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With Abbie out of the country for a holiday with her kids, Margaret and John Grimshaw had happily agreed to house-sit for their daughter. However, after the first night of tossing and turning all night, Margaret had awoken bleary-eyed.

To her Grimm-sensitive senses, the enhanced magical protection wards around the place vibrated dreadfully. Sleeping had been like lying over a constantly humming dryer. While John, a norm, seemed oblivious to the disturbance, she couldn’t stand it. So, last night, she’d mentally ordered the wards to, “Shut it!”

They’d instantly quieted, at least to a manageable rumble. This morning, pleased at having had a good night’s sleep, Margaret set a fry-up of eggs, bacon, and low-salt black pudding, with a side of buttered brown toast on the kitchen table before her husband.

He inhaled the bacon scent, his eyes shut and lips curved in a sublime smile, before he took his first bite.

A few weeks ago, John had proclaimed to be fully behind her plan to take on her Grimm duties again. Since he’d spent years helping her hide her Grimm heritage from Abbie, his swift acceptance had brought Margaret to tears.

Still, only after their daughter left the country, had the weight of Margaret’s responsibilities truly settled on her. Being the only Grimm in England, duty bound her to protect her land from evil.

“Any magical quests planned for today, love?” John asked in a jovial tone.

“Would be nice if one showed up.” Margaret flashed him a grin before finishing her preparation for a banana and blueberry smoothie. The toasted sandwich maker beside her pinged, and she retrieved two perfectly sliced tomato and cheese in brown bread toasties from the machine. “These past weeks have been quiet.”

“Lull before a storm?”

“Time will tell.” Waiting for the blender to finish, she stretched her arms, unkinking cramped muscles. Such a good feeling! She didn’t mean liberating her stiff muscles, either. At age sixty-plus, she’d finally and wholeheartedly accepted the divine promise of her birthright.

“Took long enough!” would have been her caustic mother’s reply. Despite their difficult relationship, thrill lit her insides at the thought of Ruby. She’d finally met her, even if only for a tantalizingly minuscule twenty-four hours.

In retrospect, that one day had been the most glorious one of her life. Growing up under her uncle’s uncompromising rule, she’d daydreamed about it. Working with Ruby and Abbie had reminded her of what she’d loved best about being a Grimm. Going on adventures. Facing danger. Solving supernatural puzzles.

She sat at the table with her breakfast and took a sip of her cool drink, relishing its creamy sweet taste. She then nibbled on her toastie, when a protection ward buzzed her. The sandwich slipped from her fingers.

To trip a ward, an intruder would have had to either breach the cottage’s garden boundary or break into the church next door. Her pulse pounding, breakfast forgotten, she raced toward the front door.

In the summer garden, she halted and scanned her surroundings. No lurking strangers in the flowering bushes, nor the car park across from St. Michael’s church. With a huff, she leant her hands on her knees, her chest heaving. It had been years since she’d sprinted. Might be time to restart her old exercise regimen. Then a car parked on the other side of John’s truck registered.

The striped colors proclaimed it a police unit. Could it be one of Abbie’s constable friends? If Judith or Talin visited, why hadn’t they texted first to let her know?

Straightening, she held out her hand. “Ferris!”

The Grimm cudgel could wallop an intruder with the clout of a giant’s fist and imbue its wielder with the vitality of one. It appeared in her hand and her confidence elevated.

She also loved this ability to call an artifact to her, rather than wasting time fetching it. Ever since Abbie came into her Grimm abilities, all their magical artifacts had awoken. Once Margaret had feared these powerful items. No more. She now considered them friends, who responded to her every request.

She proceeded to the car park in a purposeful stride, arriving beside the yellow and white checkered police vehicle in record time. No driver in sight. Her gaze locked onto the church straight ahead. The front door stood slightly ajar.

A door slammed next door and then John strode toward the garden gate from the cottage, his footsteps hurrying. “What’s wrong?”

“Stay inside.” The wards would keep him safe.

John’s footsteps faltered and then retreated. Clicks suggested he’d shut and locked the front door. His cautious old habits had returned.

