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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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            A FINAL NOTE BEFORE WE BEGIN

          

          ONE LAST WASP-, MATH-, AND ALLIGATOR-FILLED WARNING…

        

      

    

    
      This is the third 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, that also makes it the sixth book in The Cassie Black Trilogy overall.

      Now, if I haven’t lost you already…

      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. So, if you haven’t read Books Four and Five (The Unusual Mayor Marheart and The Unbearable Inspector Oberlin) before diving into this one, you’re going to feel very, very, very lost.

      Yes, 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’ll struggle to 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, unless you are both an alligator wrangler and a wasp whisperer, please spend some time with The Unusual Mayor Marheart and The Unbearable Inspector Oberlin before you start exploring the pages of this book.

      If you have already read those two tomes, I’m so glad to see you back, because it’s finally time to wrap up Cassie’s latest misadventure with The Unexpected Mr Hopkins.
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        "The greatest secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places."

      

      

      
        
        —Roald Dahl

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morelli here. Somehow I’ve gotten suckered, yet again, into starting out one of Black’s books. Which really makes me wonder how that disaster of a tenant of mine can write hundreds upon hundreds of pages about her misadventures, but yet she has to fob the prologues off to me.

      Normally, I’d chalk it up to laziness, but this time her fobbing off is due to the fact that she’s landed herself in a pretty big dumpster fire. Namely, getting arrested.

      Now, while having her locked up and out of my sight is the stuff of my wildest dreams, in this case, I’m going to have to say it’s a bit unfair.

      I mean, all she was trying to do was warn Inspector Oberlin that these jewels she’s been finding might be part of a plan to destroy the Magic world. But he interpreted Cassie’s email as her throwing around a bunch of threats. So, now the jewels are locked away in one of the Academy’s evidence boxes, and Cassie Black is locked away in one of the Academy’s jail cells on the grounds that she’s a danger to society.

      As if.

      I’m not saying she can’t get up to a world of no good without even trying, but she can barely organize a cleaning schedule for her apartment, so how could anyone think her capable of arranging even a smidge of world domination?

      But I digress. Busby Tenpenny’s working on that side of things. Meanwhile, Lola’s neighbor, Bunny, is missing; Cassie’s former boss, Mr Wood, might be missing; and while many people think Cassie’s parents are missing, they’re actually on a mission for HQ and are uncovering some pretty interesting stuff — don’t worry, last I checked, breaking the Confidentiality Spell to Norms like you ain’t punishable.

      On the up side, she’s made buddy-buddy with the editor at the Herald after he spilled the beans about all those nasty opinion pieces about her (some of which were hilarious, by the way). And she and Alastair have finally gotten over their little spat. Although, that involved him revealing to her how he’d gotten all mopey over some silly prophecy that said Black might have to die to save the world. Which, I’ll admit, maybe a few months ago I might’ve daydreamed about her being permanently out of my life, but these days that just doesn’t sound so great.

      Not great at all, if I’m telling the Great Troll’s honest truth.

      And, well, I probably shouldn’t make this prologue about me, but Cassie gave me instructions to write whatever I wanted, so who’s to stop me writing about what’s new in my world, right? After all, I’m an integral part of the story too. I’m not just a doily-crocheting, bone-healing, TV-binging troll. I got depth. I got spin-off-character potential, if you ask me.

      I also got a little bit of a broken heart because Matilda Marheart… well, I thought we was getting along pretty good. I even told her I don’t mind she’s a vampire so long as she don’t mind that I’m half-troll. I made her that crochet version of her dragon Caliban, we had some dates, and I thought we was starting to become a thing. But now she’s being all distant, and I don’t know what that means. I’d like to believe she’s not part of this supposed vampire uprising HQ’s all worked up about, but her behavior lately…

      Sorry, I’d love to go on more about Mattie, but Black said I had to keep this intro and catch-up under seven hundred words, and it’s getting pretty darn close, so I best let you loose on this story of hers.

      She just better have included all my witty quips and daring deeds.
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            THE COZINESS OF CONCRETE

          

        

      

    

    
      "But you told me never to come back here," I said as Oberlin frog-marched me to the intake desk located on the ground floor of the Academy.

      "To the school portion. I always knew I’d be seeing you in the law enforcement portion of this building one day. If you’d ever made it into the Academy’s yearbook, I’d have put you down as Most Likely to be Arrested for a Future Offense."

      "And that offense would be what, exactly?" I asked. Oberlin, by now, had grabbed some paperwork and started filling it out as the desk clerk gave me a sympathetic smile. Which I have to say was surprising given that most people in MagicLand lately greeted me with glares and glowers. And that was before I’d committed any arrestable offenses.

      Not that I’d committed any in this instance, mind you. After Oberlin had kicked me out of the Academy, I’d been attempting to become a private detective. Things had started out well when Mayor Matilda Marheart had hired me to solve the case of the Missing Boncoeur Jewel. I’d also been on the hunt for several other missing objects, one of which was a massive and very problematic book, but several of which were small gems with personal meanings to their owners.

      After much brain wrangling, historical education, and Crown Jewel viewing, I’d taken the wild guess that these smaller trinkets I’d already found (or had been sent, as was the case with a tiara that one of Morelli’s contacts had swiped from a local museum), might somehow join together to create the larger, heart-shaped jewel the mayor was so desperate to get her hands on.

