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        Jessica Prince and the White Lily Society

        ~ Jessica Prince Mysteries #2 ~

        by Dana Gricken

      

      

      After solving her first mystery, sixteen-year-old Jessica Prince—the niece of billionaire Henry Prince—thinks her sleuthing days are over. But during a charity auction at an art gallery in her hometown, the lights go out and an expensive painting is stolen before the thief leaves a white lily behind and escapes.

      

      Jessica doesn’t know why her hometown is so spooked until Mayor Forrester explains the unsolved case of a group of thieves called the White Lily Society. They left white lilies in place of whatever they stole and vanished years ago, never to be seen or heard from again. It isn’t until Prince Manor is broken into and a white lily is switched for her grandfather’s bust that she realizes the thieves have returned—with a target on Jessica’s back.

      

      As the thefts worsen and Jessica’s friends become the thief’s focus, she must once again rely on her love of mystery novels and observational skills to stop them before they hurt someone. But Jessica isn’t prepared for what she discovers—that the Prince family might know more about the White Lily Society than her Uncle Henry wants to admit.
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          THE CHARITY AUCTION

        

      

    

    
      I stood in my walk-in closet at Prince Manor, trying on dresses in front of the large mirror. A pile of them sat behind me on the floor—ones too bright, too dull, too flashy. High heels, designer handbags, and jewelry were strewn around my room as though a tornado had struck.

      But I had a good reason for the chaos. Me, Uncle Henry, and a few friends of mine had gotten invited to a charity auction this evening, right here in my hometown of Willowbrook, California. The whole town would be there—including my crush, Eric Worthington, Uncle Henry’s business rival’s son. I had to look perfect. Not just for him, but for the cameras, too.

      “Ugh,” I muttered to myself. “I have nothing to wear!”

      I glanced at the clock. It was almost seven p.m. which meant the charity auction would begin soon. I quickly decided on a pink chiffon gown—my favorite color—and paired it with white high heels, a diamond necklace, and a gold clutch. As I touched up my make-up and combed my long blonde hair, I heard a knock on my bedroom door.

      “Come in!” I said.

      Benjamin Clark— ‘Ben’ to me—entered my room. He looked snazzy in a blue suit, black dress shoes, and a silver watch. He had attached a Star Trek pin to his breast pocket like a proud geek. It surprised me that he had agreed to come tonight, especially after the tense conversation we had in Milan. I had offered to buy him something extravagant, but he refused, saying that just made him feel like he was taking advantage of me. Sometimes I forgot how different our lifestyles were.

      But no matter what, I’m just grateful to still have him in my life. He’s my closest friend and I couldn’t care less that he’s not rich like everyone else in town. It’s actually a relief that he doesn’t care about those things—that he likes me for me.

      “Wow,” he said, looking at me and then the cluttered floor. “You look great. Your room on the other hand…”

      “Sorry, it’s not usually this messy,” I said, clearing the dresses off my bed so he could sit. “You look great, too. You borrowed that suit from Uncle Henry, right?”

      He sighed. “Yeah—which was nice of him, but I don’t think I belong at this charity auction. I mean, I don’t have the money to bid on anything, and it’s not really my kind of place…”

      I smiled, walking over to him. “I know how you feel about this stuff, but it’d mean a lot to me if you came. I’m sure Uncle Henry will be busy socializing all night and I’ll have no one to talk to. Besides, you don’t have to bid on anything. Just enjoy the art and help yourself to the food.”

      “Food?” Ben asked, perking up. “Well, maybe I could be persuaded…”

      I laughed. “See? I knew you’d come around.”

      “Anything for food. Anyway, Larry’s waiting in the courtyard. Mr. Prince asked me to come get you. Are you ready?”

      I nodded, putting my smartphone and notepad inside my clutch. “I think so. Hey, do you remember the last time we dressed up? You borrowed Uncle Henry’s suit then, too.”

      He groaned. “Don’t remind me. I never thought I’d be in another suit so soon again. Milan was pretty and all, but after that business with Carla and the Crimson Caper…well, I’m just glad it’s over.”

      I nodded, remembering it vividly. A person in a red trench coat called the Crimson Caper had sabotaged Carla Valentine’s fashion shows. Much to my disappointment, I discovered she was the culprit all along. It was a ploy, along with her ex-husband and make-up mogul Lance LaDoux, to garner attention for her brand as an up-and-coming fashion designer.

      As much as that hurt Uncle Henry—they’d gotten engaged many years ago and called it off due to their busy work schedules—I felt proud of myself for solving the mystery. As the weeks passed, I craved another one to solve, but I feared those days were long gone. Back to boring life in Willowbrook.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” I said, turning to my nightstand drawer. “I can’t leave without my most prized possession!”

      “What?” Ben asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “The latest Julia Joy novel,” I said, stuffing the novel inside my clutch. “Emily Pratt just released it last week. The books are set in the future, but in this one, Julia travels back in time to catch a criminal. I like to carry them around with me—like a good luck charm. It’s a reminder that I can solve any mystery with Julia Joy’s help.”

      “Well, sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t think there’ll be any mystery tonight. Sounds like a boring evening of snooty art dealers and bidding millionaires. The food better be worth it…”

      We passed the housekeepers on the way down the spiral staircase—some of them new employees, others old and near retirement. They knew we were leaving tonight and would watch over the mansion while we were gone. As we walked through the marble foyer, I spotted Uncle Henry and Larry Kibbler, our chauffeur, outside. Larry looked calm next to the limousine but Uncle Henry seemed nervous as he glanced at his watch.

      “There you are,” Uncle Henry said as I walked outside. “I helped arrange the charity auction. It’d look rude if I showed up late, you know!”

