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Wet WorkBlurb




Murder! Mayhem! Goat yoga!


When a Beaver Island retirement party is interrupted by a suspicious death—one that casts doubt on all the wrong people—it’s nerdy city slicker Violet Blackheart who gets pulled into the fray, investigation-wise, while retired spy Irma Abercrombie cools her jets on the sidelines.


Violet soon has her hands full unravelling problems with some bleeding-edge technology that’s zooming around town. But after a dear friend is accused of murder, Irma has no choice but to bust out her sleuthing skills.


In no time, Irma and Violet find themselves wrangling suspects—and goats!—and only by working together can they track down a killer who’s about to strike again.
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 OneIrma








No one had warned me when I retired from British Intelligence to the Lake Ontario island where I’d spent my childhood summers that my teatimes were going to be interrupted by little pink murderbots.

That wasn’t how my current get-together had begun, of course. No, today had started with a telephone call from my friend Harriet Silva, who’d informed me that she needed a favour, one she wanted to discuss over her island-famous coffee cake. Violet Blackheart, my summer houseguest, had a yen for shunning the outdoors, so naturally I’d brought her along for a bit of fresh air and vitamin D.

“More tea?” Harriet asked us. The spread in front of her was sumptuous; good china with a nice Earl Grey swimming inside her teapot, and a coffee cake that looked like something a master chef might have whipped up.

“Yes, please,” I said, and Violet made an approving noise.

The front door clanged open, and we all looked up as Harriet’s twenty-three-year-old granddaughter Claire bounded inside, a long strawberry-blonde ponytail streaming behind her. Her green eyes, a gift from Harriet, were flashing with excitement.

“Gammy,” she said, her voice urgent. “I have a new video game. Can I play it on the big screen upstairs?”

“What game?” Violet set down her fork and perked right up. She’d recently turned forty-four but was still an avid game player. And why not? As she was always telling me, it was never too late to have a happy childhood.

Claire let out a little squeal of excitement. “It’s the new Call of Duty.”

With a nod from Harriet, Claire and Violet disappeared up the winding steps to the attic. For someone as shy as Violet could be, this was a surprising turn of events, but a scatter of Kalashnikov fire soon erupted from the attic playroom, so she seemed happy enough. One could only hope she was shooting from an elevated position.

“Your friend seems nice,” Harriet said, her head on a tilt. She was a grandmotherly sort, outfitted today in a casual t-shirt and faded khakis, topped off with a reassuring-looking blue cardigan. She had warm green eyes and an impish grin that always made me want to smile along with her. Harriet wasn’t much taller than my almost five feet, so we’d always shared a certain simpatico, even though she was a decade younger than my seventy-two years.

“She is, indeed,” I said. “There’s still a touch of the hermit about her, but we’re working on it.”

Harriet and I enjoyed a companionable silence after that. I still wondered what “help” she wanted from me, but I was making my best effort not to rush her. Some people needed to do things on their own time, and Harriet was one of those people.

Even so, a flicker of worry burned inside me. Harriet wasn’t one to be melodramatic, but her voice when she’d called this morning had contained an edge that had been a touch unsettling. I distracted myself from the memory by glancing over the room. Harriet’s home was charming and cozy, the living room stuffed with handmade blankets and needlepoint pillows done in warm coastal tones, with pictures of her and Claire and other loved ones framed and mounted on the walls. Comfortable furniture was arranged around a hearth that was perfect for enjoying hot toddies at Christmas. It was a place where you were supposed to come in and put your feet up after a long day.

“Bailey says that Violet is ‘based’,” Harriet said with a smile.

“Have you spoken to her lately?” I asked, deciding not to focus on what “based” might mean. It sounded positive enough, and Bailey Marshall, a young friend of mine, was in her late teens, with all the generational accoutrements of that age.

Harriet frowned and pushed a plate my way. I wasn’t one to indulge in sweets, but her coffee cake was simply to die for. Today’s came with a delicate brown sugar glaze that had set my insides humming.

“I have. I think she’s still recovering from last Christmas, what with her identity being stolen and all the financial nonsense she had to deal with because of it,” Harriet said, one eyebrow cocked. Her normally kind eyes flashed with something that wasn’t exactly anger but might be heading in that direction.

Harriet had worked for Bailey Marshall’s father Dennis and stepmother Jaydyn as their housekeeper for many years, but was now retiring so she could expand her animal rescue operation, among other reasons.

“As you well know,” she said, her mouth downturned, “Bailey left the family estate last Christmas to stay at your house—”

“—because her stepmother Jaydyn had shut her up in a basement hovel inside their mansion.” I set my teacup on its saucer with a clink. I’d seen gulags with more cheerful cells, frankly. At the time, I’d been suspicious she’d been the one who’d swiped Bailey’s identity, and while the miscreant had turned out to be someone else, Jaydyn certainly had the stones for those sorts of shenanigans.

“Well, after all that, Jaydyn tried to banish her dear husband Dennis to that very same room.”

“Good heavens.”

“And now they’re officially separated. He’s living in a flat downtown,” Harriet said.