      Which sounds pretty darn clever, right? The only trouble: there’s a potential vampire uprising in the works, Mayor Matilda Marheart is a vampire, and this jewel, once assembled, could be used to defeat the vampires’ worst enemy, which everyone assumes is us Magics because the discrimination laws we enacted against vampires turned out to do nothing but increase discrimination against them.

      Anyway, in my attempt to warn my arch-enemy Inspector "Walrus Face" Oberlin about what the jewel could do, I wasn’t terribly clear, and he read the email I’d sent him as me plotting against MagicLand. So, mere minutes after Alastair and I had made up after what felt like weeks of us not speaking, I ended up being hauled off to take up residence in one of the Academy’s finest jail cells.

      "That offense would be," Oberlin sniped as a pen began jotting his exact words onto an intake form, "the possession of objects which could be used to stage a coup against a magical community. Tenpenny, what’s the statute number?"

      "ROS 643.37."

      The Tenpenny in this case would be Tobey Tenpenny, my cousin (to some degree or other) who was attending the Academy as a student and who had been assisting Oberlin on quite a few cases lately. As he cited that statute number, Tobey looked rather nauseous. And for good reason. His second attempt at the Exams (the test he had to pass to become an official police detective) was the following morning, and he was still suffering from an incurable case of test anxiety. He’d already failed his first stab at the Exams, but he’d somehow convinced himself that one more study session with me the hour before his second try would have him acing every question. But unless Oberlin suddenly got some sense into his head (highly unlikely) and let me go, that study session simply wasn’t going to happen.

      "Objects found at the business address of the accused," Oberlin went on as the enchanted pen continued its work, "include a book of troubling spells, a bag of marbles, a peacock brooch, and a pendant of the type formerly given to top performing agents at HQ. Her possession of them is highly suspicious."

      "It’s not highly suspicious," I complained. "They’re all objects of clients I had."

      "Had being the key word," Oberlin said dryly. As he and the pen finished up the form, Tobey passed me apologetic glances and mouthed words of encouragement, including how Mr Tenpenny, as a high-ranking member on the HQ team, would be on his way as soon as possible to sort all this out. Or, at least, I think that’s what he meant. Lip reading isn’t exactly my strong suit.

      And if you’re wondering where the tiara’s jewel was, so was I. I knew it had a type of Concealment Charm on it, but for no one to have seen it in the safe, for it to not be part of Oberlin’s haul? Well, that was either very worrying or some very clever magic.

      Once Oberlin had signed the form and passed it to the clerk, the next event on the agenda for this outing to my friendly neighborhood cop shop was to have my fingertips coated in ink then pressed onto a record card. They then took what I’m sure was a lovely photo and read me a list of what I could and couldn’t do. After this, I was handed off to a female warden whose name badge read Gilly, and whose lush and shiny auburn hair seemed too Golden-Age-Hollywood glamorous for a police officer.

      I’ve never been in a Norm jail — which Morelli tells me comes as quite a surprise — but from everything I’ve learned from Professors Television and Movies, when the police book a perp they take all of the person’s possessions and put them somewhere in storage. Then, when the hardened and now-aged criminal is released, some clerk — who is required to be either a gnarled, embittered old man or a scrawny, scruffy, and clueless young officer — sits behind a caged screen and counts back each item to the ex-con.

      This didn’t happen in Magic jail. Maybe they waited until Magic prison for that, or maybe Oberlin had been too gleeful over my arrest to remember proper procedure. As such, I’d been allowed to remain in my own clothes and to keep my phone, my Dollar Store notepad, and my pen.

      Even so, as Gilly escorted me away from the intake desk, she asked what I had on me, then inspected the pen to ensure it hadn’t been magicked to make it truly mightier than the sword. She then enchanted my phone so I couldn’t make outgoing calls or texts. When I asked about this odd rule, she said it had been put in place after a prisoner had called every grocery store in MagicLand and placed daily orders for any fish or meat item from the close-out section.

      "Someone let the deliveries pile up, and we couldn’t get the smell out of here for months," she explained as we stopped in front of a cell that, with its floor-to-ceiling iron bars, reminded me of a jail cell from one of Morelli’s 1950s sitcoms.

      "The bars have been coated with protective magic, so I’d really recommend against trying anything," she told me as she pulled out the keys to my new digs.  "And I mean anything. We had a guy in here who tried to perform an Amoeba Spell to slip through the bars. Instead, the cell turned it into an Aretha Spell, and he suddenly found himself in a sequined dress singing ‘Respect’ with a strong Motown voice."

      "That actually doesn't sound too bad."

      "It wouldn't have been, but the spell only seemed to know the chorus and wouldn’t allow him to stop singing that chorus. The same lyrics over and over until Dr Dunwiddle came in and reset him. Now the mere mention of the word respect drives him to tears."

      "Well, I don't plan on being in here long," I said confidently. I didn't mention that I wouldn't be able to magic anything anyway since my powers were on the fritz, and no one, not even Dr Dunwiddle, could figure out why. One spell could come out with more force behind it than a kick from a seriously perturbed mule, while the next might be as weak as a starving parakeet.

