
  
    [image: The Order of the Owl]
  


  
    
      The Order of the Owl

    

    
      
        E.G. Stone

      

    

    
      Tarney Brae Creative Endeavours

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by E.G. Stone

      Cover design by Fay Lane

      A Tarney Brae Creative Endeavours Production

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication to train AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Human Authored™, Reg #: 9291400, https://authorsguild.org/human

      
        
          [image: Human Authored™, Reg #: 9291400, https://authorsguild.org/human]
        

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For the Queen of the Universe:

      The Queen is dead, long live the Queen

      You will be missed
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            In Which I Steal Some Diamonds

          

        

      

    

    
      Crack. A bit of concrete by my left foot splintered. I didn’t waste time looking over my shoulder, instead just shouting, “Did you seriously try to shoot me?”

      Crack ding. This time, the shot ricocheted into a metal light post. They must have been small calibre bullets or the post would have been toast, not just pleasantly musical.

      “Someone is going to call the police if you keep that up!” I shouted.

      “Give us back the diamonds!” was the response.

      “No can do!” I called and kept running down the street.

      I decided that I was having a fairly good day. Apart from the whole running for my life sort of thing, I mean. But then, I figure any day in which it rains first thing and I get my requisite cup of tea in the morning plus breakfast is a good day, regardless of any gun-waving thugs that happen to be chasing me with the intent to kill.

      See, my name is Bailey Duane, and despite what you may think, I am not a detective. I have this thing about detectives; they don't like me and I don't like them. At all. I am of the profession of “Gofer and Girl Friday” (Actually, my full business card reads “Gofer for hire; services rendered. I take care of what needs doing, so life doesn't get in the way”), which, unfortunately, gets me occasionally mixed up in the line of work of detectives. Technically, I do have a private investigator’s license, but I try not to mention it to clients. On days like the one I was having—good, despite appearances—I wanted nothing more than to keep out of the way of detectives. And police officers. Really, I was avoiding any law enforcement of any kind. So far, I was doing fairly well.

      In one hand, I held a pair of heeled boots—terribly hard to run in—and in the other, a box with a set of uncut diamonds my client had stolen from him by some fairly unsavoury people. My client, however, was a rather unsavoury person himself and so I got settled with retrieval instead of the police. Too bad the police never approved my concealed weapon permit. It would have been extremely useful in a situation such as the one I was currently in.

      Behind me, running loudly, were two thugs hired by the thief. I had named the taller, stockier one with the receding hairline and permanent scowl on his very wide mouth Brutus, and the other, slightly shorter but much skinnier and quite intelligent-looking one, Octavius. They seemed to be quite determined to get the diamonds back.

      “Come on, guys, give a girl a chance,” I called back to them, dancing into an alley and leaping for a fence. I scrambled over it—years of being chased on the playground as a kid will give you that skill—and continued running. Octavius was the first one over and Brutus didn't even try to go over, instead just ripping an even larger hole where before there had only been a small one.

      “Give back the diamonds,” Octavius replied. I put on an extra burst of speed as I turned back onto a main street. Unfortunately, given that it was past midnight, the sidewalk was pretty much empty and didn't present many obstacles with which to distract my companions. At least there were no sirens.

      “Sorry, no can do. I'm on commission, here,” I said and ducked into the first place that was open that I could see. It was a low-ceilinged, dimly lit bar and was surprisingly busy for this time of night. As was typical of my luck, it was full of characters more or less like the ones following me and that didn't give my chances much hope. I pushed my way past a few people as politely as I could and ducked into the ladies' room just as Octavius and Brutus burst into the bar.

      I pressed against a stall and locked it behind me, fumbling hopefully with the catch on the locked box. It would be easier to stuff the diamonds in my pockets rather than toting this box around. It was, stupid client, a fairly fancy lock which would be hard to open in a pinch without the key. I didn't have the key and I was in a pinch. I took the heel of one of my boots and slammed it into the lock. Hopeless. I huffed and blew my hair out of my face, listening intensely for the noises that would indicate my two pursuers were nearby.