I smiled. I’d had an energetic heart-to-heart with Dennis during the holidays regarding his daughter’s treatment at the hands of his second wife. It was nice to hear that he’d listened to at least some of what I’d told him.

“Hence why yesterday was my last day—and why I’m throwing myself a nice big retirement party tomorrow,” Harriet said, a contented smile pulling at her mouth.

The girls pounded on the floor upstairs, followed by a burst of giggles. Hopefully they weren’t causing any structural damage, but until one of them plummeted through the ceiling and landed on the coffee cake, there was probably nothing to worry about.

“And I am so looking forward to your party,” I said with a smile. “Is Jaydyn invited?”

“Most definitely not,” Harriet said, then covered her mouth while she tittered.

I joined in with her laughter. Well, why not? Bailey was now safe and sound in Toronto, two hours from here. We’d sorted out her financial situation over the Christmas holidays, and she was currently finishing up her year at university.

“I think it’s a brilliant idea to throw your party here,” I said, and I meant it. Harriet’s property was at the very edge of town and backed onto Lake Ontario. She ran a hobby farm in her spare time, and chickens and miniature goats were currently frolicking in the barnyard along with a few other creatures, many of them rescues.

I examined my friend more closely. When was the right time to bring up her reason for our little tête-à-tête? And what could she need my help with? She was a sturdy sort, Harriet. I’d never known her to ask for assistance before, but she seemed most reluctant to talk about anything problematic. I’d seen this in my work, of course, witnesses or assets who kept mum even when sitting on absolute mountains of intel. Sometimes saying things out loud had a way of making them real that could be most unpleasant. It was best not to hurry that process along.

So I drank my tea and ate a second slice of coffee cake without an ounce of regret while I tried to quiet my curiosity. In the distance, a grandfather clock ticked quietly, and I let other thoughts intrude on my day. My gentleman friend, Boris Andropov, had gone quiet a few weeks ago, with no heads-up to me whatsoever. He was retired Bulgarian intelligence, and I kept wondering if he’d gotten himself into a bit of trouble, although it was also possible that he’d simply tired of our little romance. In my former line of work, I’d seen people disappear now and then—I’d once misplaced a co-worker for an entire fortnight, although I’d eventually found her at a local pub, slinging pints and singing show tunes. But losing track of Boris felt different, and had kicked up a sense of loss that kept tugging at my consciousness.

Harriet cleared her throat in a way that seemed to mean something, so I pulled my attention away from Boris and the lake and all that blue and focused on her.

“I have a little problem,” she said. She’d always had such a pleasant voice, something like a kindergarten teacher, but her words sounded a little scratchy now. Hesitant.

I clamped my mouth shut so as not to rush her.

Harriet fidgeted in her chair, then finally opened her mouth, just as something crashed into the back door.
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To be fair to Irma, the clanging or screaming or chaos—sometimes all three together—that followed her around normally erupted sooner than it had today. I’d almost been impressed, although part of me had known that the quiet wouldn’t last for long.

I’d been playing Call of Duty with Harriet’s granddaughter when the house started vibrating. The pounding that accompanied it was loud enough to cut through the game, which took some doing.

Bang.

Claire’s head whipped around. She had a wide smile, long strawberry-blonde hair tied in a ponytail, and surprisingly good sniper skills.

“Does that happen often?” I asked.

She flashed me a half-grin. “Probably just a goat.”

“I’m going to take a look.”

Claire threw me a wave and pressed play on the game as I hurried down the stairs from the third-floor attic in Harriet’s gorgeous house. It was one of the island’s many Nantucket-style cottages, decorated throughout with pictures of her animals, snapshots of Claire, kitschy knickknacks, and needlepoint pillows embroidered with sayings like, This too shall pass, but exactly when will that be? She seemed to be almost as spunky as Irma, although probably not as heavily armed.

“What’s going on?” I asked once we were downstairs.

Irma, who was inching toward the back door, put a finger over her lips. She was sporting her usual daytime ensemble: a crisp white collared shirt with pedal pushers, a nice purple today. Her chin-length silver bob was in perfect order, and no matter what she was doing—pummeling a bad guy or driving her little red MG with the top down—it always returned to that exact configuration.

She reached for an oversized lamp from a side table and kept going after picking it up.

I stepped to Harriet’s side. “What’s wrong?” Maybe Irma was planning to bonk someone on the head with that lamp, or throw it at them. Either way, she wasn’t just trying to redecorate.

“Something is pounding on the back door,” Harriet whispered.

“Something?” I hissed.

Irma took a step toward the back hallway that led to the mudroom Harriet used as the main entrance to the house, which ended in a door that was almost fully glass.

After reaching into a pocket and pulling out the telescoping mirror she normally kept in her purse, Irma positioned it so she could see around the corner. I was hoping she’d grabbed it out of her bag when she’d heard the ruckus start up. If she was lining her pockets with spy tools now, weapons weren’t far behind, and I didn’t want to have to deal with any more dead bodies this summer. I’d only gotten here a few weeks ago, and there had already been one—and it was still May!

Irma adjusted the mirror, a frown on her face.

“What’s up?” I whispered.