      "That's what they all say," Gilly said, not without a hint of sympathy in her words. "And it's true. You'll likely spend a few days here, then there’ll be the arraignment, then you'll be taken off to a higher security prison." Her face scrunched apologetically. "Sorry, that's not what you meant, was it?"

      "Not really."

      "Well, best of luck, regardless."

      "What about visitors?" And yes, I was thinking about the picnic Alastair and I had been about to go on before Oberlin so rudely threw a spanner in the works. I mean, a cell in the Academy wasn’t exactly a scenic landscape, but it’d be better than not getting any time together at all.

      The guard shook her head. "Only people on official business, I’m afraid. HQ reps, your legal team, that sort of thing. And me," she added with an air of forced camaraderie. "Now, in you go. I’ll be back up with some food soon."

      The moment I stepped over the threshold, the barred door clanged behind me. I've never had claustrophobia, but the cramped quarters instantly had me imagining the walls closing in on me.

      My new (and hopefully temporary) home was so tiny that if I stood in the center of it, I could reach my arms out and touch the two side walls and still have a slight bend in my elbows.

      Inspecting my confines took all of ten seconds. The place had been made wonderfully cozy with the latest in trendsetting concrete and tres chic floor-to-ceiling grey paint. The furnishings consisted of a narrow bed and small desk with a stool, all of which were magically stuck to the floor. Well, I hope it was just magic gluing them in place. Other options didn’t bear considering. A small, barred window near the ceiling of the back wall let in some light, but was too high for me to see anything but sky.

      The place didn’t appear to be ensuite, and I started fretting about The Facilities. Was there a shared bath? Did I just have to hold it until someone came along with a bedpan? Because let me tell you, with this whole situation putting my nerves on high alert, my gut was roiling and a place to go was becoming imminently necessary.

      Again, as I said, the cell was small; even at a quick glance, it’s not like I was going to miss one of its amenities. But as I paced across the limited space and stepped into the far corner, I tripped and nearly fell into a toilet.

      I stepped back. No toilet. I stepped forward, and the toilet and a small sink appeared. When I turned around to take in the rest of my home away from home, things appeared as blurry as if looking through a fogged up window. I breathed a sigh of relief (and then tended to other forms of relief) as I thanked the Academy’s designers for their privacy considerations.

      Once done, I dropped onto the bed. And instantly regretted it. The mattress was about as thick as a worn-out sweater, and the frame that mattress was on was made of solid, unyielding concrete. The pain jarred up from my tailbone to the top of my head.

      I cursed Oberlin. Could he really hold this much of a grudge against me just because I called him a dimwitted, pregnant walrus? He knew I had clients, who those clients were, and what they'd been after. One had been his own damn wife! And the book of troubling spells? That was Wordsworth's book. Well, his book minus two pages, which was why he’d refused to sign off on a job done and take the book back to his library at HQ.

      My point being: I didn't steal any of those things to start a coup. In fact, I’d very much hoped to prevent one. Which brought to the forefront of my reeling mind that Oberlin had mentioned the Boncoeur Jewel when he’d arrested me — the very jewel that could give Matilda and the vampires power over their enemies. How had he known about that jewel? More importantly, what did he know about it?

      I let out a grunt of defeat. There was nothing I could say that would convince Walrus Face of my innocence, or that my email had been an attempt to work with him, not against him. Luckily, I had plenty of people who would vouch for me. Mr Tenpenny, Olivia, Fiona, Dr Dunwiddle. They all knew about my client list. Even Morelli would stand up for me in a pinch. I had to wait until I could speak with them. Until then, I eased back onto the wafer thin mattress and stared up at the ceiling.

      Which got pretty dull after about two minutes. And rather painful as my vertebrae and hip bones pressed into the unforgiving surface. I pulled out my phone, went into one of my half-dozen e-reader apps, and selected The Count of Monte Cristo, seeing it as a fitting choice for my situation and as something to take my mind off mysterious jewels, angry vampires, and power-abusing walruses.
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            A TENPENNY VISIT

          

        

      

    

    
      About an hour after my incarceration, Gilly was true to her word and brought me a— well, I guess you’d call it a meal.

      This ‘meal’ did not include a single treat from Spellbound Patisserie. Which, by all the laws known to man, should be deemed cruel and unusual punishment. Instead, I was handed a bowl of stale Cheerios that had the texture of rubber tires, and a cup of tea so weak I wondered how many times the tea bag had been reused.

      It was late afternoon before I was able to speak to anyone I knew. The moment I saw him approaching, I ran up to the bars like a stray at the pound who’s convinced this person will be their salvation.

      "Mr Tenpenny, you've got to get me out of here," I pleaded.

      "I’m still having trouble understanding why they put you in here in the first place."

      "Yeah, you and me both. It's Oberlin. He's had it in for me since I was in his classes."

      "No, that's not what I mean. Well, on a basic level it is. But if he suspected you of traitorous crimes against the Magic community, he should have had you sent directly to HQ, where we would have sorted it out the minute you showed up. But he’s put you here," Mr T said irritably. The look on his face had me dropping heavily onto my concrete bed with dismay, frustration, and exasperation. And a fair amount of spinal pain. Take it from me: When you’re trying to execute a perfectly sulky butt drop, concrete beds are best avoided.