      The bathroom door opened and the familiar clumping steps came in, along with their heavy breathing. I literally held my breath so they wouldn't hear me and stood on the toilet, ducking down so as not to be seen over the top of the stall. “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Octavius sang in a nasally tone. I ignored him, instead listening while Brutus slammed open bathroom door stalls. He was only two away from me when the bathroom door opened again.

      “This is the girls' bathroom,” someone said, obviously female. She didn't sound too very pleased by the two thugs in there, wreaking havoc on the musty bathroom. Brutus, true to himself, grunted noncommittally and Octavius took over speaking.

      “We're looking for a friend of ours. She came in here a while ago and we became worried. So we decided to come look for her,” he explained, and I tried not to snort at his lie. It wasn't very convincing. So much for being intelligent.

      “Yeah, sure,” the woman said. I could imagine her crossing her arms or putting her hands on her hips or something of the sort. “Look, get out before I get Ol' Jones to kick you out of here.”

      “I don't think so,” Brutus said thickly. I rolled my eyes. Really, could these two possibly be more stubborn? Or cliche?

      “Alright, fine,” the woman said. I heard the door open and she called out to “Ol' Jones.” A moment later, I heard more heavy footfalls and a fourth voice joined the debate.

      “Get out of my bar,” he said, voice cracked and worn with age and weariness. There was silence from the two thugs apart from some shuffling. I heard someone crack his knuckles and there was quiet grumbling. The door opened and shut again, and I let out a quiet sigh of relief.

      “Alright,” the woman said. “They're gone. You can come out now.”

      I climbed down off the toilet, shifting my boots in my hand and readjusting my grip on the box. My heart was still pumping as I opened the stall door and came face to face with a fairly pretty woman. She was dressed in a very tight pair of jeans and had a t-shirt that barely covered her midriff. Her golden skin and slight accent told me she was of Spanish descent, though the sass in her look was pure New Yorker. She had one hand on her hip and a half sleeve of tattoos around her right arm.

      “Hmph,” she said, as if unimpressed with me. I wasn't surprised. I was tall and sort of gawky with long limbs and not much else. I had been chastised by my mother and her numerous friends for being too skinny and knobbly. My hair, after running and hiding, was a brown rats’ nest and I was certain my face was flushed. I never looked good when my face was flushed. I wore jeans that fit well enough, despite being short on me, and a baggy t-shirt. “They'll be watching the entrance,” she said, and I nodded. I had been expecting that.

      “Right. Thanks. Um.. back way out?” I said. That's me, Bailey, ever the articulate one.

      “Go behind the bar and there's a door. They'll be watching that, too,” she replied, moving to the mirror to touch up her make-up, which was overdone to begin with. I shifted my weight uncomfortably. “I suggest climbing out the window.”

      “Uh, what?” I asked. That hadn't been in my plan. Then again, being chased by Octavius and Brutus hadn't been in my plan either. The woman looked at me with a disbelieving look on her face, then shook her head and turned back to the mirror. I shrugged, then moved towards the window. It was small and square and was set barely above ground. Goody.

      I set down the box and shoes and fumbled with the catch on the window, opening the frosted glass with a grunt and some effort. Then I reclaimed my items and clambered onto the sill, shoving myself out of the slight hole in the wall. There are benefits to being skinny and knobbly; this was one of them. I was out on the street after some wriggling and muttered complaints. I looked around for any sight of the two thugs and was greeted by the image of Brutus standing dumbly at the entrance to the bar, leaning against the brick and looking bored. Octavius, I presumed, was guarding the back entrance.

      I snuck around another building and then started running again, just in case. After a few minutes of that, I hit a more busy street with actual taxis on it and called one, only to be ignored. I gritted my teeth and reminded myself that I was having a good day. I tried again and was ignored again. So instead of waiting to be ignored three times, I started walking. And walking. And walking.