She held up a hand to shush me, but other than that, didn’t move. It was always eerie, watching someone with the energy of a windup toy be utterly still. Logically, I knew that Irma had picked up a very particular set of skills at her former job, but sometimes she was so hyper that I had to take a nap to compensate.

Harriet put her hand on my shoulder. It was trembling, so I sent her a smile that was hopefully not too awkward. Irma might have loved running around outside and socialising until the cows came home, but I was an inside girl with a penchant for technology and solitude, and every time I forced myself to smile, I basically just looked creepy.

Irma stepped backwards. “Can you take a look?” she mouthed.

I quirked an eyebrow.

“There’s a…machine at the door,” she said. “And it really seems to want to come in.”

“Does it look armed?” I whispered.

“Unclear. All I can see is that it’s a large pink cube on wheels.”

I peeked around the corner, then let out a relieved breath. “Oh, that’s just a delivery robot from Zoomheim Systems,” I said.

Irma nodded to herself. “Perhaps I should shoot it. Harriet, do you still have that rifle I gave you for Christmas?”

Irma’s friend nodded.

“Don’t shoot it!” I said. “That’s a next-generation robotics device. A really cool beta test is taking place on the island this summer. They’re getting ready to launch in Toronto, Montreal, and—”

“If it’s so cool,” Irma hissed, “why is it trying to break down the back door?”

She had a point there, so when she pressed the telescoping mirror into my hand, I took it. After adjusting it so I could see around the corner, I caught a glimpse of the Zoomer 5000. It was short and squat, about three feet cubed, and was a lovely pale pink. A black antenna poked out of the top of the device, which was mounted on four wheels with treads that looked like they could go off-roading if they really wanted to.

Someone had slapped a set of googly eyes on this unit, making it look semi-human, which was both adorable and unsettling. Irma and I had tangled with a googly-eyed Roomba last summer and still hadn’t quite recovered. Plus, the machine in front of me was backing up now, and the eyes made it look…determined?

“That can’t be good,” I muttered.

Irma popped out from behind me. She was now holding an Encyclopedia Britannica, the lamp, and a small knife.

“Stand down, Jackie Reacher,” I said. “It’s just a delivery robot. It’s harmless.”

Except that the robot in question was hurtling itself toward the house again. Unfortunately, there was a ramp leading up to the back door, so the little guy had a clear path in front of him.

“Why is it trying to break into the house,” Irma asked tartly, “if it’s so harmless?”

Bang.

A crack suddenly zig-zagged across Harriet’s back door with a pop that made my teeth rattle.

“I’ve been reading about some of the issues that can happen with units like this,” I said. “They sometimes lose contact with their network, which makes them confused.”

Bang.

The bottom left corner of the door shattered, and we all flinched, except Irma.

“Confused and hostile?” she asked, and she didn’t seem even a little bit scared. No, she looked eager to tangle with our little intruder. To be fair, she hadn’t punched anyone in at least a week.

I pressed my fingers against the bridge of my nose.

“You know, regular sun exposure can really help with headaches,” Irma said brightly.

“Let the girl work,” Harriet whispered before handing me a broom that looked like it had gone through at least two wars. I thanked her for it anyway.

Bang.

The left side of the glass was gone now, and one of the front wheels was trying to roll right into the house.

“Okay, I’m going to go out there,” I said. “Do you have any old blankets I can use, Harriet?”

“Excellent plan, dear,” Irma said. “We’ll confuse it with the blankets before beating it with the broom.”

“Don’t forget the lamp,” I said.

“Actually, my mother gave me that lamp,” Harriet said apologetically.

“Sorry, dear,” Irma said, surrendering it to her friend. She still had the knife, though, so that would probably keep her happy for a while.

Harriet hurried off to find some blankets, lamp still in hand. If I’d learned anything from visiting Beaver Island, it was that older folks could really motor when they wanted to. My respect for senior citizens had blossomed during my time here.

“So, what’s our status?” Irma asked me, a steely glint in her eyes.

Outside, the pink robot was still.

Irma didn’t exactly poke my arm then, but it wasn’t a love tap, either.

“Hey!”

“Sorry, dear. You know how much I hate technology. And I have no intention of being murdered by a robot, especially a pink one.”

“I mean, what would you rather have happen, you die in an explosion or something?”

Irma cocked her head like she was thinking about it.

Harriet had finished rustling in one of the downstairs rooms and came out, her arms full of blankets.

“Oh, you can’t use that one,” Irma said. “Your great-aunt Jean made that.”

“Yes, but I never really liked her.”

Irma let out a snorty little laugh, although she still sounded like the Queen of England. Her accent was flatter than the hordes of English tourists I’d heard out and about back home in Toronto over the years, but it was still one of her many weapons. Her dulcet British tones could lull you into believing you were going for pancakes when actually you were about to hike an uphill-both-ways route that would exhaust you out of enjoying your flapjacks, and she’d suckered me into that exact excursion last week. Again.

The delivery bot started to roll.

“It’s coming to kill us!” Irma said. Eagerly. She’d moved her weight to her toes and looked like she was ready to stab the robot with her knife.