      “Sorry, Uncle Henry,” I said, reaching for the limousine door. “But I think I’m good to go. How are you, Larry? How’s your new granddaughter doing?”

      Larry grinned. “Oh, just perfect—she’s everything my wife and I hoped for. You look lovely, Ms. Prince. Are you ready for tonight?”

      “Yes, I⁠—”

      I touched my bare ear and gasped. Ben noticed and frowned. “You okay, Jess?”

      “Earrings,” I muttered. “Be right back!”

      “Jessica!” Uncle Henry scolded, but I was already running back inside as fast as I could in my heels.

      Where was my head at tonight? I’d almost left without my Julia Joy novel and now I’d forgotten something as important as earrings! I needed to get it together. No more thinking about mysteries—for one night at least.

      As I rushed up the stairs, I found my bedroom door slightly open. It was odd—I always left it closed to remind the housekeepers to stay out. I could keep it tidy on my own and didn’t want someone rummaging through my things. But then I heard the shuffling of feet inside and realized why the door was ajar.

      Someone was inside my room.

      My heart hammered as I opened the door all the way. “Who’s there?”

      I caught one of the housekeepers near my walk-in closet. I didn’t know her name, but she looked new—someone Uncle Henry had recently hired to fill in after an old housekeeper retired. She had short red hair, freckles, and wore the standard black maid uniform. Her green eyes widened in surprise when she spun around and noticed me.

      “Ms. Prince! Oh, you scared me,” she muttered. “I was just…tidying up in here.”

      “Oh. You’re new, so you probably don’t know, but I keep the door closed for a reason. I like my privacy,” I said, hoping it hadn’t come out harsh. “So, thanks for cleaning up in here, but you don’t have to.”

      “Okay, no problem,” she said, nervously. “Sorry to intrude. I’ll just be going now.”

      I was about to ask her name but she rushed out of my bedroom before I had the chance. I thought it was strange but chalked it up to her being new and inexperienced. I quickly checked my closet, but nothing looked out of the ordinary—or stolen.

      I sighed in relief. I was just being paranoid—there was no reason to freak out. I grabbed a pair of gold earrings to match my clutch and fled my room, locking the door on my way out. I deserved to have a good time tonight, so I pushed that weird encounter out of my mind and rushed to the limousine.
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      When we arrived at the Gotham Art Gallery, I spotted a red carpet that led inside. Other people had arrived already—like the Worthington’s, and I heard Uncle Henry scowl under his breath. Wayne Worthington, owner of Worthington Industrial, had brought his wife, Rebecca, and their cute football son, Eric. I blushed when I caught the outline of his bicep muscles through his suit.

      They smiled and waved at the swarm of journalists outside the art gallery. Some reporters had passes to get inside while others had to stand outside all night, hoping to catch a glimpse of the rich and famous. A few police officers stood by the doors to keep the crowd in check. I didn’t see Sheriff Norman Clark—Ben’s father—but maybe that was for the best. He hated the Prince family with a passion. The Worthington’s made it past the shouting journalists, entering the art gallery before us. Good—maybe we could avoid them tonight.

      Larry pulled up to the curb. “I’ll park around the back so you have an easier time getting out later. Ever since they crowded our limo in Milan, I haven’t been too keen on reporters.”

      Ben took a deep breath. “Yeah, I know what you mean. I hate crowds—paparazzi, too.”

      “Hey—don’t worry,” I said, reaching for his hand. “Just hold onto me. Everything will be okay.”

      He smiled and nodded. The shouting started up again as I got out of the limousine first, followed by Uncle Henry and Ben. The lights were nearly blinding as we made our way down the red carpet. I made sure to keep my hand in Ben’s. Through all the shouting and clicking of the cameras, I made out some of the questions.

      “Jessica, have you heard from Carla Valentine in prison?” one reporter asked.

      “Have the Italian police thanked you for solving the case for them?” another shouted.

      “What will you do now?” a reporter asked, trying to shove their microphone in my face.

      “They’re obsessed with you, Jess,” I heard Ben mutter next to me. “Who knew exposing Carla as the Crimson Caper would make you so famous?”

      “But you were there with me,” I said. “Why aren’t they shouting questions at you?”

      “Because I’m not a Prince,” he said. “No one cares about me.”

      “I do,” I replied, and he smiled at that.

      A bodyguard opened the doors to the gallery and I breathed a sigh of relief as we left the pandemonium outside. Ben seemed relieved, too, releasing his painful grip on my hand. I didn’t like all those people shouting at me—and Uncle Henry looked uncomfortable at the mention of Carla’s name.

      It was much quieter inside the art gallery. A flowing waterfall greeted us and I heard idle chit-chat of celebrities and millionaires. There were plenty of benches to rest on and gaze at the paintings on the walls. Servers walked by, carrying glasses of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. Uncle Henry grabbed a glass while Ben reached for a piece of tomato bruschetta. I felt too nervous to eat—especially knowing Eric was there somewhere.

      Uncle Henry checked his watch. “Well, we’ve got some time before the auction⁠—”

      A tall man with brown hair and thick black glasses walked over to us. He smoothed down his green vest and I noticed the press pass around his neck. He was a journalist—one of the lucky ones to get inside.

      He held out his hand toward me. “Ah, Jessica Prince. So lovely to meet you.”

      Uncle Henry blocked his hand so I couldn’t shake it. “We’re not talking to the press. How did you get in here, anyway?”

      “Oh, Henry—don’t be so rude,” the man said, glancing back at me. “My name’s Jeremy Ritz. I work for the Willowbrook Gazette. Mayor Forrester let me in. He wants the event photographed so people will see the good work he’s doing. He helped this auction get up and running, too—and invited a lot of his rich friends to bid tonight. He’s hoping Willowbrook will remember that during the next election.”