      It took me an hour of wandering through the city to get to my destination. I looked up at a rather impressive hotel made with fine stone and with a uniformed doorman standing outside, looking bored, his grey moustache twitching every now and again, as if itchy. I walked up to the hotel and the doorman opened the door for me without question, yawning. I tried my hardest not to yawn as well and failed.

      I walked over to the elevator and swiped my card, given to me by my current client, just for this purpose. The elevator dinged and started moving up to the top floor at a relatively slow pace. I had sagged against the wall and was feeling like falling asleep when the doors opened onto a plush, carpeted hallway. The hallway was fairly short, leading only to the penthouse, but it was enough to make me wish, not for the first time, that I wasn't living in a studio apartment on the west side of town.

      I knocked loudly on the door of the suite and heard shuffling from behind it. A thug, much like Octavius and Brutus, opened the door, black suit crinkled as if it had been poorly washed. I looked at the man in the eye, being of a height, and he looked back at me. This had been a ritual of ours since meeting and finally, he stepped aside. “Thanks, Steve,” I grumbled, and he glared at me.

      “Jon,” he said simply and I waved my hands with my shoes in them, realising belatedly that I had forgotten to put them back on. That might explain why my feet were cold. Bother.

      “Right, Steve,” I said and moved into the suite. The entrance was finely furnished in typical posh hotel furniture, but the main living area was done up in Queen Anne décor. There were thick rugs and wooden furniture and the lighting was from an honest-to-goodness wood-burning fireplace.

      “Why do you insist on giving my people nicknames, Ms Duane?” a prim voice asked and I walked into the fire-light, spotting the chair where my current client sat, round glasses perched precariously on his nose as he read from a book with worn pages. I bent to look at the spine and nodded, 'Don Quixote'. The man was small in height and build and wore dress pants, a button up dress shirt and vest done in green tweed and silk. He looked like a college professor, but I knew that he was much smarter than your average professor. His eyes had a calculating glance that you could have found on any mastermind behind a government coup. I didn't trust him, but I was certainly willing to take his money.

      “I give everybody names. Makes things more interesting, Professor,” I said. He glanced up at me over his glasses and I waved the box in front of him. “Got your diamonds.”

      There was silence but for the crackling of the fire as the Professor, as I had named him, closed his book softly and placed it on the table beside him. He stood and I felt awkward, towering over him by a good four inches. He walked over to me and smiled, a small gesture which set my heart fluttering nervously. I restrained from gulping in fear and held out the box. “Good. I trust there were no problems obtaining them?”

      “Well, Scott knew you—or rather I—was coming and had two big bruisers waiting for me. Octavius and Brutus,” I said, taking a step back to supposedly admire a crystal bird on the mantle as the Professor opened the box with a very small key covered in gold. He looked over the diamonds with a critical eye and nodded, satisfied.

      “Octavius and Brutus? Appropriate,” he said and gestured to Steve. The guard reached into his breast pocket and pulled out an envelope. He stomped over and handed it to me, and I counted the money carefully.

      “All there,” I said in confirmation, wondering if I should up my price for losing the two guards. Hazard pay, right?

      “Good. I would walk you to the door, but...” the Professor stated and I decided against asking for more money. He scared me. I waved a hand and walked away.

      “I got it, Professor,” I said as I was followed to the door by Steve. “There are reputations to maintain.”

      “Correct, Ms Duane. Have a pleasant evening,” he replied, returning to his chair and his book. I opened the door for myself and walked out.

      “You, too, Mr Houtman,” I called back and left, the envelope of money in my pocket, tired.

      I could have called a cab and with my weary feet, I was inclined to. But I remembered my encounter earlier and ignored the impulse, putting back on my shoes and turning west. I walked past more alleys and the night people who roamed the darker parts of the city. Some knew me, others did not. I kept quiet, my hands in my pockets, head down.