I shot some footage of the Zoomer with my cellphone as it smashed into the door again. More of the glass at the bottom of the door gave way, and that front wheel was really hankering to make it inside Harriet’s house now. I tucked my cell into my back pocket, grabbed Great-Aunt Jean’s quilt along with Harriet’s broom, and stepped up to the back door as the robot retreated. My heart rate had ticked up, but not by much. This was a technology problem, not a people problem, and those were the only things I was really good at.

“Are you sure you want to go out there?” Harriet asked.

I nodded. “Shut the door after me,” I said to Irma.

“Copy that,” she replied. After I threw her a look, she added, “Dear.”

My breath quickened. Irma opened the door. Glass tinkled to the ground as I stepped outside. The sunlight attacked me like I was a vampire, and I had to shade my eyes and squint. Man, I was terrible at the outdoors.

And that robot had started making an unsettling noise.
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As soon as Violet stepped outside, the murder bot zoomed toward her! She moved out of its path so quickly, I was reminded that she was a former ballerina, albeit one who’d traded in pointe shoes for dark rooms full of computers. I was trying to wean her away from her obsession with the indoors, obviously, as Beaver Island had so much to offer urban hermits: boating, rowing, paddle boarding, hiking, horseback riding, and even adult ballet classes at the school she’d done a summer stint at, back when she was sixteen. I’d tried to nudge her back to the studio, but I hadn’t had much success as yet.

Violet launched the quilt into the air. For a moment, I worried that the wind coming off Lake Ontario would swoop it away, but Great-Aunt Jean’s handiwork descended on the robot in a splash of colours that were reminiscent of baby vomit. Great-Aunt Jean hadn’t really liked Harriet either, from what I’d been able to glean over the years.

The robot was making an angry buzzing noise on top of the whirring that was coming from its wheels. My goodness, it was a noisy thing. Onward it came, until its front wheels got snarled up in that hideous quilt. Violet stepped forward and tipped the robot onto its side.

The quilt fell back, and the wheels spun like angry little beavers. Violet peered at the robot’s underbelly and flicked a switch using the handle of the broom. Instantly, the wheels froze and the whirring sound stopped, although not the buzzing, which was peculiar. Regardless, she flashed me a grin and kept inspecting the device.

I took a moment to wrestle my cellular telephone out of my handbag and snap some shots of Violet in action to send to her sweetie, Dr. Julian Harper. He was finishing up a stint working in Toronto but would be coming back to his family home on the island shortly, thank heavens.

“Oh, cool,” Violet said, pointing at something in the robot’s undercarriage.

“Is it safe to come out?” Harriet asked.

How to tell her that one could never really know for sure? If a hostile force had sent that robot to kill us all, it could very easily disperse an invisible toxic gas in the next few moments. It could have already started.

That was unlikely, though, and life was for living, so I said, “I’m sure it is,” and patted her on the shoulder. She let out a relieved sigh before opening the door, which definitely needed to be replaced.

I decided to accompany Harriet outside. If the device started to launch tiny missiles, I could still push her out of the way.

“I think it got separated from its horde,” Violet said, standing up and brushing off her hands.

“It’s got a…horde?” Harriet said.

“Normally, these types of devices share location data with the rest of their pack, if that’s a better word,” Violet said cheerfully.

“It is not,” I said with feeling.

“I’ll call the company to let them know one of their little guys has malfunctioned,” Violet said.

She stepped away to chat on her cellular telephone, and Harriet threw an arm around me. “About that problem I mentioned earlier…” she started.

“I see,” Violet said from a few feet away. Her voice had shifted to the professional tone she used when dealing with nerdy snafus. In her social life, she was reserved and quiet if she was among strangers. One might even think she was timid, which would be a mistake, especially after I’d gifted her those krav maga lessons last Christmas. But when she took charge of a technology problem, she was always in her element.

Harriet had fallen silent when Violet started talking, which was vexing. Truly, what did she need my help with?

After some jargon and a few polite titters, Violet was done. “So, someone sent you a delivery,” she said, blowing wavy brown hair out of her lovely face, “but the device got confused and lost its connection to its swarm. Is that a better term?”

“No,” Harriet and I chorused.

“Does anyone else hear that buzzing?” I asked, eyeing the robot warily.

Harriet nodded, looking equally grim.

Violet let out a sigh. “Anyway, Irma and I will take this little guy with us when we leave. I’m meeting Stu for a sail later, so I’ll just drop it off at their office downtown,” she said. Stuart Barker was my oldest and dearest friend, and had taken Violet under his wing, nautically speaking. I highly approved of his efforts to drag her outdoors and was even more thrilled that he was doing so on the lake.

“Please say hello to Stu for me,” Harriet said with a sweet smile.

“Can we open the robot up and get the delivery?” I asked.

 “Sure,” Violet said. “They told me it’s perfectly safe now.”

“Did they?” I said warily.

Violet flipped the little rascal back onto its wheels and slid the top panel open with the end of the broom.

“That doesn’t seem very secure,” Harriet said, her arms crossed.

“When the device is under power, the latch is locked and can only be opened with a code,” Violet said.