      Uncle Henry crossed his arms. “Uh-huh. Why are you talking to us again?”

      Uncle Henry’s sudden rudeness surprised me. Why was he behaving that way? I glanced at Ben, also noticing his confusion.

      Jeremy ignored him, adjusting his glasses. “I’d love to talk to you about the Crimson Caper, Jessica. Whenever you get a second, pop by my office at the Willowbrook Gazette. I’m looking forward to a juicy story!”

      As he walked away, Uncle Henry scowled. “I don’t want you talking to any of those journalists—especially Jeremy Ritz.”

      Uncle Henry didn’t say anything else, but it seemed like he and Jeremy Ritz knew each other. Jeremy called him by his first name as though they were old friends. And the energy between them was tense.

      “Do you know him?” I asked.

      Uncle Henry hesitated. “No…not really. I should mingle, but we’ll meet back up for the auction. Have fun, kids.”

      I was about to chase him down and question him some more but I spotted Madison Carter and Tiffany Hampton in the crowd—two of my best friends. Madison’s family had won the lottery and moved to Willowbrook from Minnesota, then her parents had opened a soul food restaurant. As for Tiffany’s parents, they worked for Uncle Henry at Prince Enterprises.

      I rushed over, wrapping my arms around the two of them. “Girls—you made it!”

      “Of course,” Tiffany said, wiggling her silver heels before fluffing her fiery red hair. It matched her dress. “I had to show off my new shoes. Daddy bought them for me just for tonight!”

      I grinned. “You look amazing. You too, Madison.”

      Madison had dressed in her regular shade of black, dark eyeshadow, and maroon lipstick. “Thanks. Glad to see you made it, Ms. Famous. All those journalists outside harassed us for interviews. I guess news spread that we’re friends with the hottest sleuth in town. Don’t worry—our lips are sealed.”

      “Good, thanks. I definitely don’t need any more attention.”

      I spotted someone out of the corner of my eye—a man in his early twenties with a black leather jacket. He walked around the gallery without talking to anyone, sipping champagne and looking uncomfortable.

      “Hey, who’s that?” I asked, pointing at him. “He’s cute.”

      “Oh, that’s Dean Wallace,” Madison said. “He’s new to town. My parents just hired him to work at their restaurant. He’s a total loner—keeps to himself.”

      “I wonder how he got invited. He looks out of place here,” Tiffany muttered. “Doesn’t he know it’s a black-tie event? And that jacket is so last year!”

      Ben cleared his throat, walking over to us. “Hello, Madison and Tiffany. Nice to see you.”

      Madison and Tiffany muttered a weak ‘hello’ at Ben and didn’t say anything else. I knew they didn’t like him. He was an outsider in town and the son of the sheriff to boot. Seeing it was awkward for him, I turned to the girls.

      “Me and Ben are going to explore. We should catch up with Uncle Henry, too,” I said. “I’ll meet back up with you later.”

      As we walked away, Ben sighed. “They just don’t like me, Jess. No use trying to make us friends.”

      “Oh, that’s not true,” I lied, scanning the crowd. “Come on—let’s see who Uncle Henry’s chatting with.”

      As we walked over, I noticed Uncle Henry speaking with Mayor Calvin Forrester. He was a balding, lanky man in his mid-forties who had been our mayor for as long as I could remember. The people in town admired him—especially the older residents.

      “Mayor Forrester, nice to see you,” I said. “I hope we’re not interrupting.”

      “Not at all, Ms. Prince,” Mayor Forrester said, smiling. “I’m glad you survived that whole ordeal in Milan, by the way. I didn’t know you had such a knack for solving mysteries.”

      “Oh, Jess is the best,” Ben said. “It’s all those Julia Joy novels she reads, I bet.”

      “I like mysteries, too,” Mayor Forrester said. “It’s one of my hobbies.”

      “Speaking of hobbies, Mayor Forrester is very interested in Prince Enterprises,” Uncle Henry said. “Did you enjoy the tour I gave you last week?”

      He nodded. “It was fascinating. Don’t tell the Worthington’s this, but…well, it’s clear why your company is doing much better than theirs. Your wealth is well-deserved.”

      “Wealth we’re happy to give back,” Uncle Henry said, glancing at his watch. “The auction’s starting soon but I don’t see Mr. Morano anywhere. Jess, do you think you could find him while I finish talking to the guests? You do like a mystery, after all.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Talk to you later, Mayor Forrester.”

      “So, where are we looking first?” Ben asked as we walked away, glancing around the gallery. “Why do you think this Morano guy’s missing in action?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe there’s an issue with the auction,” I said. “Let’s check his office first and work our way back.”

      As we approached the offices down the far hallway of the gallery, I was about to knock on the door that read CHRISTIAN MORANO, OWNER. But then I heard shouting and crashing inside.

      “Please, stop!” a male voice cried behind the door, and it sounded like Mr. Morano.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” I muttered to Ben. “I think Mr. Morano’s in trouble. Come on!”
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          THE STOLEN PAINTING

        

      

    

    
      I reached for the door handle, relieved when I found it unlocked. I opened the door with Ben close by my side, afraid of what we might find. I spotted Mr. Morano right away—but there was someone else there that I didn’t recognize.

      A woman in her late twenties with short brown hair. She wore a white t-shirt, jeans, and an apron with paint stains splattered on it. Her face had turned bright red in anger. She stood close to Mr. Morano, shouting at him. It looked like paper and stationery supplies had gotten knocked off his desk.

      “You have no right to do this!” the woman spat, flinging off a stapler from the desk in a fit of rage. “That’s my painting and I should get the final say!”