Satisfied, Margaret climbed the church steps in double time, her grip on Ferris tight. She pried the door open wider and peered in. The entryway had little light filtering in through the three narrow front windows.

Her Grimm instincts didn’t clang in alarm, which confirmed none of her family members awaited her inside. Since she considered Talin and Judith, both part of Abbie’s Standard Bearers’ group, as close as family, they mustn’t be here. So, who had broken into the church?

“Hello?” Ferris raised, she strode inside. Once in the nave, she searched for the light switch and flicked it on. Bright overhead lights flooded the length of the rectangular room, bringing it to life in all its empty glory. Margaret blinked until she could see clearly. Stacked tables and chairs lined the left wall. An altar fixed at the far end accented the chancel. Everything appeared in its proper place, except for the door to the vestry. Like the front door, it stood ajar.

Abbie stored her spare supplies in there–leftover paint, tools, and such. She wouldn’t leave the door open.

Nerves pricking, Margaret marched the length of the nave. Her hand settled on the vestry’s door handle. She girded herself to push in when a weak moan had her swinging around.

She focused on the source–soft whimpers from the far side of the altar. Shutting the vestry door, she brought over a nearby chair and wedged it under the handle. Then she approached the heavy marble rectangular altar.

She spotted a pair of booted feet first. Then a whiff of a terrible smell. Margaret’s gag reflex reacted. Covering her mouth and nose, she hurried around the altar and then reeled. A uniformed officer lay flat on the ground. He’d been scorched all along his right side, with half his face burned off.

Despite his severe injuries, she recognized this poor lad, and she cried out. Kneeling beside Constable Ducky Denby, she held her breath against the stench of burning flesh and grabbed for her mobile to dial 999.

His one remaining eye shifted.

She didn’t bother asking who’d done this. She’d witnessed this type of burn before. Nevin, the current Earl of Ashford, had once used a lightning blast to scorch a lady. Not as extensively as Ducky had been hit, but the strike had resulted in the same horrid flesh-burning stench.

“What’s your emergency?” The operator’s brisk tone jolted her to the present.

“I have a burn victim at St. Michael’s church. Send an ambulance right away.”

Ducky’s good hand rose.

She disconnected the phone and clasped his questing fingers. “Help is on the way, son. Hang in there.”

“Must warn her.” Ducky’s breath sputtered past spittle, gurgling. He stared at Margaret, his good eye tearing.

“Shhh! Save your strength.”

“He’s after...” His eye stilled and his face went slack.

Deep sorrow washed over Margaret. She didn’t need to check his pulse. She’d seen death steal over a body many a time. It was never a pleasant sight, but always certain. There would be no reviving Ducky. Gently, she shut his good eye.

She then texted Judith and Talin to let them know she suspected Nevin’s hand in this death and reported Ducky’s last ominous words.

What could the poor dying constable have meant? Should she warn Abbie, too? If she did, her daughter would speed home.

Margaret shook her head in rejection. Abbie hadn’t taken a holiday in years. Her girl needed to get away from her Grimm work and reignite the joy in her soul she’d lost after her friends died in London.

This is my case.

Whatever nefarious activity Nevin undertook, he would have to deal with Margaret Grimshaw getting in his way.

* * *
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Abbie Grimshaw, Grimm Guardian of England, hurried her two kids along London’s St. Pancras train station platform. The train doors opened, and the platform guard flashed a light to signal the conductor. Boarding had begun.

She automatically checked to see if anyone followed them. The crowded platform seemed full of passengers focused on their travel plans. She relaxed a smidge.

They’d stayed with her brother Colin, who worked as a manager at the London Ambulance Services, for the last two days. It had been bittersweet to wish him and his wife and kids goodbye.

“Tickets, miss.” The guard held out her hand.

Abbie showed her their stubs.

It might have been faster to fly, but cheaper fares and a leisurely train journey sounded much more pleasurable. Also, with it being summer, the children had finished their school term, so no need to rush this trip.

What should have been a fun time, however, remained somber and quiet because all three of them missed Robert, her ghostly BFF and protector. Robert had gone to a good place, finally reunited with his family. Though the three of them were thrilled for him, they couldn’t help missing him. A constant ache had kept her restless every night since his departure. She released a shuddering sigh, a sign of her being as despondent as her kids.

