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      The black marble lobby of WI-6 seems quieter than usual as I hover by the bank of elevators surrounded by an eerie silence. Holmes, my Bloodhound sidekick, sits by my side totally unconcerned. Maybe I’m a bit jumpy because I’m worried about what kind of reception I will receive from my fellow wizard detectives in the infamous Pit. Not a favorable one I think as I clutch the small star statue my boss, Mr. Bullock, gave me that rests in my pants pocket. It’s a reward for solving my first murder case. Carrots turned out to be the murder weapon after all.

      I run my keycard through the elevator slot and the doors open to reveal my only ally at WI-6, Scott. Mr. Bullock’s secret spy who is posing as his assistant.

      He greets me with a warm smile. “Are you ready for your new assignment? I thought I’d give you a heads up about a morning meeting with Mr. Bullock.”

      Scott glances down at Holmes who sits quietly by my feet. “Are you ready to protect your master at all costs?”

      Holmes’ big brown eyes grow larger. “Of course.” He places his large paw on top of my shoe. “I always have Derrick’s back.” He pauses. “In this case his shoe.”

      Scott chuckles, but I don't join in. My mind is still absorbing what he said to Holmes. Scott had to be kidding about my being in danger—right?

      The elevator doors open, and I take a step outside with Holmes following suit.

      Scott holds the elevator door open but doesn’t get off. “I’ll see you in Mr. Bullock’s office in thirty minutes. Good luck with the Frenchman.”

      We move closer to the door of The Pit. The dark office where my nemesis, Mr. Pierre, who is my immediate boss, holds court.

      Holmes nudges my knee. “I know you are less than thrilled to go inside, but trust that Burke, Ross, and Smith won’t be there.”

      He states my fellow detectives lack of attendance with such confidence. Does he know something I don’t? Mr. Bullock said he would punish them for trying to stop me from solving Peter Hamlyn’s murder case. But I assumed it would just be a slap on the hand or at the worse, a week suspension. Opening the door with trepidation knowing my answer is hidden in the darkness of The Pit.

      This morning it is almost pitch black inside the detective office. I accidently hit something heavy and quickly cast an enhanced vision spell so that I don’t run into any more furniture. With my enhanced vision I can see no one is at their desks, not even veteran detective Mr. Klein. Could he still be working the difficult case in New York?

      I contemplate moving into the back of the office, Mr. Pierre’s domain. Do I really want to start my morning off with a fight with a Frenchman? No.

      Holmes senses my hesitation and nudges my butt forward. “Go ahead. Get it over with.”

      I look down at him and sigh. “So, you can smell that he’s here?”

      Holmes’s long, floppy ears tilt toward his nose. “I wish I couldn’t. The wax he uses to form his mustache to those ridiculous points smells like a combination of shoe polish with a slight mint endnote.” He shakes his massive head. “Truly disgusting.”

      Holmes lays his stuffy British boarding school accent thick whenever he speaks of Mr. Pierre. He must have a thing against Frenchmen.

      “Fine.” I take the star statue out of my pocket and place it on my desk mostly to irritate my colleagues. Which seems totally pointless with none of them here. Yet there is the nice side benefit; I know it will tick off Mr. Pierre as well. The gold star is a symbol of how he failed to get me fired by screwing up my chances of solving my first case. I glance over at the empty desk next to mine. If only Fiona was still here and not back in London. We made such a good detective team DS—Dunne and Singh. Now reduced to just D?  Who will they assign as my next partner? Nobody can replace Fiona.

      Holmes whimpers and I look up from my desk to find Mr. Pierre staring down at my little golden star statue.

      In his heavily French accented English he says, “Enjoy your little victory, it will not last.”

      I want to tell him to stuff it, but I must remember the Twelfth Order is counting on me to feed them information about what other sabotage Mr. Pierre has planned. “Sir, I understand it is only just a lucky break. I know I still have a lot to learn.”

      He strokes his precious pencil mustache and once again all I can see is Hercule Poirot. “I am glad you have not let it, as you Americans say, go to your head.”

      I stand up from my chair. “Time for me to head off to Mr. Bullock’s office.”

      Mr. Pierre glares at me. “Remember, I am your immediate supervisor. You answer to me!”

      The hostility in his voice is as thick as the darkness in The Pit. “Of course, sir.”