Harriet and I stepped forward. Slowly. Both of us peered into the robot at the same time. There was a square metal bin inside the little bugger to hold its deliveries, perhaps three feet by three feet, and almost as deep. Nestled inside was a bouquet of flowers: reds, purples, pinks, beautiful colours.

And bees!

Violet swatted at the air as five bees rose from the petals and buzzed angrily in a circle around her. Harriet let out a shriek and ran back into the house. She’d always been terrified of the critters, the poor dear.

The bees lingered over the flowers and dispersed lazily when Violet shooed them away, one of them making a final cheeky fly-over before disappearing around a corner.

Now that the bees were—hopefully—gone, I looked at the flowers again. They were lipstick roses and pink peonies with a scattering of purple tulips, wrapped in cellophane and whimsically tied with raffia.

I poked the bouquet with the end of Harriet’s broom long enough to make Violet roll her eyes. Once I was certain that the bees had fled the scene, I picked up the flowers.

“Who sent them?” Harriet asked, peering out from behind her mostly broken back door.

“I don’t see a card,” I said as I searched. Well, that was no real surprise. If I’d sent a bouquet stuffed with bees to someone who was terrified of them, I wouldn’t leave a card either. My eyes met Harriet’s.

“The bees are gone,” Violet said.

Harriet hesitated on the threshold, but after scanning the area, made her way outside again. “You’ve done enough, sweetie,” she said to Violet. “Claire’s probably blown up half the planet by now, so you’d best hop back into your game.” After a grandmotherly smile, she waved her off. Violet handed me the broom before trotting upstairs.

After she was gone, I flipped the unit on its side again. Just in case. I’d once neglected to fully decommission an IED in Assmanhausen, Germany, and had been seconds away from being blown out of my underpants before I realized my error.

I put my arm around Harriet, taking in the scene in front of us. Harriet’s property held a cluster of charming wooden buildings that had emerged over the years. First built by her father, and then her lovely husband Ferdinand, who’d gone on to his great reward a few years back. He’d had mobility issues near the end, so all of the paths on the property were paved and ramps ran up to all of the doorsteps, which was how that murderbot had been able to reach Harriet’s back door.

Past Harriet’s house was a thatched garage with a small apartment on the second floor, where Claire lived with her boyfriend. Farther on was a good-sized potting shed, then Harriet’s little red barn, which currently housed a herd of pygmy goats. A few Chantecler chickens were pecking at the ground.

And a young man was skulking around the barnyard.

“Who’s that?” I asked, taking my arm off Harriet’s shoulders. The intruder was blond, with a classic businessman’s haircut, wearing a light blue bespoke suit and even better shoes which would never be the same after he’d finished walking around in all that muck.

Harriet let out a heavy sigh. Instantly, ten extra years settled over her features. “That’s my insurance agent.”

“My goodness, did he just get here? I didn’t even hear him arrive.” My eyes narrowed. How had someone parked in the driveway and slipped past the house without me hearing him?

“He must have walked down from Mirv’s.” She gestured at the property to the northeast of hers. “He likes to threaten both of us on each trip. More efficient that way, I guess. And he doesn’t seem to feel like he has any obligation to ask my permission to roam the premises.”

I started cracking my knuckles. “And why is that?”

“He says that his satellite pictures of my property show I’m not in compliance with my homeowner’s insurance. He’s going to cancel my policy unless it’s rectified by Monday. This is part of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

I had a sudden image of me stuffing Harriet’s insurance agent into the delivery basket inside that little pink murderbot. It was too small, honestly, but one could accomplish surprising things when enough bones were broken.

“Your insurance agency is using satellites to spy on their clients? You cannot be serious.”

Harriet cast a wry glance in my direction. “Deadly.”

The man gestured at Harriet, and she flipped her hand up in what might be considered a wave. She put the absolute least amount of effort into it to appear to be polite, which I approved. I did not, however, approve of insurance agents digging around for reasons to cancel policies. I’d seen how one big storm could ruin a family if insurance decided not to pay up. Communities, even. And now they were bringing satellites into it, my goodness.

The young man freed himself from the barnyard and walked toward us. His hand was already out to shake mine, even though he was still ten feet away from us. The last time a stranger had been that happy to greet me, they’d almost immediately tried to kill me with a surprisingly sturdy piccolo, so I was understandably wary.

“I’m Brent Boxer,” he said, pumping my hand like it was a set of bagpipes. His voice held a note of arrogance that was overshadowed by what must be a terrible case of seasonal allergies.

“Irma Abercrombie,” I said crisply.

Up close, he was perfectly put together. The sheen from his hair reflected the sun right into my eyeballs; his sunglasses were Armani, his suit custom-made. Those shoes looked like Brunello Cucinellis, although they’d never be quite the same after his romp around that barnyard, which was probably why I had such a big smile on my face when greeting him.

“Harriet,” Brent said in a congested but sing-songy tone.

“Brent,” Harriet said, crossing her arms over her chest.

He let out an ear-rattling sneeze. “We’ve talked about you getting that manure tank covered.”

“I had to order a custom cover to comply with all the requirements you sent me. It should be here tomorrow, so I’m not sure what the fuss is.”

His smile was an oily one. “I’m just looking out for you. I’m not even going to complain about my shoes being ruined.”