The guard assisted the kids to mount the steep steps. “First trip to the continent?”

Nica nodded.

Jimi didn’t reply as he followed his sister.

The cheery light in the guard’s eyes dimmed as she met Abbie’s gaze, no doubt spotting the same distress on her as she might have glimpsed on the kids. She glanced away.

Abbie entered the compartment, only half aware of her surroundings. These past weeks, she often startled awake at night and glanced toward her bedroom window, searching for his silhouette. Sometimes, she sniffed deeply for a hint of beeswax and rosemary, hoping he stood guard there.

Every time, disappointment engulfed her. The drawn looks on her kids’ faces these past weeks suggested they’d fared no better. Staying at St. Michael’s cottage had grown intolerable as they waited for the school term to end. Abbie had stayed close to home to comfort Nica and Jimi, even forgoing spending time with Callum.

She could call him her boyfriend now, for their relationship had leveled up since their last date. At the reminder, happiness infused her like a shot of adrenaline. They’d talked every night, but hadn’t gone on another date since the night Nevin buzzed by to collect his dog.

With his snatching of Figg so brazenly and in public, the risk to Abbie and her kids had skyrocketed. So, while DCI Callum Radford’s nephew, Constable Talin Higgins, kept an eye on his uncle and offered him comfort at losing his dog, Abbie monitored her kids, even accompanying them to and from school.

She and her kids needed this time away. Sure, the threat of Nevin could trail them, but the distance from Chipstead, from St. Michael’s cottage, might ease the weight of their sadness. This trip also gave them something to look forward to–a new Grimm mission. A fact-finding foray.

They hunted for the site of a two-century-old event at an ancient abbey. There, a contingent of brave soldiers had closed an underworld gate during the Peninsular War. Robert had led the event. Abbie wanted to ensure the gate had indeed been securely closed and would stay shut.

In their compartment, she chose four seats, two facing each other. It gave them relative privacy, with large, plush, and comfortable chairs to lounge on. The kids claimed the window seats and piled their coats on the spare aisle seat across from Abbie.

“Stand away.” The guard’s voice sounded from outside, and then a signal whistle blew. Doors slammed shut and clicked closed. Abbie leant past Jimi to glance out the window onto the crowded platform as the train chugged past.

Someone tapped her shoulder. “Is this seat taken?”

Abbie’s pulse jerked at the familiar voice. She swung around and spotted a man in khaki trousers and a dark blue short-sleeved shirt pointing to the seat piled with their coats.

Jimi let out a whoop. “It’s Uncle Cal!”

Nica faced the newcomer with a calmer demeanor. “What are you doing here?”

The very question on the tip of Abbie’s tongue. “Aren’t you working today?”

“I took a week off, lass.” He wore his endearing smile, guaranteed to curl her toes. “If you’ll have me, I’d like to join you three on your holiday.”

His offer robbed Abbie of words. They’d spoken last night, and he’d not mentioned wanting to join her. Also, technically, they were on a Grimm mission. To adjust to this unexpected change, she checked with her kids. “What do you think?”

“Yes!” Jimi’s enthusiasm showed a startling change from his earlier mopey demeanor.

Nica frowned at her. “He’s not a Standard Bearer. Is it okay for him to know what we’re doing?”

Abbie took the young girl’s hand and nodded, lowering her voice. “After our Mama D’leau adventure with Callum, we have no secrets.” Her excitement, too, built. If needed, her ring could shield him.

Nica smiled her welcome at the DCI and whispered her response. “We’re not supposed to talk about our secrets, but since you already know, it should be okay.”

“Then it’s unanimous.” Abbie released Nica so she could grab their coats and pass each to their respective owners.

“Excellent.” Callum put away his luggage in the overhead compartment. “Just listening about all of your adventures on Abbie’s podcast isn’t half as enjoyable as being part of her escapades.”

Callum took his seat, his craggy features softening, the lightest mood he’d displayed since losing Figg.

