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Ella Westin #6

 Bury
the Boss

 


Date of Incident: December 1827

Location: Port Bass, Maine

Mission: Babysit the boss

Report filed: Class 1, Security level
2

Incident: Prevent my boss’s
murder

 


Three days of
wedded bliss; I’d finally gotten to enjoy my honeymoon at the tail
end. Joe woke me early for my first day back to work since I’d
become Mrs. Ella Westin. I didn’t like rising with the sun, but I
was excited at the prospect of meeting the new boss.

Well, perhaps “excited” was too strong a
word. I’d heard good things about him; mostly that he shouldn’t
have a problem sending me—a woman—out to investigate murders. This
particular branch of the government long ago embraced the fact that
employing women only increased the results they were after.

Jasper, my pirate father-in-law, kept his
word and took to the sea to allow my husband and me three days
alone in our new home. Well, my new home. It was Jasper’s mansion,
but Joe had lived there for years and Doris, my new sister-in-law,
had just moved back.

Doris had taken Annie Grainger—an unexpected
houseguest, don’t ask—to parts unknown. Usually tight-lipped, Doris
was more than happy to tell us where they were going this time.
However, I didn’t want to be privy to the information and stopped
her before she could share. Besides, Annie was one of those types
of individuals who would be bursting at the seams telling us every
detail of what she’d gotten up to—and with Doris at the helm, I
only prayed it wasn’t illegal.

Aside from getting my new husband all to
myself, I was grateful for the break in feeling guilty I hadn’t
sprung Alvin St. James from jail so he and Annie could marry. I
would figure out how to do it without endangering either of them,
but I wouldn’t do it today.

Joe prepared breakfast for us—as I said, I’m
not one of those awake-in-the-morning-even-though-I’m-walking
(stumbling)-around people. I forked scrambled eggs, brought them to
my mouth, chewed, and swallowed, more from memory than actual
conscious effort. Joe had been talking for the last twenty
minutes—about what I couldn’t tell you if my life depended on it.
Either the food was working its way into my system or enough time
had passed for my head to clear, so I figured I should pay
attention in case he quizzed me about our conversation.

“…and I think it’s a shame, but what can you
do when a man wants to act like an idiot?”

What indeed? It was a question that had
plagued women since the beginning of time. By Joe’s shrug, I
deduced it was a rhetorical question, and he wasn’t looking for an
answer—even he must realize there was none—and, as it seemed the
end of a story, I decided to speak so he thought I’d been a part of
the conversation from the get-go. “I don’t know about some people.
But what about Ness? Do you think I should bring him bath
salts?”

Joe squinted at me so fiercely I could
hardly see a slit where his eyes would be. “I think he’d be
suspicious and rightly so.”

I straightened in the cherry-wood chair,
patting my blond hair. I’d chosen to wear it in a bun, opting for a
clean, unassuming look, as though I didn’t need to put on airs for
my first day with the new boss. Really it was because I could
barely muster up the coordination to brush it when I first awoke,
let alone style it. I’d selected a lavender dress to offset my
blond locks, and I felt the comforting weight of some of my lighter
weapons hooked to the loops hidden in my skirts.

I’d learn what made Ness tick and then
integrate my own schedule into his orders. I would not be
getting up so early for work in the future. Sometimes I thought it
would’ve been easier if Agent Brown had stayed on. “Why is it
suspicious to ply the new man with gifts?” I asked. “Chris brought
him a smoked ham. Mathilda bought him wine. You, yourself, handed
him a brand new golden inkwell.”

“Yes, all that is fine and proper, but he’s
heard more about you than you have about him. If you bring him
anything but your charming personality, his hackles will rise.” Joe
regarded me with great scrutiny. “I meant to say your usual
personality.”

“Excuse me?”

“You can be abrasive.”

I huffed at him, about to launch a defense,
when he rolled those beautiful, traitorous eyes.

“You’ve made Annie cry seven times by my
count.”

“You’re counting?”

He raised a hand. “Let’s not quibble over
numbers or we’ll never get to work. Come on, honey. Let’s go before
people think we’re extending our honeymoon.” He rose, holding an
arm out for me, the boyish grin deflating my ire.