      Clapping my hand on my thigh, Holmes sits up and then quickly heals next to me. I originally was going to leave him napping by my desk, but I don’t trust Mr. Pierre. Holmes is Mr. Bullock’s creation and Mr. Pierre could easily take his frustrations out on him.

      Holmes and I ride the elevator to the 36th floor in silence. The tension we felt in The Pit still hangs on us like a heavy perfume. When the doors open, I’m thrilled to see Scott’s smiling face.

      “I think you both are going to feel much better after this meeting.”

      Holmes looks up at Scott. “I hope so because the tension in The Pit is unbearable.”

      Scott opens Mr. Bullock’s office door to reveal the fact that the executive leather chair behind the large walnut desk is unoccupied.

      He follows my gaze. “Mr. Bullock will be here in a moment.” Scott walks over to a matching walnut credenza loaded down with muffins, donuts, and a large pot of coffee with five white mugs lined up next to it. “Grab a snack and a coffee. I have a feeling it’s going to be the last chance you will have to eat for a while.”

      Heeding his warning, I quickly stride over to the credenza and load down a plate with a blueberry muffin, a chocolate glazed donut, and fill a mug to the top. I usually like a bit of cream in my coffee, but it seems like a “drink it straight” kind of morning. Before I head back to my chair, I grab a donut hole for good measure. The first time Scott warned me about grabbing a bite I didn’t take him seriously and my stomach paid the price.

      Balancing the mug and the loaded down plate like an experienced waiter, I sit down in one of the parson chairs perched in front of Mr. Bullock’s desk.

      Holmes moves next to me. “What about my breakfast?”

      I know he’s teasing me because Mr. Bullock created him so that he was completely low maintenance. He doesn’t need food or water and I have no poop clean up duty either. For fun I tear off a piece of my donut and toss it in the air. Holmes jumps up and catches it right as Mr. Bullock materializes behind his desk.

      He smiles as he watches Holmes wolf down the donut. “I’m so happy to see the two of you getting along so swimmingly.”

      There he goes again speaking with slightly British phrasing. Mr. Bullock looks old school Italian, like he could play a mafia don in a movie. Yet, he sounds quite British this morning. Maybe one of his parents is British so his accent comes and goes. Another mystery I will probably never solve.

      I lean over and pat Holmes on the head. “Yes, we seem to be growing on each other.”

      Mr. Bullock beams exposing even whiter teeth than the last time I saw him. “I’m pleased.” He leans back in his executive leather chair. “Now let me get to the reason you are here.” Mr. Bullock looks over at Scott and then gives him the ok sign. “I believe Mr. Kumar explained the issue we are having with Mr. Pierre.”

      I nod. “Yes, I understand who was giving the orders to sabotage Fiona and myself.”

      “Good. I think your former superior might have also explained the fact that WI-6 is in a bit of a crisis. I thought bringing you in would shake things up, but I had no idea Mr. Pierre would be such a bad sport. To make sure that doesn’t happen again, I’m assigning you a new partner.”

      The moment I’ve been dreading. No one could replace Fiona. Scott walks over to a door that suddenly appears behind Mr. Bullock. My new partner is being revealed with game show flair. The door opens and I must admit I am a bit surprised. Out walks none other than Mr. Klein. I smile and say, “I thought you were handling a case in New York?”

      “I solved it.” He waves his hands in front of his body as if he just materialized. “So here I am. More than happy to be your partner.”

      I must admit I am a bit perplexed. Knowing about the division in the ranks at WI-6, I thought Mr. Klein would be on Mr. Pierre’s side. He has worked at the division the longest of all the detectives. It seems I’m wrong.

      Mr. Klein sits down in the empty chair next to me and I realize it’s the first time I’ve been this close to him. When I first met Mr. Klein, he came off as quite a bit older than me. I felt like he could be my grandfather. But now I realize that the white head of hair might be a guise. His energy doesn't reflect a wizard of great age. Reading his aura, Mr. Klein seems to be in his mid-fifties.

      He gives me a quizzical look. “I know what you are thinking, and you are wrong.”

      Fantastic. I’m partnered up with a mind reader. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Rest assured I did not read your mind. Mr. Klein gives me a well-practiced easy smile. “Oh, and please call me Bob.”

      If he is trying to convince me he’s failing big time. The name Bob doesn’t suit him at all. He seems much more like a James to me, but I don’t question him. “Great.” I look at Mr. Bullock. “I assume you have a case for us.”