      “Ms. Caulfield, please calm down,” Mr. Morano said, putting his hands up. Despite her rage, he remained pleasant. “We can work this out. Invite the others, and we can sit down and talk⁠—”

      “Oh, we’re past talking. You just wait, Mr. Morano,” she sneered. “You’ll get what’s coming to you.”

      When she turned and saw us, she didn’t explain anything or introduce herself. She just stormed past us, her footsteps stomping away down the hall. When Mr. Morano noticed us, he sighed and ran a hand through his brown hair.

      I took a good look at him this time. He seemed in his mid-thirties with olive skin and a beauty mark above his lip. He wore a fancy black suit and looked flustered by the woman’s outburst.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said. “Can I help you?”

      I held out my hand and he shook it. “My name is Jessica Prince—Henry Prince’s niece. This is my friend, Ben Clark.”

      Ben waved awkwardly. “Hello, Mr. Morano. Nice office.”

      “Uncle Henry sent us to find you,” I said. “The auction’s starting soon and he wants to know if you’re ready.”

      He smiled. “Right—the auction. I came here to get my papers on what art is being auctioned off.”

      He turned to his desk, sifting through the scattered papers to find the one he was looking for. I waited for him to explain why the woman was so angry, but he didn’t mention it. And my curiosity was eating away at me.

      “Why was that woman so mad at you?” I finally asked.

      “Oh, that’s just Erin Caulfield. Bit of a hothead, that one,” he said, still searching his desk. “Oh—here’s the list.”

      “She seemed really angry about something,” I continued. “She mentioned something about her painting. Do you know why?”

      He sighed. “I don’t. And I don’t mean to sound rude, but if she and I were having a disagreement, it wouldn’t be any of your business. Art dealers and artists argue all the time—it’s part of the job description. No need to worry.”

      Now at least I knew she was an artist—that explained the paint on her clothes. But I had a feeling Mr. Morano was lying about the true reason behind their argument.

      “The Gotham Art Gallery is lovely. There are so many beautiful pieces here,” I said, changing the subject. “But I remember an older man owning it. I think the name was Mr. Chomsky?”

      He nodded. “Mr. Chomsky retired and put the art gallery up for sale last year. I had just enough money to purchase it—I’d been a businessman before moving to Willowbrook. I spent my last dime on this beautiful gallery, and I don’t regret a thing.”

      “Were you always interested in art?”

      He grinned. “Oh, yes. I even wanted to be an artist when I was young, but I wasn’t very good at it. I had more luck selling things, and when I found the opportunity to combine my two loves, I took it. Come—let’s walk and talk.”

      Ben and I exited his office, waiting for Mr. Morano to follow. After he locked his office, he turned to us as we walked down the hallway, making our way back toward the main hall. Uncle Henry must’ve wondered what was taking us so long.

      “Needless to say, I needed this art gallery to return a profit. I spent my last savings making it a reality,” Mr. Morano continued. “But now that I’ve got my head above water, I’ve decided to give back to the community—to auction paintings off to charity.”

      “That’s very nice of you, Mr. Morano. Willowbrook appreciates it,” I said. “But about the artists who are having their work auctioned off tonight. Are they here with us? Will we get to meet them?”

      Mr. Morano shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. They were…busy with other affairs. But they give their best wishes for the auction—even Ms. Caulfield.”

      Somehow, I didn’t believe that. I knew there had to be more to the story, but time ran out for my questions. We’d made it to the main hall with everyone’s eyes on us.

      “Please excuse me. I have to set up the paintings before the auction. Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes,” he said. “But it was nice talking to you, Ms. Prince. The Gotham Art Gallery appreciates your family’s support. Henry helped me organize this, and I won’t forget it.”

      He rushed off, nodding politely at the guests. Some tried to talk to him but he was too busy before the show. He disappeared behind the auction stage’s curtain to prepare.

      Ben frowned. “There’s something about that guy that rubs me the wrong way. And why did that Caulfield woman threaten him?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, my eyes roaming the crowd. “Something fishy’s going on here…”

      Uncle Henry walked over to us. “Hey, Jess. Did you find Mr. Morano?”

      I nodded. “He’s setting up behind the curtain. He was late because he was talking with someone in his office.”

      “Very loudly,” Ben added.

      The guests returned to normal, chatting and grabbing appetizers off platters. I didn’t see Erin Caulfield anywhere and assumed she’d left. Uncle Henry and Ben started talking about the auction, but I was already lost in my thoughts—thinking about Mr. Morano and Erin Caulfield’s argument.

      There was only one thing that could distract me and it was Eric Worthington. For once, he wasn’t surrounded by his spiteful parents. He stood by himself at a painting of a waterfall, gazing at it with his head cocked.

      This was my chance—my only chance to talk to Eric alone, without his family or the Queen of Mean, Holly Blackwood, stopping me. And I rarely saw him out of school.

      “Excuse me,” I said to Ben and Uncle Henry.

      I cleared my throat as I approached Eric, trying to work up the courage to talk to him. He heard me coming and turned his head, grinning. I nearly blushed when his blue eyes locked with mine.

      “Jessica,” he said, glancing at my dress. “You look good.”

      “You, too,” I stammered, trying to keep it together. “Are you liking the charity auction so far?”

      He furrowed his eyebrows, his face turning thoughtful. “I like the little bread with tomatoes on it, but…I don’t get the art. I mean, what is this supposed to be?”

      I glanced back at the painting, confused. “It’s…a waterfall.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, “but, like, what does it mean? All this art goes over my head.”

      “Well, it’s no Vincent Van Gogh,” I said, “but I like it. It’s peaceful—tranquil.”