I acquiesced, accepted the offered elbow
and, after donning winter weather gear, we left the mansion and
saddled our horses. It was a quiet trip to the courthouse, quiet
between Joe and myself. The world around us grew noisier than the
first clops of our horses’ hooves the further into the streets we
rode as merchants set up their shops and carriages rolled into
town. The air was freezing cold, my breath fogging around me, but
it was a picturesque scene to the east; the ocean roiled, the sun
glinted off the choppy waves, and the scent of salt hung heavy in
the air. A few boats braved the winter weather, rocking violently
in the watery turmoil.

The brick courthouse at the end of First
Avenue was one of the oldest buildings in Port Bass. It stood wide,
if not tall, and proud with stone statues on the roof, guarding a
cupola. An enormous bell lay in wait for the top of the next hour.
The American flag whipped around a pole in the strong wind, the
twenty-four stars gleaming in a wide swatch of winter sun.

After I retrieved the bath salts gift from
my saddlebags, we handed our reins to Martin, the little red-headed
orphan stable boy Joe forbids me from taking home. Ernest Belmont,
a fellow agent originally from St. Louis, took the boy in the first
day he met him. His wife, a delightful women and as excitable as
Annie, doted on Martin, giving him everything he could want. In
return, Martin kept his job at the stables to bring in what little
money he could. That alone raised him to the top of everyone’s
list, and while the government paid him well, the tips he collected
more than paid for his keep at the Belmonts. I think he purposely
smears dirt across the tiny freckles dotting his face, and when he
wipes at his nose with the cuff of a tattered sleeve in cold
weather, I think he makes more money than I do.

“Chester!” The little boy bounced on his
heels as he rubbed my horse’s muzzle. “It’s so nice to see you
again, boy. I missed you.”

I opened my arms to grab Martin into a hug,
but Joe stopped me. He was usually the sentimental type. “Pay him,”
I whispered to my husband. Stubbornly shaking his head, he tried to
lead me away.

Martin glanced up at us and grinned,
revealing the cutest space right up front where two baby teeth had
fallen out. “I’ll take good care of them, Mr. and Mrs. Westin.” He
sniffled and wiped at his nose with a tattered sleeve, smudging a
little more dirt on those freckled cheeks. I immediately handed
Martin enough coins to buy him and the Belmonts food for a
fortnight.

Joe grabbed me by the elbow and smirked.

“What?” I demanded.

“Children get you every time.”

“They do not,” I insisted.

“Every. Single. Time.”

I harrumphed, and we negotiated the steps to
the courthouse carefully, though the snow and ice had been shoveled
and lay in ugly brown heaps over dead grass. The lobby’s tile floor
shone and the click of our boots sang out with each step. Pictures
on the carved marble walls depicted all six Presidents and even a
few prestigious judges. Intricate carvings of horses, birds, and
flowers rounded out the corners and traveled up to the ceiling. A
person rarely gazed up to study a ceiling, but they’d miss out
here. Detailed artwork of cherubs and angels blowing trumpets
rested above our heads, elaborate crown molding holding it all in
place. Oil lamps lined the walls and the staircase staged in the
center of the lobby. Broad marble steps led to an upper level with
judges’ offices, clerks’ offices, storerooms, and common and public
areas.

Making our way to an unassuming little door
at the back of the lobby marked “Storage,” Joe and I breezed
through it and found another battered door in back of the darkly
lit room leading to a hidden staircase. Walking down narrow stone
steps, I entered the offices of my fellow government agents for the
first time as Mrs. Ella Westin.

Joe and I did not have offices ourselves, of
course, as Joe spent most of his time undercover, and I spent most
of my time on the streets interviewing people and following up on
clues and information. Identities were fairly secure no matter how
many times an agent entered or exited the building. Some of us were
known for law enforcement, which was why Port Bass’s police force
hadn’t grown much since its inception and why agents like myself
could come and go to the courthouse as we pleased. Anyone would
assume we were there to file paperwork, check on cases, or appear
in court.