      "Tell me this isn’t some Magic bureaucracy tangle," I said wearily.

      "I'm afraid it is. Once you've been processed into a jail that isn't directly under HQ jurisdiction, it takes several rounds of paperwork to sort it out."

      "You can't just…?" I waggled my fingers at the lock.

      "Afraid not. I am sorry."

      "So I’m really stuck in the hoosegow?"

      "You should refrain from that word," Mr T said critically. "It doesn't suit you."

      "The clink? The slammer? In the nick? The big house? Club Fed?" Even Gilly the Guard grinned at that one. "I mean, look at this place." I thumped the rock-hard bed. "It makes Morelli’s building seem like a royal castle." I then wondered if Morelli might consider another remodel to turn the apartment building into an actual castle. After all, who ever heard of witches and wizards and trolls living in a two-story, brutalist-style home?

      "It is rather spartan," commented Mr Tenpenny. "Even the Tower's holding cells offer more comfort than this. We figure if a person truly is innocent before proven guilty, they should be treated as such. Do you mind?" he asked the guard. She looked doubtful. "No one, unless they are inside the cell, will notice. And whenever Miss Black isn’t in there, it will revert to being as dismal as before." After Gilly gave a shrug that was part acquiescence and part curiosity, Mr T dragged his fingers across the bars. As he made his way from left to right, the cell also transformed from left to right.

      The barred front of the cell remained the same, but the two grey side walls brightened to a soothing shade of turquoise, and the window wall morphed into a mural featuring a vast savannah, complete with roaming elephants, zebras, and giraffes. And I do mean roaming. They migrated across the scene, occasionally stopping to nibble the vegetation.

      A plush, deep magenta rug unfurled across the floor; the stool and desk transformed into two gorgeous pieces of ergonomic office furniture; and my bed, well, who would want to ever get out of a bed that fluffy and cozy? Unlike Pablo with his cat carrier conversion, Mr T did not provide me with hologram birds to chase. Which was regrettable since it might have helped in case I needed to try for an insanity plea.

      I’ll note here that Mr T also upgraded the loo, making it into a ridiculously vast space with that unattainable and over-the-top luxury of a bathroom straight out of a high-end interior design magazine. Seriously, though, how much room did he think I needed to pee?

      "Thanks," I said, truly in wonder.

      At Busby’s invitation, Gilly stuck her face up to the bars and peered in. When she stepped back, she was smirking with approval, but merely said, "I see no difference."

      "Now," Mr T said to me, "Olivia and I are sorting out the paperwork, but it will likely take time. A few days, a week at the most."

      A few days? A week? I didn’t have that much time. First, there was the due date for my detective’s license application, which, even though Olivia had given me an extension, was still looming over me. Second, there was a vampire uprising that needed preventing. Third, and most concerning, were the missing people, namely Mr Wood.

      "But I need your help with⁠—"

      "We're working on it, I promise. Olivia has your client list, and although your license application due date⁠—"

      "No, no, not that. I mean, yes, that, but Bunny, he’s gone missing⁠—"

      "We have our best agents on that."

      "Okay… Good to know, but Mr Wood is gone as well."

      "Gone? How do you know?"

      I explained Mr Wood’s lack of texts, and what Daisy had seen with the Fairy Tags. These were small, magical gadgets (or possibly actual fairies, I still wasn’t sure) that tracked the location of your luggage. Or in this case, your former boss, since Daisy had attached several dozen of them to Mr Wood before he’d left for the Cotswolds on a walking tour. And, as tense timing would have it, right before Oberlin premiered his Arrest Cassie Show, Daisy had informed me that every one of those tracking devices had stopped moving. Not disappeared. Not went offline. Just stopped moving. Which apparently wasn’t normal.

      "I never did trust anyone going to the Cotswolds," Busby muttered. Before I could say that Mr Wood may not have made it to his vacation destination, Mr T asked, "He was friendly with Morelli, wasn't he?"

      "You can't suspect Morelli." Even I wouldn't stand for that. If anyone was going to accuse my landlord of high crimes, it would be me and me alone.

      "No, of course not. It's just we have quite a few other items on our plates right now, so I might ask him to look into this. Although, Olivia does have him guarding Runa…"

      "Trust me, Dr Dunwiddle will not mind a break from him."

      Mr Tenpenny hesitated a moment before saying, "My apologies for sounding cruel, it's not how I intend this, but Nino Wood is a Norm, and the Magic community rarely looks into their disappearances." I understood, but I also felt distracted by a thought that wouldn't quite solidify. Then again, having to think about Morelli actually being useful does run the risk of breaking your brain. "In the meantime, chin up. I know you're of the opinion that we at HeadQuarters glibly allow things to slide past our limited attention spans, but we do know how to prioritize the problems of those who are special to us. Which is why we are diligently working on getting you out of here."

      I probably should have gotten choked up about that, but all I could think about was Mr Wood. Well, and those rubbery Cheerios.

      "Could you perhaps also prioritize sending in some fresh food for my meals? I think everything from the Academy’s kitchens might have been on the shelf since the early eighties."