      “Vincent…Van Gogh?” he asked, looking confused. “Who’s that?”

      “Uh, never mind,” I said, beet red. “I should get back to Uncle Henry. See you around.”

      “Hey, maybe we could hang out at school?” he asked to my surprise. “You know, when Easter break is over. You should come to one of my football games. My teammates and I have this fun ritual before we play. They throw the football as hard as they can at my head, and I see how long I can last before I get dizzy and fall down!”

      “Sounds like fun,” I said, laughing nervously. “See you then.”

      Eric walked away, returning to his mother in the crowd. I didn’t see Wayne Worthington and wondered where he’d gone. As I turned, I nearly crashed into Ben. He stood nearby, gazing at an abstract painting. I knew he didn’t care about art—that he had a reason for standing so close.

      “Benjamin Thomas Clark,” I scolded, crossing my arms. “Were you eavesdropping on my conversation with Eric?”

      He glanced at me, trying to hide a smirk. “No, of course not—but I couldn’t help but overhear. You and Eric had a very…enlightening conversation about art. I’m eager to hear more of his opinions on waterfalls. What do they mean?”

      “Oh, shut it,” I said, playfully slapping his arm.

      He couldn’t contain his smile this time. “The guy’s an idiot, Jess. I don’t know what you see in him.”

      “The muscles, the blue eyes, the dimples⁠—”

      “Okay, I get it,” Ben huffed. “Sorry I asked. I’m just saying, you deserve a guy who’s smart and funny. A guy like⁠—”

      I heard the click of high heels and turned around. It was none other than Holly Blackwood, the snooty daughter of our academy’s headmaster. She had the terrible twins—Lorraine and Kelsey Hartford—by her side, the cousins of my best friend, Tiffany. They wore long, flowing gowns of pastel. Their families were rich too, but I doubted they’d donate any of their money tonight.

      “What do you want, Holly?” I asked, sighing.

      “We saw you talking to Eric,” she said, stepping closer. “Newsflash—he isn’t interested in someone like you.”

      “Don’t be so sure of that,” I said. “He invited me to his football game. Sounds pretty interested to me.”

      Holly sneered. “You think because you solved some stupid case in Milan, you’re popular now? Face it, Jessica—Eric is mine. He’ll realize he belongs with me soon enough.”

      “Jessica is better than you’ll ever be,” Ben said. “Smarter, funnier, prettier. That’s the reason you hate her so much. She’s everything you wish you could be.”

      The twins gasped. I think I did, too. No one spoke to Holly that way—not unless they wanted retribution. She had her father wrapped around her finger so tight that I felt sure she could get someone expelled if she wanted.

      All this time, I thought Holly and Eric were dating. Maybe I was wrong—maybe she just wanted him and started that rumor herself. Now that she saw us hanging out more, she was growing desperate to keep him in her grasp.

      Holly’s face twisted in anger. “I’ll make you regret that, Clark. What I do will hurt worse than when your mother died. Or maybe she didn’t die—maybe she wanted to get away from you and your loser father.”

      I saw Ben’s face drop. His mother, Beth, had died years ago of cancer. He never spoke about it and I understood why. I’d lost my parents when I was young, too—they had died in a freak car accident. The pain never really goes away. Ben couldn’t speak, but I had to stand up for him.

      “You crossed the line, Holly,” I said. “Now get out of here before I ask Mr. Morano to kick you out. He’s good friends with Uncle Henry, you know.”

      I expected her to argue back, but she didn’t. She just glared at us once more before turning on her heel. When the twins followed, I sighed in relief. There had been enough arguments for one night.

      “I’m so sorry she said that, Ben,” I said, turning to him. “That was beyond mean.”

      “It’s all right,” he muttered, avoiding my eyes. “Come on—let’s see if the auction’s ready now.”

      I wanted to cheer him up, but I didn’t know what to say. I sighed and followed him instead, pushing through the crowd to the auction stage. I finally noticed Sheriff Clark, speaking privately with Wayne Worthington in a corner of the gallery. It looked like they were talking about something important.

      I was about to ask Ben if they knew each other before Madison and Tiffany came up behind us. Tiffany’s parents were there, but I didn’t see Madison’s anywhere. Tiffany’s parents chatted with employees that worked at Prince Enterprises while I spoke with the girls.

      “We saw your little exchange with Holly,” Madison whispered. “What did the Wicked Witch of Blackwood want now?”

      “Oh, the usual—to threaten me to stay away from Eric.”

      Tiffany scoffed. “She must be totally jealous if she did that. I wish I could tell my cousins how I really feel about them and Holly…”

      I craned my neck, searching for Uncle Henry. I finally found him on the far side of the art gallery, arguing with that journalist I’d met earlier, Jeremy Ritz. Why were they arguing now? And why did it seem like everyone was fighting tonight?

      Across the room, Wayne Worthington finished his private conversation with Sheriff Clark and walked away as Mayor Forrester approached. The mayor said hello to the sheriff, then turned to speak with several of his officers on duty. They nodded and left the art gallery but Sheriff Clark stayed, along with Chief Deputy Samantha Rojas. She had her dark hair tied up in a bun, her make-up light for duty tonight. She was always kind to me—much nicer than the sheriff.

      “Why are those cops leaving?” I whispered to Ben.

      “Oh, my dad mentioned the mayor didn’t want too much of a police presence here. He was afraid it would scare the guests—make them think something was wrong,” Ben said. “I think he’s dismissing some now, but I know my dad. He won’t leave—he’s always paranoid something will go wrong.”

      Sheriff Norman Clark looked stern, his eyes scanning the crowd. When they landed on me, he scowled. In all my years in Willowbrook, I’d never seen that man smile. I wasn’t sure he could.

