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“Pucci is revealed to be a sharp, smart, witty, and likable detective on a fun, and sometimes scary, adventure… The protagonist only becomes more endearing as the story goes on, and it has a carefree energy that readers will enjoy. A simple but entertaining supernatural thriller with an appealing main character.” —Kirkus Reviews

Five Star Reviews from Reader’s Choice

Author L. J. Aldon brings a fresh voice to paranormal mystery through a clever blend of supernatural elements and traditional sleuthing, and I loved every second of this high-stakes adventure that had a unique mood and feel to it. The story combines elements of traditional mystery with paranormal intrigue, creating a fresh take on the genre while maintaining the satisfaction of classic detective work.

I would enthusiastically recommend The Riddle of the Haunted Hoard to readers who enjoy mysteries that successfully blend supernatural elements with traditional detective work. —K.C. Finn for Readers’ Favorite 

Gripping, entertaining, and filled with unexpected twists, The Riddle of the Haunted Hoard will leave you eagerly awaiting the next installment. This novel is enjoyable, with smooth pacing that never lags. L. J. Aldon is especially skilled at writing character dialogue and can spin a story into an intriguing and intricate mystery. — Ibrahim Aslan for Readers’ Favorite 

L. J. Aldon has a true knack for the atmospheric in The Riddle of the Haunted Hoard, mixing the supernatural with a classic whodunit. Aldon does well in engulfing readers in a whirlwind of paranormal energy that, quite literally, surrounds Pucci as she is pulled further into helping JD. I loved the turbulent peeling away of what has transpired and felt that Pucci was a totally relatable, likable, and capable character who is absolutely worthy of a series.

Aldon’s prose is sharp and comfortably marries Pucci’s psychic abilities with the procedural elements of the investigation. Fans of paranormal mysteries will relish the deft storytelling, multi-layered characters, and all the seen and unseen forces at work. Very highly recommended. — Jamie Michele for Readers’ Favorite

Pucci displays a respect for the supernatural, the rituals of engaging with spirits, and compassion for the newly deceased. The writer conveys much detail about her with simple yet effective descriptions. The mystery components in the novel are gripping and well-written, taking the reader on a winding journey to unmask the killer. — K. T. Bowes for Readers’ Favorite 
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Prologue

Georgetown, Grand Cayman, 2006

Blood pounded in his head, sweat poured down his temples. His trembling hands slowly lowered the binoculars from his bloodshot eyes. The bullet wound in his neck pulsed with pain as he scratched around the bandage that covered it. The low branches brushed against the wrinkled, scaly scar below his left eye. 

“Bloody hell,” he muttered to himself, “they have it. They found the cipher.” He leaned against the tree for support, still weak from the loss of blood. The branches swayed gently in the warm, tropical breeze. He looked around for Anya. Something about her he didn’t trust. Had she gotten too close to the women? His head was spinning. No matter, once he recovered the cipher, she was no use to him. No loose ends. 

He watched as the inspector walked away from the table and out of the restaurant. The Riddle woman stayed. He watched her study the cipher. A server came by and blocked his view. 

“Now what?” he put his question to the tree.  

A disembodied voice hissed in reply. “You know what you need to do.” Fear surged as he spun around too quickly. All went black.







Chapter 1

San Diego, California, One Year Later

Pucci repacked for the fifth time that day. She just knew that one last sweater should fit somehow in the already overstuffed suitcase. She had splurged for this trip and bought a high-end, navy blue suitcase that was reinforced on all sides. It also came with upgraded zippers. “I’m going to need those zippers to hold!” she exclaimed, sitting on the suitcase, grunting as she began zipping. 

“Who goes to Scotland in the winter, anyway?” her friend, Jamie, called out from the kitchen. 

“Apparently I do,” Pucci said, closing the zipper. She remained still for a few moments, fearing an explosion. 

“Well, I just heard it’s crazy cold there in the winter, and dark at like 3 p.m. in the afternoon, so why bother going this time of year?” Jamie said, coming into Pucci’s bedroom. She looked at the overstuffed suitcase and started laughing. “Where are you going to put my gifts that you’re buying for me?”