      I gave Gilly an apologetic smile, to which she replied, "I assume you mean the 1880s?"

      "I'll see what I can do," said Busby.

      "And, Mr T?"

      "Yes?"

      "Could you let people know I can receive calls?"

      "I would have thought you'd enjoy your time hidden away from everyone."

      "I'm not the same anti-social person you met all those months ago."

      "Indeed, you are not."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            TRIGGER WORDS

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d barely settled into my bed and book before Alastair called.

      "I tried to come and see you," he said testily, "but they’re saying no visitors are allowed unless on official business. They denied me entrance until I fill out a bunch of forms explaining my reason for visiting. Which they would then ‘review’."

      Alastair had apparently called the instant he stepped out of the Academy. He was so livid over being turned away from seeing me and was speaking with such vehemence that I could hear him through my sky-high window, which made for a weird and confusing sound duplication.

      "Alastair," I said when he paused to catch his breath, "getting arrested for disturbing the peace is no way to hang out with me. So, please, calm down."

      "Sorry, it's just the paperwork and bureaucracy and all of it," he growled. Literally growled, he was that riled up. "It's so frustrating."

      "Really?" I snarked. "I have absolutely no experience with that sort of thing. You know, none of this would have happened if I’d been granted my detective’s license when I’d solved Lola’s Vanishing Vacuum case. If they’d just approved that stupid application, I’d be happily working away with HQ on the missing Magics stuff and be free and clear of all this jewel business."

      Okay, maybe that wasn’t true. Maybe Oberlin would have found some other way to haul me in on trumped-up charges, but at that moment, despite the cozy yet supportive bed Mr T had conjured, I really wanted to blame the bureaucratic thorn in my side for my predicament.

      "Is there anything I can do?" Alastair asked.

      "Besides figuring out some way to get me out of here?"

      "Besides that, yes."

      "You can make sure Leo publishes what he witnessed." Leo Flourish was the editor at the Herald, Rosaria’s twice-daily newspaper. Through a video call, he’d seen my arrest in real time. He’d seen how Old Walrus Face had twisted the intention of my email about the jewels’ potential danger against me. He’d also promised to make up for all the anti-Cassie articles his paper had been printing in recent weeks. If he was really my ally now, he wouldn’t let a hot news item like this slip past him.

      It was too late for his report to make it into the day’s afternoon edition, but I wanted to be sure an eyewitness account to this injustice was front and center in tomorrow’s morning paper. And, yes, I know, it’s kind of weird that I now wanted my mishaps printed in the Herald, but this was a weird situation I never expected to find myself in. I explained all this to Alastair, and he agreed to contact Leo as soon as he was off the phone with me.

      "Anything else?"

      "Don't forget to feed Pablo. If you're afraid of him, then have Morelli put out food for him."

      "I'm not afraid of him," Alastair said far too defensively.

      "Kind of seemed like it," I teased.

      "That attack of his just surprised me. I should have been more level-headed. I just… My mind’s been elsewhere, I suppose."

      "The commission?"

      "Yeah, the commission," he said, his voice lifting. This was some mysterious project from some mysterious client that had been refusing to come together despite Alastair’s talent with mechanical doodads. "That part I picked up from Uncommon Implements? I think it’ll do the trick. Took them ages to get it in, but it’s just what I needed. Sorry, I shouldn’t be happy, but it’ll be a relief to get that thing off my worktable."

      "Then what?" I asked, since Penley Tremaine still hadn’t reinstated Alastair’s contract to make collectible timers for Tremaine’s Toy Emporium. Tremaine had canceled the lucrative contract in a fit of misplaced petulance toward me after he’d gotten pulled in for questioning over the murder of Clive Coppersmith. Which meant, due to my troublesome clients, payment for this mystery commission was our only foreseeable source of income.

      "Back to just working freelance, I suppose. I think enough people have gotten the bug for the timers that I can start some sort of home-based shop."

      "You better check with Morelli first. He doesn’t like changes to the building’s usage codes unless he comes up with the idea first."

      After a pause, Alastair said, "Sorry about the picnic. And about not talking to you about the prophecy."

      "Yeah, you and me both."

      It wasn’t just that he hadn’t spoken to me about the prophecy. He’d completely stopped talking to me for days on end except to snipe at me or complain about Pablo. Granted, the prophecy was worryingly spot-on about the jewels, the missing Magics, and my potential death, but he’d allowed his fear over what it said to drive a wedge between us. Of course, right when we’d finally made up and were about to head out for some much-needed time together, the Walrus had me locked up. Talk about your bad timing.

      Alastair seemed about to say something more when a voice cut in across my phone. A tinny voice that sounded as if it had been recorded sometime in the early 1970s with the cheapest equipment on the market.

      "This is the Academy’s alert system. Your speech has included an excess of words that have triggered our alert system. Due to suspicions of escape attempts associated with these words, we will cut the connection in twenty seconds. This connection cannot be resumed until—" a blast of static covered up what I assumed to be a number "—hours have passed. Thank you for visiting the Academy’s cells. Enjoy your stay."

      "What words?" I asked irritably.