      “He hates that I’m here as your plus one, by the way,” Ben muttered. “But I told him we’re best friends and if he doesn’t like that, tough.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, Ben.”

      Uncle Henry returned a moment later, pushing through the crowd as we took our seats. “Did I miss anything?”

      I shook my head. “No, it hasn’t started yet. Everything okay?”

      He frowned. “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      Before I had the chance to confront him about his argument with Jeremy Ritz, Mr. Morano opened the stage curtain. It unveiled several paintings hoisted on easels to show the potential bidders in the crowd. Mayor Forrester walked over, standing next to him. Jeremy sat near the stage, snapping pictures. I noticed Dean, the new guy in town, sitting near the stage, too.

      “Greetings, everyone, and welcome to our charity auction,” Mr. Morano began. “I’ve made you wait long enough tonight, so without further ado, let’s begin!”

      He and the mayor took turns calling out numbers on the paintings, and it was so fast that I almost couldn’t understand them. The first painting was a beautiful medieval castle and it sold for five thousand dollars. The next one up for auction was an Erin Caulfield original of a sunset. I looked for her in the crowd again, but she was gone.

      “I’d like that painting, Uncle Henry,” I whispered. “My birthday’s next month. Maybe it could be an early gift?”

      Uncle Henry nodded, bidding a thousand. We were both surprised when Wayne Worthington outbid him by two thousand. By the way he glared over at us, it was clear he wanted to challenge Uncle Henry. His wife, Rebecca, shook her head at her husband’s antics while Eric just looked confused.

      Uncle Henry wouldn’t back down. They went back and forth, bidding up to twenty-thousand. Rebecca nudged her husband to stop, and he nodded and sighed. I doubted he even wanted the painting in the first place.

      “Sold to Mr. Henry Prince,” Mayor Forrester said, grinning. “Thank you for your generous contribution. The money will go toward a children’s fund for education and healthcare in Willowbrook.”

      Eric shot me an apologetic look as Wayne glared at us. At least Eric didn’t hate our family as much as his father did. The auction continued with more bidders rattling off numbers, and I zoned out when it started to get repetitive.

      “Nice painting you got,” Ben whispered. “Where are you going to hang it?”

      I shook my head. “Oh, I’m not keeping it.”

      His jaw fell open. “Then…why did you ask your uncle to bid on it?”

      It was hard to explain the hunch I had. “It’s a gift for a friend, actually. Or someone I hope will be my friend. I’ll tell you more when I figure it out.”

      Ben was still confused, but he knew better than to question me while I was deep in a mystery—and I believed one was already brewing. After the next painting got auctioned off, Mr. Morano reached for another. It was a large painting of the Eiffel Tower.

      “This painting is our most expensive,” he began. “It was painted by the late artist, Brandon Terrence, who died of a heart attack a few weeks ago. The starting bid will be⁠—”

      Before Mr. Morano could finish, the lights in the art gallery went out. And with the darkness outside the windows, I couldn’t see anything. I reached for my smartphone in my purse and frowned when it wouldn’t turn on. I always made sure to charge my phone before I left the house, so I found it strange.

      “Ben, Uncle Henry,” I said, hoping they were still there through the darkness. “Are you able to turn your phones on?”

      “No, mine isn’t working,” Uncle Henry said, shuffling for his phone in his pocket.

      “Mine, either,” Ben said. “But it’s a cheap flip-phone⁠—”

      “Hey—stop!” I heard Mr. Morano cry. “Thief! A thief is stealing the painting!”

      And everyone in the art gallery started screaming.
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      I rose to my feet, wondering if I should try to make my way toward the auction stage or get to safety outside. I couldn’t see where I was going so I figured it was better to stay in place. Uncle Henry and Ben kept their hands on my arm so the frantic crowd wouldn’t trample or separate us.

      “A thief?” I heard Uncle Henry ask. “Stealing the painting? I can’t believe anyone would do something like that. What’s going on now?”

      “No idea,” Ben muttered. “I’d feel a lot better if I could see right now…”

      “Mads? Tiff?” I called out in the darkness. “Are you still there?”

      “We’re here,” Madison began, “and we can’t see a thing.”

      “Do either of your phones work?”

      I heard them scramble to pull their phones out of their clutches. I had to know if it was only me, Ben, and Uncle Henry who couldn’t get ours to turn on, though that was a weird enough coincidence.

      “Nope,” Madison said. “And it’s strange—I just plugged it in before I left the house. There’s no reason it shouldn’t be working.”

      “Mine doesn’t, either,” Tiffany said. “I can’t live without my phone. I need it back in case someone texts me! Keeping up with the gossip at Blackwood Academy is a full-time job, you know.”

      The last time I was in a blackout, the Crimson Caper had sabotaged the fashion show in Milan. I feared something similar was happening—that somehow, Carla had come back to haunt me for exposing her crimes. But that was impossible—she was still in prison. I was just being paranoid.

      A moment later, the lights turned on and I breathed a sigh of relief. I saw no evidence of Carla or the Crimson Caper anywhere. The screaming stopped as everyone looked around at each other. I spotted two people missing straight away—Jeremy Ritz and Dean Wallace. They’d both stayed close to the stage and I wondered if they had seen anything suspicious before the lights went out. Did they flee because they were afraid of the dark, or because they were responsible?

      I glanced back at the stage. Mayor Forrester and Mr. Morano were still standing there, but the expensive painting of the Eiffel Tower that they were auctioning off had vanished. An easel sat on the stage without the painting on it—but there was something else in its place.