The prison on top of the hill housed many
criminals, and the stationhouse in the center of town contained the
small police force and a place the public could go to for help,
since the government agency liked to remain as anonymous as
possible, and we took orders from Washington, D.C., technically.
This particular branch had a wide berth and was more a
jack-of-all-trades, in place to chase down criminals and prevent
anyone from gaining too much power. Many such branches with free
reign dotted towns and cities along the eastern seaboard. Like most
of them, the Port Bass police force grew up as the town did, around
the government agency already established. The duties of each body
of enforcement were clearly outlined, and there was rarely a
problem with coordinating events or working on the same case. I
came in after a crime had been committed—usually—where the police
officers walked the streets looking for trouble and hopefully
deterring it. They manned the prison, freeing us to use our number
to investigate as D.C. or the head of our branch saw fit.

I took a deep breath, tasting the dank air
of the basement, and we entered the soft-lit offices I had missed.
Well, not the offices so much as the people within and maybe even
what our work represented.

Mathilda Beckinsbee sat behind a large oak
desk, a massive, flowered hat atop her balding head; roses, lilies,
and huge blue petals I’d never seen in nature vied for
attention.

“Ella, dear!” She screeched at the top of
her lungs, jumping up to wrap her arms around my waist. I almost
dropped the jar of bath salts. “Don’t you look a lovely young
wife?” she said. “Marriage suits you.” Mathilda winked at Joe. “And
you, too, you handsome man.”

Joe tilted his head apologetically. “I keep
telling you I’m sorry, but Ella asked for my hand before you did.
What’s a gentleman to do?”

Mathilda giggled and swept back behind the
desk, leaving the light scent of roses and pecans in her wake.
“Barry wants to see you right away.”

“The boss?” I swatted Joe’s arm. “What’d you
do?”

Mathilda swung her eyes up to look at me,
not a small feat in that wide-brimmed hat. “Not him, dear,
you.”

“Me?”

Joe nudged me. “What’d you do?”

“I haven’t done anything.”

Mathilda sighed. “Nothing we can prove,
right, honey? I think you’d better skedaddle. He’s not very
happy.”

I turned to Joe. “You told me he’s always
happy.”

“He is. At least every time I’ve seen him.
He’s a personable, pleasant man.”

“He sure is.” Mathilda nodded and by some
miracle, her hat defied gravity and stayed on her head. She must
have used dozens of pins to keep it in place. “But I’ve never seen
him so agitated.” She smiled at me, genuinely. “I wouldn’t worry
too much. It’s not like he’ll clap you in irons and leave you in
the basement for the rest of winter.” She sucked a breath in at the
thought. “Wouldn’t that be great? Really test a person’s
mettle.”

Mathilda was a nice enough woman, but she
had strange tendencies toward thinking about surviving horrible
situations. Some people thought through different scenarios to
prepare themselves for the unexpected, but I suspected Mathilda
liked the idea of torture by itself. She was so normal in every
other way—except for her taste in garish hats, but who was I to
judge?—it was disconcerting when she reminded me about her odd
tendencies because I didn’t relate to her as touched in the head.
“No,” I simply said.

She laughed again, waving a hand. “Go on,
honey. Get, before he lets loose the dogs.”

I had begun walking but stopped in my
tracks. “Does he have dogs?” I asked Joe.

Joe shook his head, muttering, “No, he
doesn’t have dogs.”

I spared a glance for Mathilda, but she
raised her hands to her mouth and pointed her fingers down. “With
big teeth and poisonous froth and—”

“It’s good to see you again, Mathilda.”

Mathilda dropped her fingers and called out,
“No, not there, dear.” I turned around again as Mathilda pointed to
our right. “He’s in the closet.”

I assumed she was relating one of her
strange fantasies, and Joe furrowed his brow but led me to a door
I’d never before entered. He knocked and a hesitant voice granted
us entry.

The room was tiny, an interior space within
an interior space housing a few pieces of furniture and seemingly
less air. A little oak table had been shoved in front of a stone
wall, a rickety chair set behind it, and two even tinier wooden
chairs on the other side. A small man scrunched behind the table
shot up the moment he heard us enter. Dressed in a dark blue suit,
the frock coat draped over his tiny chair, the man wrung his hands
and side-stepped around Joe to close the little door, effectively
shutting off any air we might have gotten from the rest of the
building.

I’m not claustrophobic, but I was feeling
mighty uncomfortable. The nervous man with his frenetic energy
didn’t help matters any. I lowered my head, as well as my voice.
“Joe, please don’t tell me this is—”

“Agent Barry Ness, yes.” Joe frowned at him.
“What’s happened to you?”