      I hadn’t really been expecting an answer, but the voice came back and stated, "Picnic, Pablo, worktable, and freelance. These are merely a few words that will trigger our system. Again, thank you for being a customer of the Academy’s finest confinement lodgings."

      "What the—?" I blustered. "How are those words in any way connected to a jailbreak attempt?"

      "I can’t believe they still have that system in place," Alastair commented. Then, speaking so quickly his words rushed over themselves, he added, "Look, Cass, I love you. I’ll call as soon as I can get through ag⁠—"

      The line went abruptly silent, and for the first time in a long time, I felt truly alone.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t get back into my book after speaking with Alastair. First off, it was a bit difficult to focus on Edmond’s nautical prowess on the Pharaon when I couldn’t stop trying to figure out the exact scenario where picnic, freelance, and worktable had led to someone, perhaps named Pablo, staging a prison break.

      My reading attention was again whisked away when Mr Tenpenny returned. Unfortunately, it was too soon for him to bring me any sort of updates on my release, but I suppose even HQ can’t work miracles in less than an hour.

      However, he did come bearing a box that set my mouth watering. A box that was quite hefty, I noted with some hope when he handed it to me. As soon as he left and Gilly went back to her other duties, I thoroughly checked the box’s contents. To my dismay, no files had been baked into a baguette, and no skeleton keys had been slipped into the scones. Gwendolyn clearly needed to watch more prison break films.

      Still, amongst the baguette and half a dozen treats (practically starvation rations, if you ask me) was a thick, roasted veggie sandwich. Gwendolyn had added a note saying she’d charmed the bread to not get soggy, so if the flavor was a little different from what I was used to, that was why.

      Unless you count being able to determine the exact IBU of a beer from one sip, I don’t exactly have the most refined palate. Even so, Gwendolyn’s baking skills were so extraordinary that I doubt even the finest gourmand could have tasted the difference between her charmed and non-charmed sandwiches.

      I wolfed down the veggie-stuffed bread, but decided not to dive into the pastries until I knew just how long I would need to ration my supplies. Or until I learned how often these survival boxes would be coming. I know… me showing self-control around sweets? What can I say? Jail does strange things to you.

      Soon after I’d devoured the sandwich, a few more people rang, including Olivia, who reassured me that "this matter would be resolved, but it might take a little time." Rafi called soon after, wishing he could swap places with me because he’d been working on an Escape Hex and had yet to test it out in the field. This conversation set off the alert system, and he was cut off immediately. I’d assumed it had been the word escape that set it off, but the crackly and chipper voice informed me the trigger word this time had been field.

      Runa called perhaps half an hour later and reminded me not to try to magic my way out of the jail cell, both because of my magical wonkiness and because she had no desire to fix whatever the hexes currently on the bars of my cell might do to me (apparently the cells shuffled between various retaliatory spells each week). She then complained that she was about to throw her own retaliatory hex on Morelli, who Olivia had recently made Runa’s personal security troll. "He's like a shadow," she grumbled. "A shadow who insists on telling me better ways to do my job. I tell you, Cassie, if he ends up with his mouth permanently glued shut, I can’t be held responsible."

      Suddenly, from her end of the line, came sounds of a door opening, a bell dinging, someone crying, then Dr Dunwiddle asking what had happened this time. A brief, muffled conversation followed before Runa, sounding like she was at her wits’ end, said she had to go to tend to Mrs Kawasara. Apparently, her latest gardening attempts had involved magically de-thorning her rose bushes, only to have the thorns sprout inside one of her heirloom apples right before she took a bite. Runa told Mrs Kawasara to get into the exam room, then muttered something about the woman looking like a poodle who’d been attacked by a porcupine.

      Runa started to say she’d talk to Oberlin about continuing my sample collection, but the phone system had already been triggered. The combination of apple and porcupine were so concerning that my "calls would be monitored much more closely for the rest of my stay." Which the system hoped was meeting all my accommodation expectations.
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            OH, SWEET SEABISCUITS!

          

        

      

    

    
      Edmond Dantes was just about to wed Mercedes when my phone rang, startling me so hard the device fumbled right out of my hand. By the time I excavated the phone from the thick pile of Mr T’s rug, the ringing was still going strong. And even though I didn't recognize the number, with little else to do, I accepted the call.

      "Is this Miss Cassie Black?"

      I groaned. Even in jail I couldn’t escape a telemarketer trying to sell me something — probably an extended car warranty for the car I didn’t even own. I didn’t respond, but the caller continued on nonetheless. It was only then I noticed her bouncing British accent. "This is Jenny from Cotswolds Custom Tours."

      "Um, hi," I said hesitantly, remembering it was already late afternoon in Portland. With the nine-hour time difference between the West Coast and the U.K., it would be well past Jenny’s bedtime. I’d gotten used to HQ working at ungodly times, but a tour company calling in the wee hours? "Isn’t it a little late for you to be working?"

      "We at Cotswolds Custom Tours pride ourselves on being available at all times for the convenience of our clients."

      I had no idea how to reply to this line that sounded like it came directly from a customer service training manual, so I merely said, "Uh-huh."