      “Yes, I do indeed. It is the reason I asked Mr. Klein to rush back to California.”       Bob rubs his hands together like he is going to roll the dice at the craps table and win. “I hope it is easier to solve than the New York case. It took me three months to weed through all the failed leads.”

      Mr. Bullock doesn’t answer him. Instead, he waves his left hand, and a viewing screen pops up next to him. A bald man of medium stature fills the screen. He seems to buy his clothes a size too large by the way his blue button-down shirt sloughs off his shoulders. His completion is ghostly pale. Could he be moonlighting as a vampire?

      “This is Mr. Schwartz. He was a wizard of the 8th Ascension. His housekeeper found his body in his apartment on Pico Avenue three days ago. It appears he choked on an object and died due to asphyxiation.”

      Bob leans forward in his chair. “He wouldn’t happen to be the wizard who was in charge of protecting the jewel of Aden?”

      Interesting. Wizards have used jewels to harness magical power since the Middle Ages. The jewels whereabouts are always tracked. Funny how I didn’t hear about it on the Twelfth Order alert system.

      Mr. Bullock nods. “That is why the 8th Ascension’s Supreme Wizard contacted WI-6.”

      Now things are getting interesting. “Is the jewel missing?”

      “Of course, that was the first concern. But surprisingly it was safe in its hiding place in a secret compartment.”

      Bob sighs. “That makes his death even more puzzling. Maybe it truly is an accident.”

      Mr. Bullock snaps his fingers, and the viewing screen image of Mr. Schwartz disappears. “That is for you to find out.”
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      Bob opens the door to the morgue, or what Mr. Bullock lovingly calls, the final resting place. It looks like a typical morgue you see on the TV except this one is reserved just for wizards.

      The wizard examiner nods when he recognizes me. “So, you are on the Schwartz case.”

      “Yes.”

      He glances over at Mr. Klein. “Where is your British partner?”

      I can’t help but sigh. “Back in London.” Then I look over at Bob with a forced smile. “Meet my new partner.”

      The examiner chuckles. “I would hardly call Mr. Klein new. How many years has it been?”

      Bob runs his fingers through his lush head of white hair. “Too long. Maybe eight years.”

      The examiner smiles. “Try a decade.”

      “I was trying to sugar coat it for my new partners benefit.” Bob moves next to the examiner who is pulling the covering off Mr. Schwartz body. “What does your report say, accidental death or murder?”

      He looks at the slightly distorted mouth of Mr. Schwartz. “It is hard to say.”

      Feeling left out I chime in. “What was the object he choked on?”

      The examiner hands over an evidence bag. “The lid to eye drops.”

      Interesting choice for a murder weapon. Yet, I don’t discount it after discovering my first cases murder weapon was something as benign as carrot.

      Bob takes the evidence bag and eyes the white cap. “Do you have a hypothesis of what happened?”

      “It appears by the position his neck was in when the housekeeper found him that he was putting the drops in his eyes while holding the cap between his teeth. He must have been startled or for some other reason swallowed the cap. It became lodged in his throat. With no one there to give him the Heimlich maneuver he ended up choking to death unless...”

      I jump in before Bob can say anything. “Unless someone lodged it in his throat on purpose.”

      Bob nods. “That or scared him on purpose. It’s our job to figure out which one.”

      It seems Bob has forgotten I’m not a total newbie and have already solved one case. But I take his words in stride not wanting to get off on the wrong foot with my new partner.

      Bob looks through the report on the examiner’s computer screen. “It says that there were no signs of unusual trauma to the throat. Does that make you think the cap couldn’t have been forced into his mouth?”

      The examiner’s eyes shift back to Mr. Schwartz’s face. “Possibly if he was drugged first and then the murder placed the cap in his mouth. Mr. Schwartz could have instinctively swallowed it. Then the results you see would be the same. But I saw no evidence of drugs in his system in the blood tests.”

      Bob nods. “Thanks for the info, George. I’ll let you know what we find out.”

      George tidies up the examination room getting ready for his next autopsy. “Please do because this case is a real head scratcher.”
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      Standing in front of the unassuming beige stucco 90s apartment of Mr. Schwartz, I couldn’t help wondering if he had the jewel of Arden hidden there. Not that I will ever find out. The jewels, their protectors, and their locations are only for the very top of the wizard power chain. Yet, it seems like the perfect hiding spot.