Wonderful. This odd man was my new boss. How
could he head the eastern branch of operations when it looked like
a falling pencil would scare him into having a fatal heart
attack?

“Westin, you’re here.”

My husband looked troubled but kept his
voice cheerful. “I’ve told you before, please call me Joe. You have
two Westins working for you now. Officially.”

“Yes, of course. Quite.” The anxious man
glanced at me before addressing Joe again. “I trust you, Westin.
Westins. Joe. May I call you Ella?”

He was talking to me now. “Uh, yes. Yes, of
course, sir.” I held my gift out for him, hoping to calm him.
“Welcome.”

His eyebrows flew up, but he didn’t reach to
take it. Instead, he pointed to his little table-desk, and he only
spoke again when I placed the jar on the edge. “Bath salts.” A wide
grin spread across his haggard face. “Marvelously thoughtful,
especially in this harsh winter. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

“Call me Ness. I won’t shake your hand, just
in case.”

“In case of what?” I asked dangerously. I’ve
heard of people afraid of touching other people, thinking sickness
could be transferred by a mere touch or even breathing on another
person. If that were the truth, I would do good to steer clear of
him in case his mental ailment was catching.

“I trust you.”

I didn’t know what he meant or why he was
saying it, so I decided to challenge him. I don’t usually bluff
people I suspect are deranged, but maybe Mathilda’s dangerous
fantasies were catching, too. “If so, then shake my hand.”

Ness looked to Joe, uncertain. I held out my
hand and waited. I think Joe stopped breathing. I know Ness did; he
turned purple before clutching my hand like it was a lifeline.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Mrs.
Westin.”

“Ella.”

“Yes, quite. Ella. I like what I hear. I
need your help.”

I was sure he needed someone’s help,
but I wasn’t qualified to offer the kind he required. “And I need
my hand back.”

“Oh. Quite.” Ness looked down his thin nose
and examined both our hands, but he didn’t let go. “I don’t want
you to think I’m addled when I say what I’m about to say.”

“Nothing you could say would make me think
you’re addled, sir, because I’m already sure of it. May I please
have my hand back now? I am heavily armed, and I happen to love
that people shake with their right hands to show they won’t attack
because I’m left-handed and can have any number of knives in that
hand in a second.”

Joe’s jaw dropped. “Ella!”

Ness let me go and exhaled so deeply he
sagged against the table as though deflated. “I despise first
impressions going wrong, but I suspect you’ve given up that hope
long ago.”

Joe’s jaw dropped again. “Ness!”

An invisible force tugged at my lips, and I
couldn’t help but smirk at him. “You’re not muddleheaded at all,
are you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“You’re scared.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’ve heard about you, too. Agent Barry
Ness: a quiet man, unassuming, and with a charming
personality.”

“People really say that about me? I’m
honored.”

“What are you scared of, Agent Ness?”

He waved a hand. “Oh, please. Call me Ness.
I’m not much for formalities. As long as you get the job done, I’m
not going to stand on ceremony and enforce all sorts of silly
rules.” He glanced up and locked bloodshot eyes on me. “Only the
ones that matter.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “So what has you so
frightened?”

He looked around the tiny office and finally
settled back on his chair. “Please, have seats.”

Joe sat down, a little awkwardly. I followed
suit in the third tiny chair.

“I’ve been involved in some accidents.”

I nodded. “There is a direct correlation
between nervous people and having accidents.”

“I’m nervous because of the
accidents. I think…no, now I’m sure of it. Someone’s trying to kill
me.”

Joe shot out of his chair. “You?”

Ness nodded, more at ease since he’d
admitted his problem. Focusing on me, he announced, “I want you to
protect me.”

“Me?” I squinted at him, sure I’d
misheard.

“Yes, you. I want you to figure out who’s
behind this.”

Was he daft? A little. Was he telling the
truth? Yes, I believed the man. But I didn’t know enough about him
to assess if I could rely on his judgment. Best to start with the
simple questions and see what kind of answers I received. “Who
would want to kill you?”

“Lots of people.”