      It was nearing dawn when I finally made it back to my apartment building. It wasn't terribly tall, about six stories or so. I lived on the third floor, apartment 308B, and dutifully trudged up the stairs after glaring at the “Out of Order” sign on the ancient elevator, which hadn't worked since before I'd moved in.

      My apartment was small. The studio wasn't more than a few hundred square feet and I had stuck my bed into an out of the way corner under a window, made neatly. The room, in my opinion, was comfortable and well decorated despite its size. I had a desk by the kitchen and a cedar chest at the foot of the bed. The kitchen had a couple of counters that stuck out from the wall, making it seem separate. There were two barstools next to one of the counters and a couch and coffee table in the remainder. Bookshelves lined the walls—mostly full—and there was no television.

      I took out the money from my pocket and put it in a safe in my cedar chest, locking it with a combination and key which hung, most days, around my neck. I would take it to the bank tomorrow. I glanced at the clock and groaned. It was far past tomorrow. Tired from my exertions, I managed to brush my teeth in the closet-like bathroom before collapsing on my bed.

      It didn't take me long to fall asleep and it felt like even less time before my alarm—curse me for buying that thing—went off. I tried to pick it up off my nightstand and throw it against the far wall, but failed. Wanting to see the reason for my failure, I opened my eyes blearily and saw that it had been bolted down. Right, I did that after I broke my thirteenth alarm clock in such a manner.

      There remained nothing for me to do to the offending machine and so I simply turned it off and sat up. My mouth tasted funny and I was still wearing the clothes from the day before. I got up and meandered to the bathroom to take a shower and make general sense of my self. I threw on some yoga pants and a blue button-up shirt. The pants were too short and hit me about mid calf and the shirt was too big, but I didn't mind. I threw my hair into a scrappy bun and grabbed my money and satchel before trudging out the door.

      My feet still hurt from all the running and walking.

      I stopped at the bank first and then went to the local coffee shop, grabbing one coffee, black, a chai latte with soy milk, and an iced cappuccino as well as two blueberry muffins and a piece of coffee cake. After the coffee shop, I went to my office, where I handed the iced cappuccino and one of the blueberry muffins to my door man and went down the hall to a small, independent photography agency where I delivered the coffee and coffee cake to the photographer, a scruffy looking man just out of college. He dug in his pocket and handed me a few bills, unlike the doorman who just paid me monthly for being an errand runner. I would go pick up his dry cleaning later.

      “Thanks, Bailey,” the photographer said through a mouthful of cake and I waved, shoving the bills into my pocket as I left.

      “See ya, Charger,” I said, and he grumbled after me through his breakfast. I had named him Charger after the car; he was full of spirit but wasn't much use in the real world. I was fond of him, though, and ignored the fact that he paid for his breakfast in fits and spurts at times.

      Then, I was off to my office. Oh, my office was blissfully quiet and I had a nice couch where I could lay out and get some sleep. Often times, that was exactly what I did. Business wasn't wonderful when you advertised as a “go-fer”, so most days were pretty darn slow.

      My office was similar to my apartment in that I furnished it as simply as I could and tried to make it neat and tasteful. I had a desk facing in, with a large window behind it. There was a typewriter in one corner (because I like the way they sound when you type on them. All of my files were done on my computer and by typewriter. It kept me entertained when days were slow) and a fairly nice laptop in the other. In the centre was a notebook. There were bookshelves on either side of the door, also mostly full, and the couch I spoke of on the left wall if you were facing the door.

      It wasn't much, but it was mine and I had hand-painted my entire business-card description on the door. I sat down and drank my chai while munching on my muffin. I checked my e-mail and updated my company's website. Then, blissful silence.
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      Silence after a night of being chased by gun-waving thugs with a burning desire to kill you is really nice. Silence that lasts for hours after a night of being chased by gun-waving thugs with a burning desire to kill you starts to look an awful lot like a problem. Thankfully, I never made it that far.