“Oh, damn, good point, Jamie. I guess I’ll just have to buy small ones and pack them in another carry-on or something. I’ll figure it out as I go. Plus, it stays light in Scotland till 4 p.m.” 

Jamie rolled her eyes. “You are the only person I know who would literally wing it on a trip like this. You have no reservations anywhere, you’re not renting a car, and you have no idea where you’re going to be and when. In a foreign country, for goodness’ sake!” 

“Only partially true. I got a great deal on a first-class ticket to London and then a train to Edinburgh. Booked a room in a castle too! I love going to visit places when they’re not overrun by tourists. December in Scotland will be beautiful. And, my pilgrimage to Rosslyn Chapel will be a magical moment. I’ve been wanting to go to all these places for years. I have felt an energetic pull, especially to Rosslyn ever since I can remember after reading about it as a child. So going there for work to visit the distilleries on Islay is just icing on the cake! Islay is where all the great peaty Scotch whiskies are made.”

Jamie pulled a face. “How can you drink that? I much prefer a good margarita.”

Pucci chuckled. “Oh, and I ended up buying that rail pass. That’s pretty good for me!” Pucci said, grunting as she lifted her suitcase to check the weight. “And I think I told you, when Randi found out I was going to be in Edinburgh, she asked for my support to help bury her great aunt. Do you remember Randi?”

Jamie nodded and smiled, “I remember Randi. I think we met at your birthday party last year. What a cool life she leads, sailing all over the world.”

Pucci looked up at Jamie. “That’s right. That was a fun party! By the way, Jamie, thank you, my friend, for house-sitting for me. It’s such a comfort for me to know that you’ll be here.”

“A month’s free lodging in San Diego? Are you kidding? You’re doing me a favor!” Jamie said. “Come get some food before you go. I just made some quesadillas with New Mexico Hatch green chili peppers.” 

“Yum! Give me a minute, I need to pack all the electrical converters,” she said as Jamie walked out of the room. Pucci looked up from her packing when she felt a familiar sensation in her stomach. David, Jamie’s recently deceased husband, was suddenly standing in front of her. “David, I don’t have time for another chat. I need to finish packing and get to the airport.”

The apparition before her was one of the most solid she had ever encountered, which sometimes unnerved her about David’s appearances. His features—a thin face with a rather large nose and thin lips—rested atop a semitranslucent body, still clad in a flannel shirt and baggy jeans.

“Could you just get one more message to her?” he asked in a forlorn voice. “Please tell her I’m sorry about the pink bunny underwear I got for her last Christmas.”

“What? You gave your wife pink bunny underwear?” Pucci chuckled. 

“I thought it was a sweet gift at the time,” David said. “Could you just please tell her I’m sorry for that gift?”

“Well, OK, if it’s that important to you.” She turned to the door and yelled out. “Hey Jamie, can you come in here for a min?”

Jamie walked back to the bedroom, cinching up her green-chili-stained apron. “What’s up?”

“David wants to apologize to you for giving you bunny underwear the last Christmas you were together,” Pucci said in a kind voice. She knew how sensitive Jamie still was about David. Pucci had relayed some previous messages from him. Jamie always listened, but Pucci knew she didn’t quite believe that Pucci was actually talking to her deceased husband.

“I don’t know who you’re talking to, Pucci, but David never gave me any bunny underwear,” she said, turned on her heel and left the room.

“That didn’t go over too well.” Pucci said to David. “Are you sure you’re remembering correctly?”

“She said she thought they were silly and for a little girl. I felt awful.” He looked startled as Jamie suddenly walked back into the room. 

“Pucci? What color were they?”

“He said they were pink.”

Jamie felt faint and reached for a wall to lean on. “Oh my, oh my, I remember them now. I told him they looked like they were made . . . ”

“For a little girl,” all three said together, even though only Pucci could hear David.