I was a bit surprised. Everyone said Ness
was so friendly and unassuming. Even my brief—and not
flattering—interaction with the man left me with the impression he
was gracious and welcoming.

Who would gain by this man’s death? He was
new in town. He wasn’t poor in coin, as everyone talked about the
man with the extravagant bathtub in his home, so he wouldn’t likely
have debt collectors after him. “Can you narrow it down to one or
two people?”

“Probably not.”

“Can you guess who might want to harm you
now? As opposed to last month? Or next month?”

Ness began to shake his head as my eyes got
wide. “Well, I recently spotted someone selling rum.”

Now Joe’s eyes got wide. “I assume he wasn’t
reporting the sale.”

Ness shook his head.

Rum-smuggling was an ever-growing business
in Port Bass since the government passed taxation on all alcoholic
beverages. Alcohol was popular and there was much money to be made.
The government wanted in. This merely allowed pirates and other
smugglers to sell their own wares and make their own hefty sums
without paying any tax. “What did you do?” I asked, more curious
about Ness’s actions than figuring out if someone was trying to
kill him. It looked more and more likely that he actually had an
enemy or two, not just thinking he did.

“I’m collecting evidence to arrest this
person and get him convicted.”

I leaned forward and narrowed my eyes. “Who
is this person?”

Ness pursed his lips and sat back on the
rickety chair, the wood creaking in protest.

“Who is it, Ness?”

Lifting his head, Ness shut his eyes in
defiance.

I spared Joe a huffy glance. What an
uncooperative, frustrating man. He was a loner, as likable as he
was. He might get himself killed, and that would look terrible on
my record. I’d already gotten rid of four bosses, all in different
ways, but if one died on my watch, what would people think? “All
right, Ness, but will you at least tell me why you won’t
tell me?”

Joe stared at me like I’d said something
foolish, but Ness lowered his head, considering. “To do so would be
a disservice to our agency and the way it’s run. To tell you
anything now would be in the wrong order.”

“Because you want to collect evidence?”

“Yes. Before making an
accusation.”

“So the charge will stick?”

“Yes.”

“And you won’t tell me.”

“It wouldn’t be proper.”

I nodded. “You’re protecting him.”

“No, no. I’m protecting the Agency.”

“It’s one of us, isn’t it?”

Ness stared at me intensely. “I didn’t say
that.”

I let out a breath and adjusted my skirts
over the tiny seat. “You aren’t thinking it through, sir. You don’t
suspect this man. You witnessed his actions.”

Ness’s face registered surprise. He stood
and turned to Joe. “She’s right. She’s absolutely right.” He tucked
his thumbs into the pockets of his dark blue waistcoat. “Yes, Ella.
I witnessed a fellow agent sell rum. It’s possible he saw me or
tracked me and discovered it was me.”

“Who is it?” I asked, keeping my voice
light.

“I’m still not comfortable stating his
name.”

“I know that, sir. Who is it?”

Ness chewed on his bottom lip, but I didn’t
get the impression it was from anxiety, more an affectation of
thought.

Joe sighed. “Agent Ness, you asked us to
help you. You want Ella to investigate—you even asked her to
protect you, which we’ll discuss in a moment. I know my wife, and
she’ll lose interest in keeping you safe if you don’t keep the rest
of us safe.”

Ness looked hurt. “I would never put you in
jeopardy.”

Joe tilted his head down. “Forgive all of us
if we’re a little untrusting.”

Ness drifted to the door. Fiddling with the
lock, he tested the handle. Satisfied it was secure, he lowered his
voice. “Larry Gray.”

Joe’s lips parted as he tried to speak, but
nothing came out. I had much the same reaction. Larry Gray? He was
a fellow agent and not well liked, but would he be involved in
smuggling? He had an abrasive personality and often got into
fistfights with his co-workers, but he wasn’t a criminal. Was
he?

Joe found his voice. “We’ll question him.”
He looked at me. “Right?”

I nodded. Ness sure knew how to make
friends. He’d been here less than a month and was already causing
trouble. I had no idea one of our very own was a smuggler. Could
Larry have been undercover like Joe? Obviously not or Ness would be
the first to know about it.

Larry would have access to the new
boss, but was he really trying to kill him? I still wasn’t totally
convinced Ness was in danger. He was predisposed to a nervous
disposition
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