      I finished my breakfast and then went to the couch with the intention of taking a nap and catching up on my lost sleep. My plans were interrupted abruptly, quite unfairly if you ask me. I didn’t want to reach paranoia levels of quiet, but I was quite content to take a nap.

      I had just settled onto the couch when the door to my little office burst open. Without even a polite knock to see if I was available. In strolled two men, one ageing and stooped over with less than a full head of hair. His nose was long and overpowered the rest of his face and his eyes fairly twinkled. Truly. He wore what looked to be an old-fashioned suit, perhaps from the 1940s, a cane hanging over his arm and, I kid you not, spats on his feet. The other was tall and straight, wearing a more modern set of clothing that seemed to sit uncomfortably on his shoulders: simple black slacks, white button-up shirt, sports coat in grey. He had the wavy dark hair one would associate with a knight of King Arthur's court and he held himself in such a way that I wondered if he thought he was from King Arthur's court. He did not have a cane, but I could see a hint of a knife hilt sticking up from behind his jacket. It was better than guns, I supposed.

      “She is not here,” the younger one growled—did I mention that he did not look particularly pleased to be there? Honestly, I’d never heard anyone growl like that before.

      “Then we will wait,” the older said with perfect amicability. I sighed and stretched, standing. Both men jumped before turning to look at me, the younger one with a disappointed scowl, the other with a beaming smile. The older put a pocket watch in his pocket, the metal gleaming enough to catch the eye. Paying clients, then, rather than those looking for hopeful freebies.

      “Right,” I muttered, reaching up to fix my bun that was falling out of its tie. I did try to look somewhat professional for paying clients. “I’m Bailey Duane and I'm a professional gofer for hire. How can I help you, Fred, Gawain?” I said, indicating the older and younger in turn. Gawain looked at me with a confused, infuriated scowl, and I saw him mutter the word 'gofer' under his breath, drawing his brows together as he did so. People should actually read the door before they barge in. It makes explaining things much easier.

      “Fred?” the older said. “I am not Fred. My name is James Webb.”

      “Fred,” I said again, “As in Fred Astaire. What can I do for you? I will say that I do have a policy against working with goats. The last time was…destructive on my book collection.”

      “See how she acts?” Gawain said in a hushed tone to Fred. “Her services cannot be worth this disrespect.”

      “Hush, boy,” Fred snapped, and turned back to me with a pleasant smile. I raised my eyebrows in question. Frankly, I wasn't amused, though I will admit to mild, objective curiosity. By which I mean that this was the most exciting thing to happen all day and I was fascinated. “We would like you to retrieve a document, please, Ms Duane.”

      “Okay,” I said, going behind my desk to the notebook where I started a new page: Fred and Gawain. Document retrieval. I liked document retrieval. Document retrieval was comparatively simple. “So, is this document in a safe or filing cabinet somewhere? Because I have to have a really good incentive to resort to thievery.”

      “James, you cannot be considering this! We don't need help from a common thief,” Gawain growled again, glaring at me. If you think I was one of those people to glare back, you'd be right. Except, in this case, they were potential customers and I really needed the money. Picking up breakfast doesn't pay the bills, no matter how much wishing I did. Besides, the Professor's money would only get me through the end of the month. That, and the fact that it wasn't the first time I had clients question my morality, and their need for my morality, in front of my face. It was why I always brought it up first time into a conversation, so the clients could get over themselves or leave. Stranger things have happened in my office—two of them involving racoons—so I kept quiet.

      “Be quiet. You know that we need her help,” Fred rumbled at Gawain, looking like a stern grandparent. Something in his voice must have struck a note of obedience in Gawain, because he simply curled his lip and fell into silence. “No,” Fred said, answering my question, shaking his head and sitting in the small chair I kept for clients. Gawain sighed and sat on the couch (there was only room for one chair), glowering the whole time. “The document in question has been missing for two hundred years.”