      "We were wondering if you've heard from a Mr Nino Wood? He was meant to be on one of our tours. Records show he arrived at Heathrow, but we never managed to meet up with him at the airport. Of course, some people don’t feel like waiting around for us and hop on the Tube or take a taxi to the hotel. And while it isn't uncommon for our guests and our greeters to miss each other, we usually find one another sometime over arrival day," she said cheerily. "I’ve been trying to call the number he gave us, but it only goes to his voice mail."

      "You never met up with him? Ever?" I asked, feeling too much like I’d been sucker-punched in the gut to say anything else.

      Mr Wood had arrived at Heathrow. That much I knew from the pictures he’d sent right after de-boarding. He hadn’t gotten in touch since, and, before they stopped moving, no Fairy Tag blips had ever come from anywhere in the Cotswolds.

      Because the Fairy Tags had only sent signals from London, I had told myself and reassured Daisy it was no big deal, that the first few days of the tour were spent sightseeing in London. I’d wanted to believe that Mr Wood hadn’t been sending us photos of his retirement holiday because he’d forgotten his charger, didn’t have a data plan for the U.K., or was simply too busy enjoying a wide variety of pig-based foodstuffs to keep us updated.

      "Like I said," continued Jenny, "we do show a record of him having cleared passport control. After that, though, I'm afraid we’ve no sign of him. We’re asking a few security people to examine the CCTV footage, but that could take a while. Since you were listed as his emergency contact, we thought it was time we get in touch."

      Time to get in touch? He'd been absent from their little tour for three days. They were well overdue to get in touch!

      Lately, I’d been debating the idea of whether Mr Wood — who had somehow retained the magic Morelli had given him — was still a Norm, a Magic, or something halfway in between? Now, with this confirmation that he really was gone, my head swam with the fear that he’d been taken by whoever was kidnapping Magics. Which meant he could be anywhere.

      Unfortunately, I was most definitely somewhere.

      "I’m in a bit of bind right now, but⁠—"

      I hated what I was about to propose. Mr Wood had listed me (me!) as his emergency contact, the person he could count on, the person he knew would have his back if he got into trouble. But here I was, unable to help him. Grudgingly, I admitted to myself that there was someone else he trusted and who was equally concerned about him. And besides, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d stolen my role in Mr Wood’s life.

      "Can I give you another number to call?" I asked. "The person is a friend of Mr Wood’s, and she’s in a better position to get the ball rolling. Would that be okay?"

      "It would. We here at Cotswolds Custom Tours do pride ourselves on not losing our clients, and it would be in our best interest to locate him with any help you can provide."

      Again, Jenny might have just read this directly from what her computer’s Customer Service Perfect Prompt Program was displaying, but she did sound sincerely concerned. I gave her Daisy's number, feeling like an absolute heel for not being able to help Mr Wood myself after all he’d done for me.

      Once Jenny confirmed the number, I told her to ring me with any questions or updates. I hung up but couldn't get back into Edmond’s story. Mr Wood. He was actually missing. What was it with me and this serious issue of keeping the people close to me from vanishing?
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        * * *

      

      Barely five minutes after I’d said goodbye to Jenny, my phone rang again. Who knew going to jail was the key to popularity? I took the call without glancing at the screen. I then cursed myself for not checking the number first.

      Did I say I wanted calls? Why!? Why did I say I wanted calls?

      "Oh my gosh, Cassie. Are you okay?" asked a voice that was brighter than a solar flare.

      "I'm fine, Daisy. Why are you calling?"

      Which I thought was a fair question. It's not like we were besties or anything. She worked for me because Mr Tenpenny had insisted I hire her after Mr Wood had announced his retirement. If not for that, we'd hardly ever speak.

      "You're so funny, Cassie," Daisy tittered. "I’m calling because my friend is in jail. Duh. And I’m going to help get you out of there."

      Oddly, I didn’t scoff at this assertion, mainly because I could easily picture Daisy blinding the guards with her blazing white smile then bedazzling them with enough ditsy charm to Confound them, get their keys, then break me out of my cell right before their smile-stunned eyes.

      "Don’t trouble yourself. Mr T is working on it with HQ."

      "Oh, fiddlesticks on that." Did she always speak this way or had her porous brain picked up Mr Wood's habit of cursing without curse words? "HQ’ll take forever. And we need you out ASAP."

      "Really? What? Like you miss me or something?" I asked, and for some reason I kind of hoped she did. It's always nice to be wanted, I guess. Even if it's being wanted by someone like Daisy.

      "Of course, silly. And I was thinking about these classes I took a while ago, and how they might help—" There was a blip of silence on her end. "Hold that thought. I’ve got another call. Be back in a tick." The line went quiet for a few minutes, then Daisy burst back into the conversation with, "Oh my golly, Cassie! Mr Wood— That woman from the tour company, she said she called you, and now she called me, and— The Fairy Tags weren’t wrong. Nino’s gone. This is the worst thing to happen. Ever!"

      "Worse than me being locked away for something I didn't do?" So much for our buddy-buddy moment.