She stared at Pucci, tears welling up in her eyes. “My God, you really have been talking to him all this time?” 

“Yes, my friend, I wouldn’t put you through any of it if it wasn’t true and important to David,” Pucci said gently, walking over to her. They hugged. Pucci let her cry. “He’s always near you, Jamie. He loved you so much.”

“David was my one and only. God, I miss him,” she said, drying her tears. “Thank you, Pucci. You have no idea how much this means to me. When I go home, I’ll look in my drawer. Hopefully I still have that pink bunny underwear!”

Pucci heard a sniff from down the hall as she smiled at David, mouthing a thank you as he vanished back to wherever it was he came from. 

Pucci needed to bring one more important item. She reached for an antique puzzle box her grandmother had given Pucci as a child—a place for her to store all her secrets. There was a hidden drawer that could only be accessed by placing both hands and fingers in the correct positions; otherwise, it remained inaccessible. Pucci gently pushed in the specific spots with her fingers, and the drawer opened with a click revealing a magnificent sight—an antique, exquisite piece of jewelry, the jeweled cipher.

Light fractured through the seventeen flawless diamonds, each one cut with astonishing precision and held fast by gold foil settings that shimmered like trapped fire. Fourteen smaller stones created an elongated ring, precisely framing three larger diamonds arranged in a straight, commanding row. The symmetry, the elegance—it was more than stunning; it was intentional, purposeful, a puzzle waiting to be solved.

Pucci’s fingers hovered over the intricate design, her pulse quickening. This jeweled cipher wasn’t merely decorative—it was a treasure shrouded in secrets. Some ciphers revealed hidden messages when deciphered, others were engraved with initials or symbols, and a few, like this one, functioned as puzzles built into jewelry, requiring assembly to unlock their meaning. The tiny tabs along its edges weren’t ornamental; they were functional markers, meant to connect this piece to others, forming a larger pendant—a remnant made to conceal codes and mysteries. These artifacts were incredibly rare, whispers of them appearing in historical studies and riddles she had poured over for years. And now, one lay before her.

This was the other reason she was going to Scotland. Detective Chief Inspector Olan Lathen of Scotland Yard and Pucci had discovered this piece about a year ago on Grand Cayman when they worked together on a case to find a missing hoard of valuable jewels. When Olan and Pucci found the hoard of stolen jewels—the Cheapside Hoard—she and Olan had discovered this piece sequestered in a reliquary pendant. The pendant, designed specifically to hold sacred items, was among the artifacts of the hoard. But this one came with a ghost. 

They found the cipher, but before they could really discuss it, Olan had to suddenly leave for the airport back to London and Scotland Yard. Pucci stayed at the restaurant to savor her rum. A ghost materialized, cloaked in white with a red cross stitched onto the chest of the garment. The ends of the bars of the cross flared outward. Pucci recognized the iconic outfit of the Knights Templar. He told her that another key piece connected to the cipher was hidden in Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland. She must go before the evil gets there first. And then he was gone. 







Chapter 2

Standing in the security line in the San Diego Airport, Pucci breathed a sigh of relief. Her nightmare of forgetting her passport, still fresh in her mind. She reached into her zippered compartment in her purse once again, gripping it with her fingers while still in place. Her rapid heartbeat slowed slightly. There it was, in the same place as it was the last time she checked, five minutes ago. She left her finger on it as she moved through the line, just in case.

If you’re going to be like this for the next month, you’re going to be exhausted, she thought. She made her way through security, to the gate and sat down. Taking out her passport, she looked at the recent photo. The unsmiling, teal-eyed woman with short brown hair—her bangs were slightly longer now—stared back at her. She chuckled at her thin lips; not much lipstick was wasted on her. She closed the passport, tucking it safely back in its designated compartment and zipping it up in her purse. The monitor showed an on time departure, first stopping in Chicago, then on to London. 