      I wrote that bit of information down to hide my shock before sitting back in my chair and massaging my temple with my fingers. “Okay, not quite what I had in mind. Um, perhaps we should start at the beginning. What can you tell me about this document?”

      Fred beamed again, looking like I’d just asked him how his six grandchildren were doing. I tried not to react and just took down notes.

      “The document is a manuscript, written by Ambrose Madeline in the sixteenth century. It was never copied for reading by the masses, but changed hands many times. Upon Madeline's death, it was bequeathed to his granddaughter, who was kidnapped and killed three months later. The manuscript was stolen and came into the hands of some Catholic monks. Before they could properly copy it down, their monastery was ransacked and the manuscript taken, along with their precious jewels. After that, it showed up in the hands of a wealthy merchant who sold it to a lesser noble in the house of the Chinese Emperor. Then, it ended up lost when the noble was killed and appeared some ten years later in the hands of a private collector. He was killed and the manuscript was lost when his estate went up in flames.”

      I stared at him. Stupid, stupid Bailey. Never even think something is going to be simple until it’s over and done with. “You know, it could have been destroyed. By the fire?”

      Fred shook his head, quite firm. “No. It was not. There have been rumours of the Time Keeper—the manuscript's title—in many places. Iceland, Finland, Turkey, Russia, Egypt. It has survived.”

      “And you want me to find this Time Keeper book thing,” I said, waving my pen around as I considered the fact that none of the places Fred had listed were in the States. Oh, goody. Fred nodded, smiling again. “Great. Good job, Bailey,” I muttered quietly. “Find the book with the bloody and convoluted history that may be anywhere in the world.”

      Gawain grumbled, “If you don't want the job, we can find someone else who will take it. Someone with more experience in these matters.”

      I flapped my hand at him. “Calm down, Gawain. I'll take the job. And I have plenty of experience in finding lost objects. But you're going to have to realise that I can't simply go gallivanting around the world in search for some document at the drop of a hat. I have other clients to take care of.”

      “Yes, buying breakfast,” Fred said gravely, raising one bushy eyebrow at me. Sarcasm didn't suit his twinkling eyes and cheery disposition all that well. I slumped in my chair. I didn’t even want to know how he knew my current schedule was wide open. Probably something to do with the calendar on the wall listing my current jobs. Which were all breakfast and dry-cleaning related.

      “Right,” I mumbled. “Buying breakfast. Fine. I can cancel any jobs until I find your document. But all travel expenses will be added to your bill. And I want half of my usual fee up front instead of being paid upon retrieval.”

      “Very well. There shall be no object to your payment. I have a file of information regarding the manuscript.” Fred pulled out a packet of papers from his suit jacket and handed it to me. I was still a little stunned by his “no object to your payment” statement, but had enough professional capability to glance through the material a client gave me and keep my jaw off the floor.

      I opened the dossier and flipped through a few of the pages. For a simple document retrieval, he sure had a lot of information on the thing. Most of it was history, though, about the eras in which the document had been lost, which was fine except I really didn’t need to know about shoe styles in nineteenth century Lebanon to find a document. I kept a groan back and instead took a deep breath. History really was not my thing. I mean, sure, I took the requisite classes and passed just like everyone else at university, but I was never a history buff. For goodness’ sakes, I got a business degree doubled with a criminal science degree at Yale. I think I only took one history course and that was “History of Criminal Science.” But the 'no object to your payment' thing was enticing. Really enticing. And Fred hadn't even asked what my price was, yet.

      “Alright, alright,” I grumbled. “I'll look over this file tonight and see what I can come up with. I'll let you know my next plan of action in the morning. If that’s fine, then I’d like to go over some contracts and documents.”

      Fred beamed, quite literally, again. He nodded and held out his hand over the desk for me to shake. I hesitated for half-a-second then reluctantly took it. Something told me I was entering into a devil’s bargain and doing it willingly. I pulled out one of my fill-in-the-blanks contracts and scrawled in a few lines, namely those concerning payment, before turning it over to Fred. It wasn’t anything terribly fancy, just a statement of intent—find a document—and what I wasn’t responsible for should I fail to find the thing. He, to his credit, read it thoroughly before signing 'James Webb' with a flourish. That was that. I nodded and Fred stood to go, Gawain standing as well, looking as pleased as peaches to be getting out of my office.