Abbie relaxed in her seat, the idea of Callum accompanying them sinking in. A sense of contentment filled in the emptiness she’d been engulfed in for weeks. “What made you decide to join us?”

His glance rested on her in silence, and he stuck his hand into his breast pocket. He retrieved an ornate ring and extended it to her. “Do you recognize this?”

Abbie took the vintage gold ring and rotated it. No markings on the inside. Her Grimm senses noted nothing untoward about the metal. To be on the safe side, she had her cord, Hafgufa, a deposed water goddess embedded within her right arm, double-check.

“Not dangerous.”

Comforted to have her assessment confirmed, she studied the image imprinted on the ring’s face. The eagle image seemed familiar. Her gaze flew to Callum. “Robert’s carriage sported this emblem.”

“Really?” Nica held out her hand. “May I see?”

Abbie passed the ring over. “Where did you get it?”

“I found it on my dining room table last night.” Callum met her gaze. “When I touched it, just for an instant, an image of Robert flashed in my mind. This seemed to be your ghost’s way of suggesting I take his place on this trip.”

Abbie frowned at the ring Nica studied. Why hadn’t Robert visited her? She couldn’t even recall seeing the ring on his finger. She remembered his smile, his excellent taste in patterned waistcoats, his ornate cane, and his distinctive limp, but not the ring.

“This is Robert’s.” Nica gave the ring to her brother. “He wore it in his right hand. It’s a family heirloom.”

“Yup, it’s Robert’s.” Jimi gave the ring to Callum. “It says you’re supposed to give it to Abbie when it’s time. You’ll know when.”

A blush warmed Abbie’s cheeks. Why hadn’t Robert given her the ring?

“Great.” Callum slipped the ring onto the small finger of his right hand. “Anyone hungry?”

“Me!” Jimi’s hand shot up. “I’m starving.”

“Me, too.” Nica nodded vigorously.

Abbie didn’t bother to remind her kids they’d all eaten not an hour ago. Jimi and Nica seemed more cheerful than they’d been in weeks. Perhaps Callum joining them would turn out for the best. A male influence to fill in for Robert’s absence. Her heart hitched.

Callum stood. “I’ll fetch us snacks.”

“I’ll go with you.” Jimi jumped to his feet.

“No!” Abbie extended an arm to keep the boy in his seat.

He slumped with a pouty frown.

With Callum along on this journey, she needed privacy to talk to the kids about her feelings for this man. To prepare them, in case they caught her kissing him. “There’s something we must discuss.”

“Be right back.” Callum reached for her hand as he passed.

She turned her right hand over and his fingers brushed her palm on his way toward the onboard café. It had been the gentlest of touches, yet her entire arm tingled.

Hafgufa chuckled.

Abbie couldn’t believe Callum planned to accompany them on this trip to Spain. Probably should have invited him. She released a heavy sigh. Yet again, she’d allowed her fear to rule her decision. No more. “Nica, Jimi.”

The kids swung away from the window and toward her with distracted gazes.

“Do you two truly not mind Callum joining us?”

“Nope.” Jimi’s attention veered to his window.

“I like Uncle Cal.” Nica’s gaze held Abbie’s. “Why? Do you mind him being with us?”

Abbie shook her head. “I love him being here. And it’s good for him, too, having us for company. While we miss Robert, Callum misses Figg as much.”

“I miss Figg, too.” Jimi faced her, as if the conversation had now caught his interest. “But he’s okay.”

Jimi’s confident tone twigged her alarm. “How do you know?” 

“He told me.”

“He hasn’t visited you, has he?” Abbie loved Figg, but if Nevin found the dog missing, to retrieve the dog, he would chase after her, or Callum. Likely both.

Jimi shook his head. “No. Figg knows he’s not supposed to leave his master’s side. The old man jerks him on his leash if he strays too far. I told the leash to quit hurting Figg.”

Abbie shut her mouth, which had dropped open. “I’m glad Figg’s alright.” She lowered her voice. “We should tell Callum the pup’s safe. I’ve been half afraid he might attempt to retrieve the dog from the earl. A dangerous move for a norm. Unlike you two, he has no magical powers with which to defend himself, making him no match for the earl.”