Pucci loved to people watch yet deliberately avoided making eye contact with the ghosts that accompanied live humans. As she watched a family hurrying to their gate with a grandmother ghost traveling with them, she thought back to her conversation with her dear friend Varvada a few weeks ago. Varv, as Pucci affectionately called her, had been an extraordinary friend and confidant to Pucci during the Grand Cayman trip. That trip had involved ghosts, treasure, murder, and Olan. She sighed. Olan, Chief Inspector Olan Lathen, her detective from Scotland Yard. In fact, he wasn’t really her detective. They hadn’t spoken in quite a while. Their last conversation was brief and he seemed emotionless. The phone call had left her feeling empty and sad, so she’d called Varv. The connection reignited the excitement of the mystery they had solved last year, helping her forget the hole in her heart for a moment.

Varv probably couldn’t meet in Scotland as she had an interior design commission in Cardiff, but she’d try. Maybe they could meet up in London, she suggested. Pucci wanted to make that happen. They had hung up with Pucci promising Varv to take pictures of those gorgeous men in kilts! 

An announcement came over the loudspeaker, letting folks know that the first-class ticket holders could now board at their leisure. Pucci got up and walked right onto the plane, stowing her carry-on and her purse at her feet. She thought to herself, Wow, look at all this room! The flight attendant came by and offered a glass of champagne. Pucci accepted with a giggle. Now this is the way to travel!

Pucci picked up her phone to send a quick text to Randi. They had plans to meet in Edinburgh in a few days for the funeral, and while Pucci secretly hoped Randi might join her at the castle afterward, she didn’t want to impose. She typed out a message, letting Randi know that her flight to London was on time and promising to stay in touch as their meeting day approached.

She settled into her book just as the doors were being secured. The seat next to her was empty, so no one to tell her life story to in the time from San Diego to Chicago. She was a little disappointed. But exhaustion took over as she had been up late every night preparing for the trip. As soon as they passed over Albuquerque, New Mexico, she fell asleep. 







Chapter 3

“I better get going, my dear. I need tae go sell my castle.”

“Said no one . . . ever,” Katie said, pulling a face at her father.

He laughed as he bent down to put his computer in his briefcase. “Sounds funny tae say, too. It’s going to break my heart to sell the ol’ girl,” he said, glancing at a flyer, recently faxed over from the realtor in Edinburgh, Scotland. “We have 21 acres, did ye ken?”

“Dad, how do you not know your facts about your ancestral home?” she said as she glanced at the property information and photograph on the fax. “Pretty photo of the grounds. The falconry lesson going on in the background is a nice touch. I wish I could come back with you.”

“Aye, I wish ye could too, Katie. I’d like the help and moral support. But you need to stay in the States and finish your degree. Besides, I need to stop in London to handle some other business before I fly home. I’ll come back to Chicago as soon as I can, love. And quit calling me Dad!” He chuckled, emphasizing the last “d” as he hugged her close. “Oh, my wee bairn.”

“I am not a child anymore, Da!” A tear came to her eye. “I’ll miss you.”

He pulled away and looked out the window. “Och, looks like my taxi is here. I’ll call when I get home to the castle,” he called out, as he picked up his carry-on and headed for the door. 

“Don’t forget your passport, Da!” she called back, picking it up off the kitchen table and running it out to him. “Some Earl of Strathhammond you are! You’d forget your head if it wasn’t attached!” She reached up and gently kissed his cheek in a last farewell as a light snow was falling. She waved as the taxi made its way to Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport.

He weaved his way through the crowded airport to the gate just as the last people were boarding the nonstop flight to London. He handed his ticket to the gate attendant.

“Good evening, Mr. MacNevin. Let me take you to your first-class seat,” the tall, pretty flight attendant said in a slight Scottish accent. She recognized the name and the man as one of the most eligible bachelors in Scotland.

“Nay bother, but thank you,” he smiled back, his posh accent back in place. He walked down the Jetway into the plane, put his suitcase in the overhead, and sat down next to a small, brown-haired woman who was gently snoring.







Chapter 4

“I was hoping to have coffee with you in the morning.” He smiled his charming, crooked smile. 