      Fred shot Gawain a meaningful look and the younger man sighed, his posture slumping slightly before returning to its ramrod straight position. I wondered if that hurt, standing like that all the time. Personally, I liked a good, comfortable slouch. “I will be accompanying you wherever your travels lead,” Gawain said. He turned to leave like the statement was a simple “goodbye.” I folded my arms and raised my eyebrows.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. How about no,” I said, feeling a little silly standing up to this immaculately dressed man in my too-short pants with a shirt that fit like a sack.

      “This is nonnegotiable,” Fred said, fixing me with a stern look. Gosh, I felt like I was being scolded for being a wayward child, which was not unusual, considering my childhood. I grumbled and frowned and thought really hard about finances before finally nodded my assent; business had been slow and I needed the money. If putting up with the grumpy Gawain was the condition of my payment, fine. I’d done worse for clients than taking them on a ride-along. Such as my diamond stealing from the night before. Besides, document retrieval, what could possibly go wrong?

      The two were about to leave, Fred checking the time on his pocket watch and Gawain with his hand on my door knob when I realised something. “Hey, Gawain. What's your real name? For the files, you know?” He shot me a withering look and closed the door behind him. I leaned against my desk. “Alright then, Gawain it is.”
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        * * *

      

      So, turns out that when Fred was saying there had been rumours of the manuscript's existence, he forgot to mention that there had been nearly a hundred different rumours from all over the world, most overlapping each other in time. I read through the file I had been provided and, instead of my normal writing out of theories, I decided to buy an entire notebook. I wrote down everything I could think of, organising the dratted thing into different sections of the world, putting a map in and marking it with different colours of ink so I would know where the manuscript had actually been and where it was rumoured to have been. By the time dawn came around—Sleep? Pshaw—I had filled nearly a third of the book and I felt like some obsessed treasure hunter. And I hadn't even started on the internet side of the research or reached out to my sources in the world of desirable acquisitions.

      I decided that the best place to start the actual search for this thing was in Finland, where the manuscript had last been officially sighted and owned by the private collector, one Jaska Aalto, before his estate had been burned. The estate was in a small town near the coast and the local people used it as a tourism sight when to supplement the fishing industry as a source of revenue. Not that there were ever many visitors. It was a good place to start and I could flesh out my plan on the go, maybe meet with some European contacts on the way.

      In any case, I contacted Fred and Gawain and told them that I had booked two tickets to Finland via Iceland, where we could check out some other rumours. Also, Iceland has really good sushi. Then, I started packing, being liberal with my “potentially problematic situation” supplies. A couple of hours later, with my pack slung over my shoulders and a mug of tea in my hand, I shoved my way into my office and waited for the two to show up. I didn't have to wait long.

      “Ms Duane,” Fred said as he walked through the door, cane swinging over his arm, Gawain following along behind with his ever-present scowl. I had just set down my tea and was in the process of stuffing a muffin into my mouth before we started on our journey.

      “Uhhewwo,” I said through the muffin, which did not please Gawain. He shot me a withering, scum-of-the-earth look and dropped his own pack down. I was fairly surprised; his backpack looked to be well used and instead of slacks and a shirt, he was wearing a functional pair of jeans and a simple long-sleeved shirt. Perhaps having Gawain along wouldn't be quite as much work as I was expecting. I polished off my muffin and turned to business. “So, we're off to Finland...”

      “A good place to start,” Fred said, nodding his head. He slipped into the chair before my desk and looked up at me expectantly. I nodded.