Nica’s eyes widened. “I’m double glad he’s here then.”

“Me, too.” Abbie focused on Jimi. “If the earl’s keeping Figg close, how are you able to communicate with him?”

“He talks to me in my head. Especially if he’s frightened or excited.” With a loud sigh, Jimi gazed out the window again. “Like he is now.”

“Which is it?” Abbie used a finger to swing the boy’s face toward her. “Is he frightened or excited?”

“Excited.” Jimi shook off her hold. “He showed me an airport with planes. Figg’s in a crate. I don’t know where he is, but there’s a lot of luggage around him. He’s in a crowded space, and there’s a humming noise. He doesn’t mind because he prefers being away from his master.”

“Interesting.” Or, more precisely, concerning. It suggested the earl traveled. Where could he be going? “If you learn where they’re headed, let me know.”

“’k.” Jimi gazed out the window again.

“But there’s something else I wanted to mention about Callum and me.”

“He’s your boyfriend?” Nica giggled and sat cross-legged in her seat.

“Who told you?” Abbie cleared her throat, because her voice had risen to a higher pitch.

“Goddess Kali.” Nica flashed her a cheerful smile and hugged herself. “She says you looooove him.”

“Ew!” Jimi slunk into his seat, arms crossed.

“Kali and I approve.” Nica stuck out her tongue at her brother.

“Approve of what?” Callum had returned.

“Abbie!” a woman’s voice called.

Thank heavens for timely interruptions.
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Chapter Two
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Abbie spotted Vivian Irvine, the Lady of the Lake, leap out of her seat three rows from the opposite aisle and hurry toward them. “It’s Viv,” she said to the kids and Callum, who’d yet to take his seat. “Her whole family is on board.”

“Cool!” Jimi shouted. “I want to visit River.”

Vivian’s son, a water supe like his mother, and Jimi, were BFFs. Seamus, Vivian’s husband, and River, their son, waved wildly at her.

She returned the gesture with warmth. “Go, but both of you behave yourselves.”

Callum handed the boy a wrapped roll before he raced away, clutching his snack.

“How delightful to see you!” Vivian arrived at Abbie’s side in a breathless halt. “River didn’t mention all of you planned to travel to France. We could have coordinated activities for the kids.” She took Jimi’s vacated seat by the window beside Abbie, while Callum reclaimed his aisle seat beside Nica.

“Good morning, Mrs. Irvine.” Callum passed a roll to Nica and Abbie, before breaking into his.

Abbie opened her paper-wrapped packet. The warm breakfast wrap smelled delicious, setting her stomach to grumble in anticipation. “I take it your family is on your summer holidays, Viv?”

“Yes, we’re off to Paris.” Vivian crossed her legs, her gaze on Abbie’s right arm. “Where do you plan to visit?”

With an understanding smile, she set her roll on her lap and touched Vivian’s hand with her right hand. Her cord slid out of her forefinger and wrapped around the lady’s wrist.

Vivian sat mesmerized, staring at the golden cord, which now linked her to her deposed water goddess.

Callum’s eyebrow rose and she held a finger to her mouth.

Hafgufa released Vivian and the Lady of the Lake’s cheeks flushed. “Thank you. One rarely gets a chance to speak to their goddess in person.”

“No worries.” Abbie took another bite, chewed, and swallowed. This appetizing roll lived up to its promise “We’re on our way to Spain.”

“Do you have family there?” One of Vivian’s elegant eyebrows rose in inquiry.

“No.” Abbie shook her head, wondering how much to reveal. Then again, if she wanted the supe community to trust her, Vivian could open the door. “We’re searching for a clue to a past event.”

“Oh, is this a new...case?” Vivian’s voice became hushed, and her gaze flew toward Callum.

“He knows.” Abbie sent him a teasing smile. “I suspect Callum’s here to keep me out of trouble.”

“That’ll never happen.” Vivian relaxed in her seat. “You’re a trouble magnet. So, what do you seek? If you need help, count me in.”

In her last podcast, Abbie had put out a call for assistance. According to Talin, not one supe had responded. The radio silence, though expected, still hurt.