Pucci blushed as she turned to leave. He reached out and caught her. He slowly brought her close. She turned and looked up into his moonstone eyes as he gathered her up into his arms. His energy felt like a welcoming cocoon. She felt safe in his arms, her head against his warm chest. She heard his heart gently beating. She moved slightly away, still cradled in his embrace. He leaned down, their lips almost touching. . . .

Way off in the distance, Pucci heard a voice. 

“Excuse me, miss.” The voice got louder. “Miss?”

Pucci started awake, unaware of her surroundings for a moment. She turned to see the kind face of a young, pretty woman in a uniform staring down at her. As her vision focused, the woman said, “You need to put on your seat belt, ma’am, we’ll be landing in London soon.”

Pucci turned and looked out the window. She could see a large city coming into view. How she could have slept all the way to London? 

A deep voice with kindness in its delivery asked from the seat next to her, “Are you alright, lass?” His sky-blue moonstone eyes showed concern.

Pucci, trying not to gape at the man, closed her mouth and said, “Oh, ah, yes, I’m quite alright, thank you. Just a little disoriented.” She kept staring. Here was the man she had just seen in her dream state. Same eyes, same crooked, charming smile. That was a dream? She searched her mind, still feeling the heat of his hands on her waist, his musky scent still lingering. Fighting the desire to lean over and bury her nose in his collared shirt to breathe him in, Pucci reached for her purse. She desperately wanted to see what she looked like. Or not. Cringing at what she might see in the mirror. 

“You were sleeping soundly there for the entire trip. I can imagine you feel a wee bit out of sorts.” He put his book into his briefcase. 

“Yes,” she said in a small voice, not wanting to look at him again. The mirror she held displayed her messy hair. “Oy,” she said to herself. 

“Do you live in London? Or just coming for a visit?” he asked, with a refined Scottish accent.

“Just visiting, I live in California. I’m actually on my way to Scotland but need to stop in London for a few days,” Pucci answered, still feeling flustered.

“Oh, aye. Me as well. I live in Scotland, outside of Edinburgh, looking forward to going home after some business in London.”

Pucci felt his energy change when he mentioned his home. She felt a fondness and a sadness. Not wanting to pry, she gently asked, “Have you always lived in Scotland?”

“Aye, and all of my ancestors, going back centuries,” he replied. “So what brings you to Scotland this time of year? We dinnae get a lot of tourists in winter,” letting his refinement slip slightly.

“That’s actually why I’m coming now. I’m not a big tourist person and love to learn from the locals. I am going to Islay to the distilleries. I write a blog about spirits, the alcohol kind, not the other, not that there is the other, I mean . . . ” she stammered, blushing.

He tilted his head slightly, the sexy crooked smile returning. “Oh, aye,” is all he said. 

Pucci decided not to clarify. She wasn’t very smooth in the company of exceedingly handsome men with Scottish accents, or any handsome men, for that matter. She turned and looked out the window and asked, “I wonder why we haven’t landed yet?” 

“We’ve been circling for quite some time, have ye not noticed?” he said.

“Oh, ah, of course. I noticed, just wondering why,” she said, stumbling over her words. What was wrong with her? Just because he could be on the cover of GQ magazine doesn’t mean you have to act like a teenager. 

The flight attendant walked by again and paused in their row. “Mr. MacNevin, we’ll be landing soon. Please make sure your seat belt is fastened. Can I get you anything else? My phone number, perhaps?” she said, clearly flirting with him. 

Pucci looked at Mr. MacNevin, then at the flight attendant, wondering how he was going to respond. Pucci felt his slight embarrassment. She liked him even more. “Nae, thank you, but this young lady might need something?” he said, turning to Pucci. 

“Oh yes . . . ma’am?” she said, turning to Pucci, slightly annoyed.

“Could I have one of those hot towels? I think I missed them when I was asleep,” she asked. She wanted to get her money’s worth in first class before landing. The flight attendant walked away and hurried back with towels for Pucci and Mr. MacNevin. 