      “Finland,” I said again, enunciating the syllables. Because after Finland, I had absolutely no idea where the heck I was going to end up and I needed to be prepared for every eventuality. There was a moment of awkward silence, and Gawain coughed pointedly. He looked at me as though I was a terrible person who set out with intent to kick puppies, then muttered something to Fred. Fred jerked and nodded belatedly.

      “Right, of course. I have your money.” Fred pulled out a pleasantly thick envelope and handed it to me. I painstakingly counted every bit, ignoring the incredulous look from Gawain and the slightly disappointed look from Fred—why he should seem surprised that I wanted confirmation of trust, I wasn't sure—then nodded. Half up front plus enough to cover general travel expenses. If he was willing to pay, I was willing to do the work.

      “Thanks,” I said, tucking the money away into my bag. “Plane leaves in an hour and a half. So, we've got to get going.” I waited for Fred and Gawain to walk out of my office before closing the door and hanging up a sign: Out on Business. Be Back Eventually.

      I walked past the two discussing something in earnest. Gawain was adamantly shaking his head while Fred muttered something quietly. I ignored both of them and went out to call a cab. First try, nada. Second try, nope. Third try, wait, stop! Finally, Gawain approached the curb and threw out his arm, and a cab stopped almost immediately. I glared at him and climbed into the taxi, saluting Fred as I did so.

      The drive to the airport was pretty much the second most awkward trip of my life (the first being... well, I'm not really going to get into that, I think). Gawain said not a word except when I asked him about a few specifics regarding the document, though I tried to prod him into revealing something personal. Anything would do, really, but he was annoyingly silent. Until, that is, we passed the exit for the first major airport. He watched the sign go past and rounded on me. “The airport is over there,” he said, pointing an accusing finger.

      “Yes,” I said, turning to look at the exit for the airport. “That is an airport.”

      “Driver,” Gawain called, voice crackling with fury. I flapped my hand at the driver to continue on and, like any enterprising person, he obeyed the person most likely to pay. The Arthurian-looking man turned to face me with a scowl. I was beginning to think it was a permanent feature of his face. “So, we're not going to the airport. Which means, what, exactly? That you're going to take our money, kill me and dump me by the roadside somewhere?”

      “I'm not a thief,” I said. I frowned, considered and shrugged one shoulder. “I amend that statement. I don’t steal from clients who pay me. And I’m not a murderer, so I’m not going to kill you. I'm just not allowed to go to that particular airport for another... five months. Or longer, depending on the review.” I got a look of complete incredulity from my travelling companion.

      “You were banned from the airport. From one specific airport,” he stated flatly. I nodded and messed with my hair uncomfortably. It hadn’t been my best job to date.

      “Yeah. For releasing a flock of chickens at the terminal in order to get the security crew to postpone a flight so my client could stop his girlfriend from flying away and propose. I got paid for it, but security banned me and my client and his girlfriend from the airport for two years,” I said. There might have been some other reasons why I got banned from the airport for an extra year, but I wasn't going to say anything about that. I was trying to run a business, not drive it into the ground. Gawain kept silent for the rest of the drive, giving me angry looks every now and again, but I, thankfully practised in the art of pointedly ignoring people, did not pay any attention.

      The taxi dropped us off at the significantly smaller airport on the south end of town, and I gestured for Gawain to pay before stalking into the warehouse-like building. Hey, this was part of my travel expenses. At least I hadn't booked us at a five-star hotel in Finland. I did try to be conscious about spending client money. I had a shouting match with the lady at check-in and, after emptying my bag at security to prove that I did not actually have a knife in my bag, nor did I have any poultry or live animals, or anything resembling a rubber ducky, stomped over to the gate where I proceeded to slump into a chair and grumble my way into annoying Gawain. He was proving to be quite entertaining to annoy. As travel companions go, I could have had much worse. As time would soon show.

      I was half-dozing, waiting for boarding to begin, when I heard a sound that made me freeze.

      “Well, well, Bailey Duane. You're looking just as tired as ever,” a woman's voice said. I straightened and spun around in my chair to stare
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