She glanced at Callum, who gave her a nod, as if to nudge her to ask in person.

Taking a deep breath, she plunged in. “Two centuries ago, Robert helped close an underworld gate at the San Pedro de Siresa abbey. I’m hoping to find the spot.”

“Robert couldn’t help you locate it?”

“He’s moved on.” Abbie hadn’t been able to broadcast his leaving this earthly realm in her podcast. Even now, weeks later, her heart tugged at saying those words aloud. She swallowed past a tight throat and glanced at Nica, whose mouth down-turned. “We suspect Robert urged Callum to join us in his absence.”

Vivian took Abbie and Nica’s hands. “I’m sorry. I know how close you Standard Bearers were.”

“It’s been hard...it is hard.”

Nica wiped away a tear, her lips trembling.

Callum put his arm around the girl and she huddled close.

Abbie’s gaze met Callum’s and the keen understanding in his eyes brought her to tears, too. Would this pain ever end?

“What do you hope to find at this site?” Vivian released her hold on them.

“We suspect the mage who opened it will try again.”

“What!” Vivian’s voice spiked, and then she slapped a hand across her mouth. “Sorry.”

“I can’t go into details, but I want to find the spot and ensure the door can’t be used again.”

“It’s good we ran into each other then.” Vivian dropped her voice several decibels. “I’ve been inundated with calls from the supe community about what they could do to be of aid to the British Grimm. I didn’t know what to tell folks, so I put off contacting you until my return. This gives me a path to follow. I’ll see if any supes in Spain can lend a hand.”

“Speaking of supes, do you see what I see?” Abbie pointed toward the boys. Water shot into the air like a sprinkler system gone wild, splashing neighbors.

Vivian cursed.

Nica knelt in her seat to see what happened behind them. Then she shouted, “Boys are trolls!” With a heavy sigh, she slumped into her seat. “So lame.”

Vivian jumped up. “I’ll deal with this.”

A stream of water shot over all the seats and landed on Nica. A direct hit.

Nica screamed. “You bog warts. You’re both going to die a horrible, slow death.”

Vivian touched Nica and dried her in a snap. “I’m off.”

“Thanks,” Nica muttered, but she still scowled.

Abbie caught Viv’s hand. “We would appreciate any assistance.”

Vivian nodded and hurried off.

In short order, Jimi rejoined them, a wide smile on his face. He spoke a-mile-a-minute, explaining all the activities River and his family planned to do in France, while his sister glared at him.

Callum raised an eyebrow. “Does this happen a lot?”

“Rarely in public.” Heat swept across her cheeks.

“Don’t worry. You and your chooks won’t scare me off so easily.” He nudged her foot. “Eat.”

She glanced at her wrap and realized it had grown cold. She doubted she could swallow another bite, anyway. Her gaze went to the window. She nibbled, listening to Jimi’s excited chatter. He sounded envious.

She envisioned them taking a trip to Paris. They could go as a magical family. All four of them strolled hand-in-hand by the River Seine. Callum absently stroked a wedding band on her finger.

Her gaze flew to him.

* * *
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By late morning, Margaret’s distasteful interview with DI Turner ended. Once home, she kissed John, who watched the telly in the sitting room. “You need a snack?” 

“Already eaten. What are you going to tell Abbie about Ducky?”

“Nothing.” She headed for the kitchen. “They didn’t even offer coffee.”

John followed her. “Hon, you must speak to Abbie.”

“I’m the Grimm of England now.”

“What did they say at the Chipstead station?”

“Had to go to Sevenoaks. They’ve shifted the murder investigation to there. Turner isn’t looking for a killer. Her prime suspect is our Abbie.”

“What? She’s in another country.”

Margaret found her banana and blueberry smoothie in the refrigerator. John must have put it away. Darling man. “What happened to my toastie?”

“It turned cold and slimy, so I threw it out. I’ll make you a new batch. Sit.”

Margaret took a seat at the kitchen table and slurped her smoothie.

“Abbie lost a friend today and deserves to hear about it from you.” John buttered two slices of white bread, slapped
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