“Good idea, thank you,” he said to Pucci, not the flight attendant. 

“Mr. MacNevin. I’m sorry I didn’t have time to talk to you more.” Pucci said, smiling as the plane touched down. 

“You have me at a disadvantage. You ken my name, but I dinnae ken yours,” he said, leaning close to her. 

She felt heat rise in her. Hot flash? Hormones dancing the jig? Embarrassment? He waited for her reply. She breathed. “Pucci. My name is Pucci Riddle. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. MacNevin. And, may I ask what ken means?” 

“Och, sorry, it means ‘know.’ And, please, call me Braden. And very nice to meet you, Pucci. If you have time in your busy schedule sampling our peaty whisky, here is my card. Call, I’d love to take you for dinner. Or, at least I’m hoping to have coffee with you.” 

Pucci’s breath caught. 

She watched as he hurried out of the plane. She saw him amongst the crowds as she headed for the luggage carousels. He went the other way, out the front doors. There was something intriguing about him, a subtle energy that seemed both familiar and mysterious.  







Chapter 5

After navigating her way through Heathrow and deciphering the train schedules, Pucci secured a reasonably priced hotel in the Cheapside area of London. The thought of staying near the location where the Cheapside Hoard was discovered fascinated her. The hoard—over 400 pieces of Elizabethan-period, late 16th- to early 17th-century gems and jewelry—was unearthed beneath a cellar in Cheapside in 1912 and earned its name from the neighborhood itself. Recognized as the most extraordinary find of gems and jewelry in the world, it was transferred to the Museum of London and made its public debut in 1914. After the exhibition was dismantled, the hoard remained secured in the museum’s archives for decades until, about four years ago, it was stolen by a gang of thieves.

The stolen treasure eventually found its way to Georgetown, Grand Cayman, only to meet its fate with Hurricane Ivan off the coast. There it lay as sunken treasure until it was accidentally discovered by JD Langer. Solving the mystery of JD Langer’s murder ultimately led Pucci to locate and recover the hoard. She thought back to that moment months ago in the graveyard, vividly recalling the overwhelming feeling when she unearthed the stolen treasure. The memory of the antique pieces glinting in the light flooded her senses once more.

Despite the absence of the original buildings where the hoard had been discovered, Pucci felt a deep connection to the place. Now, a modern high-rise apartment complex with mirrored windows dominated the area. St. Paul’s Cathedral loomed in the skyline, its iconic dome reflected in the sleek glass façade of the contemporary building—a striking juxtaposition of London’s rich history and its evolving urban landscape.

Since the hoard was returned, the Museum of London was in the process of developing a newly designed exhibit for the Cheapside Hoard, slated to open “soon.” Pucci had kept in touch with Brent Nash, a gemologist and jeweler she had befriended during her time in Georgetown. Brent had been instrumental in helping Scotland Yard identify pieces of the hoard. The museum, grateful for his expertise, enlisted his continued assistance in researching and cataloging the artifacts for the upcoming display. During their last conversation, Brent had shared his excitement about the exhibit, though he admitted that progress was slower than anticipated.

***

In the process of solving JD’s murder just over a year ago, Pucci faced the most harrowing moment of her life—staring down the barrel of a gun held by the head of the notorious gang of thieves that stole the Cheapside Hoard, a man known only as “Pirate.” Though DCI Lathen had fired a shot that seemingly ended Pirate’s reign, his body was never recovered. While the world assumed he was dead, Pucci couldn’t shake the suffocating weight of his presence. His dark, malevolent energy still haunted her dreams, an unrelenting shadow that terrified her. She knew she had to find him before he found her—and threatened everyone she held dear. 

One of Pirate’s gang members, Valerie Baine—also known as Charlene—had died during the museum heist that led to the theft of the Cheapside Hoard. The three other gang members perished as well when their boat went down, taking the treasure with it, during Hurricane Ivan. Their remains had yet to be identified.