      Bob glances at his watch. “The housekeeper should be here any moment. Let’s head up to 605.”

      As we walk over to the elevator, I realize Bob is the total opposite of Fiona. While she was very thorough and tended to want everything timed out perfectly, Bob seems much more laid back than his buttoned-up persona reveals. His clothing style of cuffed trousers worn with a white button-down shirt and a navy-blue tie seems totally old school and a bit of a movie cliché. Yet, I can see a pair of scuffed up oxfords peeking out from under his cuffed black trousers. Quite the contrast to Fiona who dresses as if a fashion photographer is always waiting in the wings to snap her picture.

      The elevator door opens and Bob steps in first. I don’t know if it is to indicate his superior rank, or because he is closer to the door. Mr. Klein is not an easy character to read. An asset in our profession.

      He pushes the button to the 6th floor and turns to face me. “I’ll let you lead the questioning of the housekeeper if you don’t mind.” He glazes down at his smart watch. “Her name is Mrs. Vogel.”

      “I’ll be happy to.” Another big contrast from Fiona is Bob’s willingness to let go of control. We step out of the elevator and hover around apartment 605 waiting for Mrs. Vogel to arrive. The sound of steps echo behind us. A tall solidly built woman in her forties with straw colored hair approaches us.

      Bob greets her with a practiced smile. “Mrs. Vogel, thank you for coming.”

      In a slightly German-accented English she says, “I am glad you are private detectives. The police did nothing but a simple investigation. They are ungeschickt.”

      Bob laughs. “They are indeed.”

      Why am I not surprised Bob speaks German? “What did she call the police?”

      Bob snickers. “Inept.”

      I chuckle, yet I still feel the need to defend the good cops out there. “It can seem that way sometimes. Especially with difficult cases. But most of them are good people.”

      Mrs. Vogel huffs as she opens the door with her key. “What happened here was no accident. I know Mr. Schwartz was murdered.”

      We walk into a pristine apartment with no hint that someone died here just days ago. Magazines are neatly spread out on the coffee table. Everything is dusted to perfection. There is even the faint fragrance of fresh flowers as we move through the living room. It is as if Mr. Schwartz just stepped out for a moment.

      Bob moves toward the back of the apartment. He stands in front of the only bedroom and turns to Mrs. Vogel. “Is this where you found him?”

      She nods, a flash of remembrance of the trauma of finding her employer dead spreads across her face. “Yes.” She points to a massage chair tucked in the far corner. “He was there.”

      I take in Mrs. Vogel’s pained face. It is hard for me to believe she should be the number one suspect having found the body. There is no doubt in my mind she liked Mr. Schwartz and had probably worked for him for quite some time.

      Bob moves next to the massage chair signaling Mrs. Vogel to follow. “What position was his head in?”

      Mrs. Vogel leans her head back and opens her mouth then puts it upright again. “I told him putting the cap in his mouth was a bad habit.”

      Despite what Bob said he seems to have taken the lead. Yet, I can’t stand here taking notes in my head thanks to Mr. Bullocks spell. I pipe in. “What habit?”

      Thankfully Bob does nothing but wait for a response. “Putting the eye dropper cap in his mouth. He has…” She purses her lips. “Had the bad habit because he was worried he would lose it. You see he had a dry eye condition. I never thought anyone would use his habit against him.”

      “The person in the best position to do that is yourself,” says Bob with a tinge of judgment in his voice.

      Mrs. Vogel’s shoulders thrust backwards defiantly. “I resent that remark. I did my duty and called the police as soon as I found the body.”

      The tension is growing thick as fog in the room I need to do something to defuse it. What would Fiona do? I move between Bob and Mrs. Vogel. “You did the right thing. Is there anything else you can tell us? We don’t want to take up too much more of your time.”

      Bob’s face is totally blank which I take as not a good thing. He probably resents my stepping in.

      Mrs. Vogel heads out of the bedroom and back into the living room. “I told the police, but they thought the crack in the window looked old. They didn’t believe me that it was recent.”

      Bob moves over to the window and pulls back the beige pleated curtains to reveal a large crack in the window running from the top left corner to the bottom of the frame. I’m about to join him when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull out my phone to see it is Scott texting. “Excuse me one moment.” I step over to the kitchen and read the message.  “Just a heads up you better solve the case fast. Mr. Pierre is planning a big move and you are the key.”
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