There was a silence that would have been strained for Harriet and myself if we’d been younger. Both of us had been taught to get along with others, to keep the peace. Well, Harriet had, anyway. Mother had been more focused on teaching young ladies how to execute a scorpion kick to an aggressor’s tally whacker. Regardless, both of us were in that phase of our lives where we didn’t mind a little awkwardness.

“Well, I’m definitely going to complain that you were messing around with my animals,” Harriet said. She’d been fostering rescued critters her entire life, which was probably why I’d just seen what looked like a peacock limp off in the opposite direction, although I couldn’t say for sure.

“Sorry,” Brent said in a not-sorry-at-all tone. “I have to do my job, you know.”

“I do,” she said, her voice still neutrally polite. After keeping house for a plonker like Jaydyn Marshall for so long, one could tell that she’d developed a way to professionally deal with twerps that didn’t involve Tasing them. Obviously, I had a lot to learn from Harriet.

His smile faded. “Your insurance company has the right to inspect the properties that it insures.”

“With due notice, yes.”

He sneezed again. “Harriet, if you don’t have that manure tank fixed up before your renewal date on Monday, the company is going to have to cancel your policy. And you have a home equity line of credit, don’t you?”

Harriet made the sort of noise that I did right before I was going to shoot someone.

Brent flashed us an aw shucks look. “The bank that issued your line of credit will require you to insure it.”

“The property?” Harriet wrinkled her nose.

“No. The line of credit you have with them. But it wouldn’t be the type of insurance that our company would provide.” Brent flashed her an unpleasant smile. “It would be purely to insure the line of credit. And after that…”

My weight moved to my toes. A goat bleated in the distance.

“Yes?” Harriet said.

“It would be very hard for you to get the property covered again by a conventional insurance company.”

“Is that so?” I said, tamping down on the horror in my voice. If Harriet’s insurance was cancelled, she probably wouldn’t be able to maintain her status as a hobby farmer, and all of her beloved animals could become homeless.

“We’d really love to help more,” Brent said with a smirk at one side of his mouth that he didn’t bother hiding, “but since we were so understanding of Harriet’s…debacle back in March, there’s a zero-tolerance policy for any future issues. You understand, of course.”

Another pause, shorter this time.

“I’ll walk you out,” Harriet said to him, her tone brusque.

While she escorted him back to his vehicle, I wondered exactly what “debacle” he’d been referring to—and whether it was related to the mysterious favour Harriet wanted my help with.

Happily, she was already on her way back to tell me. With any luck, she’d put on the kettle and we’d have another nibble of coffee cake.

I squinted. Was Harriet…stomping…toward me? Oh, dear.

“Irma, darling,” she said, and she looked like she was about to spit nails. “The manufacturer of the manure tank cover I ordered isn’t returning my calls. Would you mind threatening him a bit? It’s Nelson’s Farm Equipment, on the mainland.”

“Is that the favour you wanted?”

She nodded.

“Of course, dear,” I said, turning her towards the house and her teapot. “What’s this about a ‘debacle’?”

“You remember the trip to Newfoundland that Claire and I took in the spring?”

“Of course. Lovely pictures.”

“Not really,” she said, and her expression had stiffened so much that I momentarily worried about lockjaw. “Unfortunately, Claire posted several pictures of our visit on Instagram while we were there, and someone broke into the barn and let all the goats out. They damaged two fences and dug up the Faartzes’ prize-winning alliums. The insurance company is claiming that since Claire told everyone on the planet that we weren’t home, we basically invited them in! So if I don’t have that manure tank cover in place by this coming Monday, they’ll cancel my policy outright.”

I did some mental calculations. It was Wednesday afternoon now, which gave me oodles of time to threaten Nelson’s and sort out Harriet’s problem.

She continued, “All I want to do is confirm with the supplier that the cover will be here tomorrow morning, like we agreed when I ordered it. I’ve been calling them for days, but all I get is their voicemail. If you could help out, I’d really appreciate it. You’re so very persuasive when you want to be.”

“Happy to lend a hand, Harriet.”

She let out a deep breath. “Thank you.”

I steered her toward the house and her coffee cake, past the carnage of the delivery robot wrapped in Great-Aunt Jean’s hideous quilt and the broken door. I tried not to let the sight of it make the hair on the back of my neck stand on end, but I had to admit that I wasn’t completely successful. Robots and satellites and twerpy insurance agents, my goodness. What else was in store for us?
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Irma and I had taken my car for once, so after our visit was over, I drove us into town, coming to complete stops at all the appropriate intersections. At one point, it looked like Irma was trying to step on an invisible gas pedal with one of her tiny feet, but she didn’t complain about me only going five klicks over the speed limit, which was nice of her.

“Who was that dude in the barnyard?” I asked as we passed another set of fancy front gates that would lead to a grand estate set well back from the road—and prying eyes. Julian had the exact same setup at his place, although he lived in a cottage and not in the estate’s main house.

“Insurance agent,” Irma said, her words clipped.

“Something wrong?”

“Did you know that insurance companies are now using satellites to spy on their customers?”