      "Oh, sweet Seabiscuits! It's all bad. Mr Wood is gone, you’re in jail, and Tobey’s going to fail his Exams tomorrow. It's like the worst week in the history of the world." I held my tongue about matters such as the Holocaust, a pair of world wars, me being made into an evil wizard's magic battery. Maybe the fumes from Daisy’s nail polish had skewed her brain’s sense of perspective. "What should we do? Where should I begin a search for him? I don't⁠—"

      "Daisy, stop," I said, cutting off her stream of panic before the Academy’s Alert System cut her off for me. "The first priority is to get me out of here. You’ve been reading all those statute books. You must have come across something in them that might help."

      "Well, sure. And then the classes I⁠—"

      "Look," I interrupted, because now was not the time to indulge Daisy’s thoughts about how something like Beginning Watercolors from a continuing education group was going to be in any way helpful in this situation. She needed to focus her blonde brain on the task at hand. "If you remember anything from what you’ve read that might help with a wrongful arrest, let Busby or Olivia know. See what laws they can bend to get me out, then we can tackle Mr Wood’s disappearance."

      "Oh, my stars!" she enthused. "Are we going to solve a case together?"

      I groaned, not thrilled about that ‘together’ part. Still, Mr Wood needed us, and I needed all the help I could get. No matter how blonde or bubbly it was.

      "We're going to try," I said through very tight lips as every piece of my being resisted the idea of partnering up with Daisy.

      "I know just what to do, boss. Gosh, this is fun, isn’t it?"

      I let out a half-hearted noise of agreement. Fun was definitely not the F-word I’d been thinking of.

      It was also not the F-word I blurted out an hour later when I saw who was standing outside my cell.
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            THE PRINCELY PORTAL

          

        

      

    

    
      "What are you doing here?" I asked at the sight of Morelli, not in a Gary-themed t-shirt, but in a three-piece suit that appeared to be cut just for him. I wondered if Mr T had done some sort of Expansion Hex on one of his own suits.

      "Well," Morelli said in a very play-along-with-whatever-I-say manner, "as part of your legal team, I wanted to assess that our client was being treated properly."

      "And am I?" I asked, wondering if he could see the work Busby had done to my cell.

      "All looks on the up and up." Morelli then turned to Gilly and, using a polite tone I would never have thought him capable of, asked, "Could I have a private moment with Miss Black? Attorney-client stuff, and all that."

      Gilly nodded, then stepped out of hearing distance as Morelli shifted his grip on the handle of the paper sack he’d brought in.

      "Can’t you harass Alastair for the rent?"

      "Could, but it’s nowhere near as fun."

      "Did you really finagle your way in here just to pester me?"

      "Nah, I mostly came to gloat about winning a bet on how long it would take you to get arrested."

      "Who’d you make this wager with?" I asked indignantly.

      "It was a betting pool. Had at least a dozen Magics in on it. Most were from Rosaria, but a few wagers came in from HQ as well." He then explained that Rafi had joined in, but only to test out a Favorable Odds Charm he was working on.

      Rather than elaborate, Morelli held out the paper grocery sack he’d been carrying. "For you. Thought it’d make the place more homey."

      Gilly came over to peer in the bag. Once she nodded her approval, she passed it to me and stepped back to give us our privacy once more.

      I reached into the bag and grabbed hold of something unbelievably soft to the touch. What I pulled out was a glittering purple pillow crocheted from, at a guess, Shimmer Sheep wool. Worked into the center on the front side was a cartoon likeness of Pablo.

      "Thanks," I said awkwardly, truly appreciating the gesture. Then I came to my senses. "Hold on. You brought me home decor. Does that mean I’m not getting out anytime soon? What about this legal team you mentioned?"

      "Let’s just say, you have one, and I’m helping with a few technical matters."

      "Why? What are you after?"

      "Nothing. Does everyone who does something for you have to have an agenda?"

      "Only half-trolls."

      Morelli rolled his eyes. "So…" he began, as if hunting for small talk, which we did not normally do. "Good place to do some thinking, I imagine." I said it was. A long pause followed because, again, chit-chat is not our thing. "And what’s been going through that head of yours? Or do I not want to know?"

      I explained to him about the call from Cotswolds Custom Tours, about the Fairy Tags Daisy had put on Mr Wood, and about them going silent somewhere in London.

      He considered this for a moment. Then, sounding pretty sure of his theory, said, "They could be inside a hidden portal."

      "Hidden portal? In the middle of London?"

      "Sure, that place is riddled with them. Hyde Park is especially tricky. And all the royal palaces are swarmed with ‘em."

      "Including the Tower of London?"

      "Oh, yeah," Morelli confirmed emphatically. "Caused a bit of trouble with history, actually."

      "Was this a portal you installed?" I asked, curiosity pushing my worries aside.

      "Don’t think so. That’s not to say my team didn’t build a few in our time. Served for good escape routes, and for getting in and out without the guards noticing." Then, as if realizing he was giving away information he shouldn’t, he abruptly said, "They’re all illegal, mind you, so don’t go telling Olivia."

      Portals, legal ones that is, all have to be registered with HQ to show where they start from and where they go to. Illegal portals, however, are not registered, and are often shoddily made, giving the user an uncomfortable ride. Still, they did the job in a pinch.

      "I’ll try not to bring it up," I told him. "So, this history?"

      "You know the Princes in the Tower? Their disappearance?"

      I nodded. These would be the two sons of Edward IV. When Edward died, the oldest
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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