      A single white lily. I didn’t remember seeing it there before. Whoever had stolen the painting must’ve left it behind, whether on purpose or by accident. They were quick, too—the power had only gone off for a few minutes. How had they escaped so fast with the painting? Did they have it all planned out, or was it spontaneous?

      “The painting,” Mr. Morano said, glancing down. “It’s gone. Someone ripped it out of my hands—I felt them!”

      Mayor Forrester pointed at the easel. “And left a white lily behind in place of what they stole.”

      “My God,” I heard Uncle Henry mutter. “It’s happening again.”

      “What’s happening again?” I asked. “Do you know something about the white lily?”

      Uncle Henry didn’t reply. But judging by the look on his face, it seemed like he did. I’d never seen him so scared before, not even when Carla’s ex-husband had framed him for sabotage and he was sitting in an Italian jail. He knew what the white lily meant—I was sure of it.

      Before I could ask Uncle Henry again, Sheriff Clark stepped in front of the crowd. “This is now a crime scene. I must ask everyone to stay and give their statements, even if you think you didn’t see anything suspicious. We’ll also be conducting searches of everyone’s pockets and purses…”

      I glanced around at the crowd. Was it possible the thief was still there, hiding among us? I wasn’t sure. The painting was large—difficult to hide. No, I feared the thief was already long gone by now.

      I pulled out my notepad from my clutch as Ben sighed. “Well Jess, I was wrong earlier. I didn’t think anything exciting would happen at this auction, but here we are…”

      As much as I loved mysteries, I wasn’t thrilled to have a new one—not in my hometown. Uncle Henry had looked forward to this auction and wanted everything to go right for the charity and Mr. Morano. I had to find out what had happened.

      “Finally!” Tiffany said beside me. I turned to her, noticing her smartphone turned on in her hand. “It’s working again. Thank goodness!”

      I pulled out my smartphone, noticing she was right—all our technology seemed functional again. Ben and Uncle Henry checked theirs, relieved to find them working, too.

      “That’s weird,” I said. “Why didn’t our phones work during the blackout? They shouldn’t have been affected at all. It’s not like they were connected to the lights or anything.”

      “Beats me,” Ben muttered. “If the thief did it, they wanted that painting bad. They made sure we couldn’t call for help or turn on our phone flashlights.”

      Ben was right—the two seemed connected. I couldn’t prove it yet, but somehow, the thief had managed to disable everyone’s smartphones. Samantha Rojas and a few other cops on duty made their way through the crowd, scribbling down statements. Most of the cops were gone—the mayor had dismissed them before the theft. I shook my head at the bad timing. When I saw Sheriff Clark approach Mayor Forrester and Mr. Morano on the auction stage, I rushed over to them.

      “Mr. Morano, I have a few questions,” I said, pulling out a pencil to write things down in my notepad. “Right before the blackout⁠—”

      “This is a police investigation,” Sheriff Clark spat, turning to me. “We don’t need amateur sleuths meddling in it.”

      “She’s hardly an amateur, Sheriff,” Mayor Forrester said. “She solved the case of the Crimson Caper, did she not?”

      That didn’t impress the sheriff. He crossed his arms and scowled at me. “You got lucky with that case, Jessica. Now get off my stage before I arrest you for impeding a police investigation!”

      I was only trying to help. Why couldn’t the sheriff see that?

      “Dad, stop,” Ben said, walking onto the stage behind me. “I know you’re upset this happened, but you have no right to talk to Jessica like that. I was there in Milan—she’s good at this stuff. She just wants to find out the truth.”

      “Too bad,” Sheriff Clark hissed. “Take your nosy friend and get off this stage before I toss both of you in a cell for the night. In fact, I should’ve arrested Henry Prince for kidnapping when he kept you in Milan for a week!”

      I couldn’t believe he would talk to his own son like that. I felt bad for Ben, and I knew why he missed his mother so much. Beth was kind—much kinder than the sheriff. It made me glad that Uncle Henry treated me well.

      Speaking of Uncle Henry, he stood by the side of the stage, balling his fists. “Don’t you dare talk about my niece like that⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” Mayor Forrester said. “There’s been a crime here. We should focus on that instead of bickering with each other.”

      “And I’m trying to do that,” Sheriff Clark continued, “but she keeps getting in my way.”

      “I want Jessica on this case,” Mayor Forrester said, much to my surprise. “She’s seen sabotage up close before and clearly knows what she’s doing. Let her ask her questions. What harm could it do, Sheriff? Maybe she’ll be able to help, and we want this solved fast, don’t we?”

      I thought the sheriff would argue, but he just scoffed. “Fine—ask your questions. But make it quick.”

      He fled the stage, walking over to Samantha to help her take statements from the crowd. I realized everyone was staring at us after the sheriff’s outburst—even Eric and his parents. I felt embarrassed as Samantha gave me a sympathetic smile. I wished she were in charge instead of Sheriff Clark.

      “Thank you, Mayor Forrester. I promise I won’t take up too much of your time,” I said, turning to Mr. Morano. “As I was trying to ask before, you said you felt someone steal the painting out of your hands. Did you see them? Smell them? Can you tell me anything about the thief?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Mr. Morano replied. “It was dark, and they didn’t say anything to me—they just grabbed the painting and ran off the stage. It happened so fast…”

      “That’s okay. I’m sure you’re still in shock. Do you have any enemies? Anyone who would’ve wanted to steal that painting or sabotage your auction?”

      He hesitated for a moment. “No…no enemies. None that I know of, anyway. And I didn’t see anything suspicious tonight before you ask.”

      “But you argued before the auction with Erin Caulfield, an artist who’s painting was auctioned off. That wasn’t the painting that was stolen, but I think it’s still strange timing, don’t you? What were you even arguing about?”