Scotland Yard had already interviewed Valerie’s parents but uncovered nothing useful about the elusive ringleader. Pucci, however, wasn’t ready to give up. While in London, she decided to visit Valerie’s parents herself, hoping to piece together more about Pirate’s identity and his sinister motives.

Pucci woke the next morning jet-lagged, but at least she had gotten some good rest. Tea was first on the agenda. When in Rome and all that. She made herself a cup from the tea set up in her hotel room.

Her next order of business was to visit Valerie’s parents. After Valerie’s body had been identified through dental records, Olan had provided Pucci information about her. Since Pucci had previously assisted Scotland Yard—and solved the Cheapside Hoard mystery—Olan gladly shared what he knew at the time.

Valerie’s recovery from the Thames had left little doubt about the tragic circumstances of her death. Pucci hoped her parents might be able to fill in the missing pieces about Valerie’s life, especially regarding who had employed her.

The grieving parents had shared little with Scotland Yard, only that their daughter had fallen in with bad people but had seemed to turn her life around after securing an internship at the Museum of London four years ago. Valerie had maintained contact with her parents while working at the museum, but three years ago, the communication suddenly stopped. The news of her death had been a devastating shock.

Pucci caught the train down to the Docklands, Valerie’s last known address, her parents’ home in Poplar. Looking out the window of the train, she marveled at the amount of giant cranes erecting high-rises—modernity rising at the cost of old London falling.

The train station was confusing to navigate. She took a few wrong turns before finally seeing an exit toward the direction she desired, away from the river. The neighborhood around the train station showed signs of ongoing renovations of old warehouses and the arrival of upscale restaurants near the Dockland location of the Museum of London. 

As Pucci walked away from the area being gentrified, the neighborhoods became sketchier and more run down. Trash, discarded broken toys, and broken-down cars filled the tiny fenced in front yards. She turned down a street walking past old, neglected houses, all a mundane worn-out brown color. The generic front doors gave off an energy of unwelcome. 

She found the Baine’s door and knocked. A woman with a cigarette dangling precariously from her lips yanked the door open yelling, “What?” 

Pucci, slightly startled, backed away from the door. “Hello, I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m with Scotland Yard,” she said, stretching the truth. “I’d like to talk with you about your daughter.”

The woman took the cigarette from her lips, looked Pucci up and down and opened the door so she could enter. The woman spoke with a gravelly voice, probably from years of smoking. “Why are you here? We answered all your questions months ago.” She shut the door, blocking out the light and fresh air. 

Pucci contained a cough. “I’m what some might call a specialist in personality behaviors. I tend to see things that others would miss,” she said, feeling clever creating this explanation. She hoped Valerie might make an appearance in her spirit form while Pucci was here. “Could I please ask you a few more questions? And, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to see her room as well. I assume you were her mother, Mrs. Baine?”

The woman snubbed out the cigarette in an overflowing ashtray and nodded her head, her eyes squinting as the last exhale traveled past them.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do without our Valerie. Her father hasn’t been able to talk about it at all, and I have no one to talk to,” she said practically tearing up. “She was so ungrateful!” Mrs. Baine cried out, angrily, spitting her words in Pucci’s face.

Pucci didn’t understand the sudden turn of emotion as she backed away. She felt the woman’s energy. It was chaotic and fragmented. This poor woman, Pucci thought. It feels like she’s losing it. I’m going to need to tread very carefully.

“Mrs. Baine, I don’t want to take too much of your time. Would you mind if I see Valerie’s room?”

Mrs. Baine shrugged. “Suit yourself, it’s upstairs, to the right,” she said as she walked into the living room and turned on the telly.

Pucci watched the mother of the dead girl completely disengage from life as she stared at the screen and lit another cigarette. Pucci started up the stairs. The hallway at the top was dimly lit. She found a door to the right and walked in. 

The room looked untouched since their daughter moved out a long time ago and certainly hadn’t been disturbed since her death a few years ago. It still looked like a little girl’s room. She picked up a photograph of two teenagers laughing. 

