the dead and hadn’t nearly cost him his family business, was that any reason to sing her praises? Hardly. "But she has terrible taste in food. Everything out there is—" and here Mr Wood, the guy who’d seen real live zombies, shuddered then whispered as if he dare not speak the word too loudly "—vegan."

      "No!" I said in mock horror.

      "Yes. Not even a bacon bit. Even the cheese is… well, I mean, why is it so shiny? Is it made of wax?"

      "Wait," I said, realizing there might indeed be a crime against party snacks going on here. "The cake?"

      "Was my contribution," Mr Tenpenny assured me. "One of Gwendolyn’s. Plenty of eggs. Covered in buttercream."

      "Oh, thank Gandalf," I sighed.

      Mr Wood sat back down at the table and pointed to his sandwich. "Want one?"

      We declined, but told him to eat up.

      "When do you leave for your trip?" asked Mr T. "I’ve never been to the Cotswolds, but I hear they’re very… cute." Busby spoke the word as if it were a foul term that should never be used to describe anything British.

      "It does look like a fairy tale, doesn’t it?"

      "It’s been known to have its problems in the past, but I believe wealthy incomers might have routed out any lingering miscreants."

      "That’s a relief. Wouldn’t want any graffiti messing up my photos. And as for your question, I leave tomorrow evening."

      "So soon?" I asked in surprise. I didn’t recall him telling me exactly when his tour started, but I’d assumed his departure date would be at least a month from now. "Don’t you have to…?" I fluttered my hand vaguely at the kitchenette, which showed no signs of being in the process of packing up.

      "Exciting, isn’t it? It’s been a bit of a whirlwind, but they had a few vacant spots and offered a last-minute special, so how was I to resist that? I’ll have plenty of time to wrap things up here when I return, and then I’ll put the old business up for sale. Suppose I’ll have to find a new place to live too," he added, since he currently lived in the apartment above the funeral home. I briefly wondered if Morelli might want his old roommate back. "But those are chores for later. For now, the party, followed by suitcase packing, of course. Oh, and sorry to put you on the spot, Cassie, but would you be able to drive me to the airport? We can use my car, of course. I’m feeling good, but I don’t think I’m quite spry enough to ride on your bicycle’s handlebars."

      Mr Wood chuckled at his own joke, then asked Mr T about the proper way to order drinks in a British pub and whether or not they had B.L.T.s in England. While Mr Wood swooned over Busby’s explanation of sausage rolls and bacon butties, I went to the kitchenette’s window to see if any cake was within easy grabbing distance.

      The moment I poked my head out, a smiling face with flawless skin appeared.

      "Cassie, you’re here!" enthused Daisy — job stealer, Magic, and Tobey’s girlfriend. Or maybe fiancée. I still wasn’t sure if he’d proposed to her or not.

      "I am," I said flatly, because for some reason perky people always bumped up my inner grump level by at least a factor of six. "Where’s the cake?"

      "Oh, you don’t want that. So unhealthy. Here, have this." She held out a plate on which were thin, pale crackers topped with unappealing, dull-brown orbs that looked suspiciously like little poo balls. "Vegan caviar, made with…"

      If you want the recipe for vegan caviar, go ahead and look it up, because I tuned her out as my eyes scanned the reception area for the cake.

      "It hasn’t been brought out yet," Daisy said with a resigned sigh, as if finally accepting she wasn’t going to sell me on any poo pellet canapés. "I was just coming to get it."

      "Daisy?" called Mr. Wood. "Would you mind stepping in here?"

      "I was just getting ready to, Nino," she said brightly. An instant later, she swept through the door to join us, her Barbie-blonde ponytail swishing in time to her steps with an annoying amount of frivolity. "Cake time?"

      "In a moment. I wanted to apologize again for leaving you in the lurch like this. I just… well, the tour I wanted to do wasn’t being offered again until next spring, and I know it’s been short notice for you. I’d also appreciate some help tidying up when I get back, if you’re available. You’ll get a severance package either way, of course."

      "Yes, that’s… I mean, thanks," Daisy said, her toothpaste-model smile wobbling. I couldn’t help but grin at her discomfort. And yes, I know, it’s terrible of me to be so critical of her and to have quite as much schadenfreude as I did just then, but Circe’s sainted aunt, she drove me bonkers. It should be illegal to be that blonde and that perky at the same time.

      "Might I make a proposal for your next career move?" Mr Tenpenny interjected.

      "Sewer cleaner?" I suggested.

      "You’re so funny, Cassie," Daisy giggled. Where was her off button? She had to have one, right?

      "Not quite what I had in mind," Mr T said, a scolding note in his voice as he shot me a be-nice look. "I think you would make an excellent assistant for Cassie."

      Daisy gave a yelp of delight and began clapping her hands excitedly, even as I blurted, "Why would you ever think that?"

      "Because I’ve seen the state of your agency. You could use an assistant, even if only to organize things." He had a point. The agency had gone from alphabetized order to hurricane aftermath in only a week of me actually having work to do. "You also still have Wordsworth’s missing book case to sort out, preferably as soon as possible. And as they say, two heads are better than one."

      Not when one of those heads is full of more air than a balloon in the Macy’s Day Parade.

      "In case you’ve forgotten," I said, "my clients are finding it difficult to stay alive, which means I’m earning zero dollars per hour. How exactly am I going to afford an assistant?"

      Daisy babbled something about volunteering, but Mr T said, "I can make arrangements for that."

      "I have no choice in this, do I?"

      "It will be good for you." So would vegan poo pellets, but I wasn’t about to invite those into my life. "Now, shall we indulge in this cake?"

      Daisy reluctantly agreed, but only after a last-ditch attempt to swap out Gwendolyn’s creation with something from the vegan bakery just down the street. As Mr T gathered up a stack of small paper plates, I reached for a knife to cut the cake. But right before I could grasp the handle, Daisy threw her arms around me and gave an enthusiastic squeeze.

      "Partners! Can you believe it? It’s going to be so exciting. You don’t have a name for the agency yet, do you? Because I was thinking we could call it the Witch Clue Agency. Get it? Witch Clue. Which clue."

      If only I’d gotten to the knife sooner.
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      I ate more cake than is healthy for a human. A Norm human, that is. For Magics, sugar is top-notch fuel. Which is why, as party-goers lingered over coffee and lemonade, I wondered if perhaps my cake indulgence might be just the thing to jolt my magic back into shape. Especially since I’d just spilled half a cup of tea on the kitchenette’s counter.

      I aimed a Drying Spell at my mess. Curiously, the few drops of ruby-brown liquid merged together. They then expanded, and suddenly tea was waterfalling off the edge of the countertop with a Niagara-like gusto. Luckily, Busby walked in just then.

      "Does this sort of thing happen every time you cast spells?" Mr T asked, arching an eyebrow at the kitchenette’s new water feature. Or, rather, tea feature.

      "Nah, I just get a bit wild at parties."

      "I can imagine," he said wryly, then evaporated all the liquid with a confident snap of his fingers.

      "Was that just good timing on your part," I asked, "or do you have magic spidey senses?"

      "HQ texted to tell me I should make sure the spell you were attempting wasn’t causing problems," he said.

      Ever since Dr Dunwiddle had been required to put a trace on my magic, I’d been curious about how it worked. I’d even tried a few very safe spells to test it out; and while the results had been strange (I’m still trying to figure out how to
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