      Mr. Morano crossed his arms, looking angry. “I told you before, Ms. Prince—that argument was nothing important. Erin Caulfield wouldn’t steal from me. She knows better than that. She’s a hot-headed artist, not a cunning thief.”

      I nodded and wrote it down, though I didn’t believe him. I pointed at the white lily. “This flower was left by the thief. Does it mean anything to you?”

      “No—not at all,” Mr. Morano replied. “I don’t even like flowers. If this is the thief’s idea of a joke, it’s not funny.”

      I glanced at the mayor who looked down when I mentioned the white lily. Did he know something?

      “Let’s talk about the stolen painting,” I continued. “You mentioned the artist who painted it died. Could that be related? Maybe a relative of his wanted it back?”

      Mr. Morano shook his head. “I don’t think so. As I said, the artist—Brandon Terrence—died of a heart attack a few weeks ago. It was very sad. He was only in his thirties and didn’t have any family. It’s more likely the thief stole it because it was the most expensive painting, not that they had any connection to Mr. Terrence. He gave me sole ownership of the painting before he passed on, anyway—it’s in the contract he signed.”

      “A heart attack in his thirties,” Ben muttered. “That’s young, isn’t it? And super rare?”

      Mr. Morano shrugged. “Rare, but not unheard of—especially if Mr. Terrence was under a lot of stress. The life of an artist is hard and uncertain.”

      “Right. Two more questions,” I said. “Do you have any employees here, or is it just you?”

      “Only me, I’m afraid,” Mr. Morano replied. “I’ve been meaning to hire someone, but I’ve just been too busy to look. And besides, I don’t mind working long hours. There isn’t much upkeep on a place like this to require more staff.”

      “I see. Lastly, does the art gallery have cameras?”

      Mr. Morano nodded. “Yes—we have a surveillance room. Would you like to see if we caught anything?”

      “Yes, please,” I replied. “Ben, Uncle Henry, Mayor Forrester—could you come with us?”

      They nodded before we followed Mr. Morano down the hallway. He inputted a code into an alarm on the door, then ushered us inside a small room of camera screens. There were only three—one near the auction stage, one near the front doors, and one outside. They were functioning normally and I spotted nothing out of the ordinary.

      “Let me rewind to a few minutes ago,” Mr. Morano said, taking a seat in front of the screens. “We might not get anything because of the blackout, but it’s worth a try.”

      He pressed the rewind button to when the painting got stolen, and all three cameras faded to black. We couldn’t see anything.

      “None of the cameras caught anything,” Mayor Forrester said, sighing. “That’s too bad.”

      The thief knew what they were doing by turning off the lights and disabling the smartphones. But how did they do it?

      “Did you see anyone access this room?” I asked.

      Mr. Morano shook his head. “No—and it would’ve been impossible. You need to know the code to get inside, and I’ve never told anyone. They couldn’t have caused the blackout from in here.”

      “Hmm. Rewind to a minute before the blackout,” I said. “I want to see if anyone does anything suspicious in the crowd.”

      After Mr. Morano rewound the footage, we watched in silence from the angle of all three cameras. I didn’t see any suspicious behavior—no obvious thief in the crowd or outside the art gallery. No one was carrying a white lily, either. Dean Wallace and Jeremy Ritz were still sitting by the side of the stage and Mr. Morano and Mayor Forrester stood near the painting. I sighed as the cameras faded to black again just as the power went out.

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way,” I muttered. “I have a question for you, Mayor Forrester.”

      “Me?” he asked, surprised.

      “I noticed you dismissed several cops before the theft. Why?”

      “I didn’t think we needed so many cops at a nice event like this—and I didn’t want to worry the crowd. Sheriff Clark can be paranoid sometimes. But in light of this, perhaps he was right to be. I shouldn’t have sent them away,” the mayor replied, sighing. “I hope you’re not implying I had anything to do with this. I had no reason to steal from the auction—and I want this thief caught and punished.”

      “Of course. Just thought I’d ask.”

      “At least some money will still go to charity,” Uncle Henry said. “Not all was lost.”

      The mayor nodded. “Yes, you’re right, Mr. Prince—but this is still troubling. I’m shaken up by this brazen theft and I’m sure everyone else is, too. I’ll ask several officers to remain on duty outside the art gallery in case the thief returns.”

      “Thank you,” Mr. Morano said. “It’ll make me feel better, especially working late at night. I’m a little disturbed by how close the thief was to us. I suppose I should just be grateful they weren’t violent.”

      “I am, too. Say, why don’t you come to my office tomorrow at City Hall, Ms. Prince? I’d like to go over what happened again,” Mayor Forrester said. “As I said before, I want you to do some investigating. I’ll speak to the sheriff and convince him to allow it if that’s all right with you, Mr. Prince.”

      Uncle Henry looked unconvinced. “I don’t know about this…”

      I gave Uncle Henry my best puppy dog eyes. “Please?”

      He sighed. “I could tell you it’s too dangerous…but you wouldn’t listen, would you? All right—you can help, but be careful, Jessica. The thief wasn’t violent tonight, but they could be.”

      I thanked Mr. Morano and the mayor for their help as we left the office. We stood around for another hour, waiting to give our statements. Samantha took ours—I don’t think the sheriff wanted to see us again—but we couldn’t tell her much. When we saw the sheriff walk over to Mr. Morano and the mayor to resume his questioning from earlier, Samantha leaned toward me.

      “I’m sorry the sheriff was so rude to you,” she said. “But I’m glad you’re working the case. I was impressed by how you solved the Crimson Caper mystery. It’s been all over the media—and lots of cops are talking about it.”

      I blushed. “It was nothing, really. Just paying attention goes a long way.”

      Samantha
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