We waved at the island’s best publican, Mandy McGuire, who was driving past us on Irma’s sporty little borrowed Vespa, her helmet matching its candy apple red. Her labradoodle, Leroy, was perched in the sidecar, wearing a miniature version of Mandy’s headgear. The two of them looked like they were having the time of their lives.

“I hadn’t heard about the satellite spying thing,” I said. “It’s so they can void policies when it’s time to pay out, I bet.”

“Exactamundo,” Irma said with a touch of melodrama. “That horrible man Brent Boxer was there to threaten Harriet.”

“Because…?”

“She has to cover her manure tank by Monday or they’ll cancel her homeowner’s policy.” Again, Irma stamped her foot on an imaginary gas pedal, but she pretended she was just stretching when I glanced over. “Do you mind dropping me downtown?” she asked. “I want to talk to my insurance broker and see if she can take over Harriet’s policy.”

“Sure,” I said.

After a brief drive along the shoreline, during which we spied powerboats, sailboats bobbing in the wind, and enough Canada geese to start a turf war, we entered the city limits. A colourful sign welcomed us to the town of Beaver Island, cheerful cartoon beavers eternally chomping away at its edges.

Main Street was a riot of flowers hanging from real gas lamp posts—purple and pink and orange—with angled parking spots in front of upscale but welcoming stores and restaurants. In another week or so, the patios would be packed and would stay like that all summer. I couldn’t wait. I might not be a people person, but I was definitely a patio person.

I’d barely parked the car in front of Spa Lala when Irma leapt from the passenger seat. She hated chairs and sitting and sloth and was probably going to march up and down Main Street for a bit just to “get the blood moving.”

“Want a lift home after you’re done?” I asked.

She looked horrified, like that one time I’d asked her if she wanted a nap. “Thank you, dear, I’ll walk.”

“Didn’t you do your five-mile run this morning?”

“Yes, but I have to start getting ready for the island half marathon. You could train with me if you’d like.”

“I’d rather die, thanks!” I pulled up Zoomheim’s office information on my phone and sent them a text saying I was here. I didn’t feel like carrying the little pink dude up a bunch of stairs by myself.

When no one replied, I bade Irma adieu and headed into a century building that had been kept in pristine condition. Zoomheim was on the second level, just up from the Rightway Insurance office on the main floor.

The stairs were wide and welcoming, and the door at the top had ZOOMHEIM stenciled on it in a funky modern font. I knocked.

“Hey, there.” A thirty-something man wearing jeans and a t-shirt under a nifty summer blazer opened the door. He had short brown hair, a manscaped beard under a handlebar moustache, and was wearing thick, black-framed designer glasses. His beard, also brown, had been seasoned with oil and held a sheen that was somewhat mesmerising.

“Hi,” I said, sticking my hand out. Our handshake was firm and friendly-ish. “I’m Violet Blackheart. I have one of your delivery robots in my car.”

“Troy Zoomheim, CEO.” He frowned, then let out a chuckle. “You do know these bots are programmed to return to base, right?”

“Not this one.”

An eyebrow quirked, and I caught him up on what had happened earlier.

“Banged against a door?” he said, running the fingers of both hands over his prodigious moustache. The beard itself was about three inches long and came to a point in front of his chin. I’d seen similar manscaping back home in Toronto, but I hadn’t realised that hipsters had made it all the way to Beaver Island. “They’re not supposed to do that.”

“Yeah, I figured. Best thing is for your guys to take a look at it. Where’s your lab?”

“In the garage out back. We’ve converted it to a workshop.”

“Perfect. You want to see it?”

“I can send someone to come and get it from you,” he said easily as he pulled out his phone and started typing. “They’ll fix it right up.”

“I’m curious about what part of their programming prompted it to be so aggressive.”

“Well, it’s complicated stuff,” he said, his voice still friendly. “Did it cause any damage?”

“Cracked a door.”

“We’ll pay for that, obviously.” He stepped forward. “I’ve texted someone to meet you downstairs. I’m just grabbing lunch, so I’ll walk you out.”

I thought about trying to press him about his semi-crazy robots, but the “someone” who was going to meet me was probably the one with the nerdy intel I was looking for. So I turned, and the two of us made our way downstairs. As we passed the door to the insurance company, it opened, and a fifty-something woman and a young-ish man stepped out in front of us. She was wearing a snazzy patterned wrap dress and pearls, and he had on a pale blue suit with sneakers.

Was this the same insurance dude who’d been at Harriet’s place earlier? It looked like the same guy. I wasn’t wondering for myself, more so whether he might run into Irma again. I could just imagine how she felt about insurance folks who harassed nice little old ladies like Harriet.

The woman exited the building, the maybe-insurance agent behind her. Troy made to follow them, but the man slammed the door right in his face.

The Zoomheim CEO sighed, then pushed the door open.

Out on the sidewalk, there was a distinct pop, and the woman was suddenly covered in glitter. The man with her was bent over, laughing, the remnants of a glitter bomb in one hand.

“That’s not funny!” she said.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Brent Boxer,” Troy said drily. “Always the prankster. Nice to meet you, Violet.” He pivoted and walked away.