“That’s me best friend,” the ghost said. 

Pucci dropped the photo and whipped around. There was Valerie—well, the ghost of Valerie—standing in the middle of the room, next to her old bed with the pink and baby blue bedspread cascading down the sides. 

“Valerie!?” Pucci said. The ghost nodded. “Wow, you scared me.” 

“Me mum isn’t doing too good. She doesn’t even realize me da left her a few weeks ago. Thinks he’s going to walk in any minute. I don’t know what to do,” Valerie said, reaching for the photograph she was unable to pick up. 

“I’ll try to get her some help.” She paused, feeling the ghost’s distress. “Valerie, I really need your help. Do you remember anything about your death? Can you remember anything about the leader of the gang you were working for when you stole the Cheapside Hoard?” 

“Who are you?” the ghost asked.

“My name is Pucci. I help earthbound spirits, like you, find peace so you can cross over. I’m also being followed and threatened by whomever you were working for. A very evil and dangerous man. Please Valerie, please, do you remember anything? He’s the one that ordered you killed. He’s trying to kill me and my friends.” 

Valerie’s form wavered and faded slightly. She turned away. Pucci could feel her sadness.

“No, I don’t know who he is. I never met him. I was dealing with two other men. They worked for a man they called Pirate.”

“Do you know anything about him?”

“Well,” her form floated over to her dresser. “I followed the two men one day. I overheard them talking to Pirate. They said something that really scared me. I don’t remember what it was, but I remember I wanted to find out more.” 

Suddenly, her mother opened the door. “What are you doing in my daughter’s room? Who are you? I’m calling the police!” she screamed. 

Pucci started to answer, but Mrs. Baine rapidly thumped down the stairs, coming out of one of her old worn slippers. She was heading for the phone. 

“I have a diary, in my top drawer,” Valerie said. “Take that, it might help. And please, get help for me ma.” And with that, she followed her mother down the stairs. 

Pucci dug in the top drawer. Beneath underwear and bras, she found a small red diary sequestered in some red panties. She crammed the diary into her purse, shut the drawer, and ran down the stairs. She heard Mrs. Baine on the phone to the police and decided not to bid Mrs. Baine goodbye. 

As she quickly walked toward the docks, Pucci found a pub. She loved old pubs, and this one hadn’t been renovated. It’s low lighting, fireplace along one wall, and small wooden tables were welcoming. 

She sat down by the fire and removed her coat just as the server walked up. “What can I get you, love?”

“I’ll have a beer,” Pucci answered, glancing over at the bar where the bartender was pulling on large, tall handles. “I’ve seen those big pumps in other countries. For dispensing ale, I believe? We don’t have a lot of those in America.” 

“I don’t think you have real ale in America, either. That’s what comes out of those here in England, real ale. You’ll be wanting a cold brew then from the keg,” she said, smiling. “Those are the smaller handles.”

Pucci, warm from her speed walking episode, replied, “That would be great, thanks,” chuckling at the barb about American ale. 

She pulled the small diary out of her purse, wondering how the police missed it. It was tucked into some underwear, but come on, still pretty obvious. Maybe the person searching didn’t want to fondle the panties. Their loss. 

Luckily, it wasn’t locked with a silly key girls sometimes wore as a necklace. She opened it up to the first page just as her beer was set down in front of her. She read out loud, “Property of Valerie, leave alone.” She sipped her beer. The server came back around. Pucci, realizing she hadn’t eaten anything, asked, “Excuse me, do you have any chips?”

“We don’t serve food,” she replied. 

“Not even a bag of potato chips?” Pucci asked.

“Oh, you mean crisps, yes, we have those, I’ll bring you a bag.… Americans,” she said, chuckling to herself.

Pucci chuckled as well. Chips were French fries here—got it. She skimmed the disparate journal entries, looking for anything written regarding the heist. Coming to the last entry, she sat up in her chair. Here was the break she was looking for.

“Atta girl, Valerie. We’re going to Oxford.”
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