I wrinkled up my nose as he left. Not the friendliest guy, but I’d met a lot of standoffish CEOs in my career, so I didn’t let it bother me.

The glitter bomb that Brent Boxer had set off had been packed with purple and pink and silver projectiles. A little cyclone of glitter shimmered in the sun before dispersing—mostly into that poor lady’s hair.

A thirty-something man made a wide arc around the glitter and approached me. “H-hey,” he said softly.

“Hey. Violet Blackheart.” I held my hand out to shake his.

“I don’t…yeah…I don’t do that. I’m Michael. Not Mike, Michael.”

I pulled my hand back. Unlike Troy’s stylish glasses, Michael’s had thick frames and were all function, no form. Under those lenses, his eyes were a greyish blue. A scruffy beard covered most of his face, although he’d shaved his top lip bare, and he was wearing a yellow Pokémon shirt with jeans. I’d worked with many similar-looking people over the years and felt immediately at ease in his presence.

I smiled at him. “Nice to meet you, Michael.”

“That’s a lot of glitter,” he said, squinting at the mess on the pavement.

“Courtesy of some Brent Boxer guy, I think.”

“Oh yeah. He glued a poster about killer robots to our front door last night. We still haven’t been able to get it off.”

“Classy,” I said. “So, I’m not sure if Troy or whoever explained the problem, but this little guy kind of went berserk on a delivery.”

“Yeah, that was me on the phone with you earlier,” he said. “Thanks for rounding him up. We can have a pizza pocket and talk about it at the shop.”

“Sounds perfect.”

I got the robot out of the car, Michael grabbed onto one side, I took the other, and we both started to walk. I wanted to know why the delivery robot had gone rogue. If Harriet had been home alone, she would have been even more freaked out, and I did not like it when technology upset nice people. Plus, I wanted to know who’d sent her that bee-bouquet, the details of which I was definitely going to share with Irma.

Michael ducked into a cute-looking alleyway set under a curved arch with some old-fashioned advertisements for laundry detergent painted on its walls. A series of colourful carriage houses in the back alley had been converted to garages and offices over the years, and Zoomheim’s was now a workshop.

A miserable-looking intern was scraping away at the remnants of the poster Brent had glued to the front door with a putty knife. Inside sat a series of workbenches with units in various stages of repair, and a cluster of computer desks.

A little army of robots was lined up and ready to head out beside what looked like an oversized pet door, and five or six employees were working at terminals or dissecting robots on a communal workbench. A small kitchenette and lounge area was off to one side and looked pretty sweet. The workshop’s vibe was casual and nerdy, and I instantly felt like pulling up a chair and getting to work at one of the desks.

“You want a drink?” Michael asked.

“What do you have?”

He looked around for a minute. “Water.”

“Sounds great.”

“She brought in the runner,” Michael said to a young woman in the lounge area on his way to the fridge.

The twenty-something woman was gothed-up with black hair, dark purple lipstick, and black nail polish. Her mostly black ensemble included boots that went past her knees and disappeared under a red plaid skirt. After snapping her gum a few times, she held out a hand. “Georgia Nowak,” she said.

“Violet Blackheart.”

“Violet Blackheart?” she repeated.

I nodded.

“Are you the same Violet Blackheart who holds a patent on that Helios solar synergy system?”

“Take a seat,” Michael mumbled, handing me a glass of water.

“Thanks, and yes,” I said, plopping into a papasan chair.

“What happened with the Zoomer?” Georgia asked.

I ran them through what their little invention had gotten itself up to earlier.

“So, he backed up and kept coming?” Georgia asked, looking thoughtful. “And smashed into the house?”

I nodded. “Yeah, with a fair amount of force and momentum. How big are the Zoomers, exactly? They pack a real punch.”

“Three feet by three feet, and two feet deep,” Georgia said.

“Do you guys put any restrictions on what the robots can transport?” I asked.

Michael nodded. “Yes, we specify the maximum weight that can be delivered, and a few other parameters.”

“Like?”

He started ticking off on his fingers. “Can’t be anything alive, and it has to be in a box or container that won’t allow liquids to leak or spill.”

“Meaning, someone can’t just fill it up with beer,” I said.

He laughed. “Georgia actually tried that last week. It was not a success.”

She lifted her shoulders with a grin. “Worth a shot.”

After a pause, I asked, “Any chance someone hacked this robot?”

Georgia pursed her lips. “I’ll have to take a look, but it’s more likely there was a sensor issue of some kind.”

“You guys are still in beta-testing mode, right?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Are all the businesses in town signed up?”

Michael shook his head. “We have a small group of users who are able to make orders right now, and a handful of companies and vendors that are providing products for the testers.”

“How did you find your testers?” I asked.

“We solicited them,” Michael said.

That explained why I hadn’t heard about it, although if I’d signed up to help beta test a bunch of robots, Irma probably would have killed me in some exotic and untraceable way and buried me under her prized petunias.

“But that’ll change as we progress through every stage of the beta testing,” Georgia said. “We’ll expand the user group, as well as the businesses that are offering the service.”

“Sort of like DoorDash,” I said. “But without the people.”

“We’ll integrate with those kinds
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