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Chapter one
My First Locked-Room Murder Mystery—Yay?


How is it that libraries hug you into them as soon as you step through the door? They’re such cozy places that have some of the best smells in the world inside. Even the ones with dead bodies inside them feel, and smell, this way. Just ask me how I know this. 
Well, thanks for asking! It’s because I just walked into Belle’s Cove Public Library, where the town’s latest murder had taken place. Right away, I inhaled deeply. Yep, still smelled like paper and ink and book magic…and a ham and cheese sandwich? 
The policeman striding past me on his way inside poked the rest of his sandwich into his mouth and smiled sideways at me.
“My lunchbreak,” he said over his mouthful. “My really fast lunchbreak.”
“My birthday,” I announced. “My really fast birthday.”
When the text came that there had been a murder, Boxy and Detective Palmer had insisted I stay and enjoy my birthday party while the two of them rushed off to the library. Boxy’s girlfriend and my favorite librarian, Isabella, was the one who’d let us know what happened. I’d done my best to enjoy my party, even the glittery pineapple drink I loved so much, but it was kind of hard with something so grim at my second favorite place in town.
“Your birthday? And you came here for this?“ Stopping midstride a few paces in front of me, the policeman blinked hard at me. He was probably in his mid-thirties and had a goatee thing happening that actually looked pretty good on him. “I think that means you win the worst birthday ever contest.”
I waved a dismissive hand. “Nah, it just means it’s Sunday, is all. I’m used to the murder and mayhem…and then more murder, of course.”
“You must be the famous Victoria, then,” he said, nodding. “I’m Officer Brown.”
“Nice to meet you, Officer Brown,” I told him, my cheeks warming. So he’d heard of me? I wasn’t sure if I should feel flattered or weirded out that I’d now gotten roped into so many murder investigations that random police officers knew who I was. 
I shrugged. “If by famous, you mean allowed to walk into a crime scene, then sure.”
“It doesn’t get any more glitzy or glamorous than that.” He smiled and pointed to the hallway to my left. “The detective’s at the end there.”
“Thanks.” I started to head that way but noticed he was going the other direction toward another hallway.
At my confused look, he held up his mustard-speckled hands. Real mustard, not curse mustard like on my best friend, Cass.
“I’ll be there in a minute,” he said. “We’re kind of strict about the whole no-mustard-near-the-crime-scene rule. But you’re good, right?”
“Mustard-free.” I held up my hands to prove it. “Plus, I always carry extra napkins just in case. Want one?”
“Not only do you win worst birthday, but you also win the smart contest. Tell you what. How about you keep your napkins, and I’ll learn my lesson for next time.”
“Hold the mustard?”
He shook his head. “Extra-extra mustard and all the napkins.”
I chuckled after him as he entered the men’s room. My gaze dipped down to his feet. It was this new habit I never thought I’d have to develop, but here we were. I was looking for red flip-flops on any men entering restrooms who could talk like they belonged in a circus. By foot or by crook, I would find him…eventually…and ask him if he’d ever tried to steal The Ring of Everlasting Night from the police station evidence room.
Speaking of, I’d transferred it from my underwear drawer to my shirt pocket before I left. Seemed like the right thing to do. If someone did try to steal it, I didn’t want them digging through my underwear.
Also speaking of, one of my favorite birthday presents hung around my neck to help me detect devious magic. Like the kind of magic used to trick me into thinking I was talking to Detective Palmer when I really wasn’t. The magical amulet was called the Duplicitous Dragonfly and, you guessed it, it was shaped into a dragonfly. The center of its turquoise and gold body was supposed to glow when it detected anything duplicitous. It was one of many gifts from Chloe, my new stepmother, and it was simply gorgeous.
It stayed in its non-glowing state as I strode toward the end of the hall. Tucked into a small side room sat Boxy with Isabella. He patted her hand consolingly, his attention rapt on her. Well, almost. He spared me a small wave and a smile as I passed. I waved back, though it was a super low-energy one. Poor Isabella. It had been her boss, the library director, who had been murdered.
When I entered the office at the end of the hall, the room had been totally cleared out except for His Shininess, Detective Palmer himself. Everything about him shone in the fluorescent light, from his dark hair to his watch and badge and down to his black shoes. Even the blue crime-scene gloves he wore were shiny.
When he flicked his gunmetal eyes to me, he crossed his arms and shook his head. “You’re not going to believe this one.”
“Oh good. My favorite,” I said, my sarcasm on full drip. “Since there’s no body, are we sure there was a murder this time?”
“Rest assured, Mr. Seymour is very dead. Right now, he’s with the toxicologist who’s looking for any traces of magic potions that can slow your heartrate to make you appear dead.”
I sighed. “Yeah, we learned that the hard way, didn’t we?”
Nodding, he gestured to my neck. “Birthday gift?”
“Yep, from Chloe,” I said, touching the non-glowing amulet. “It’s supposed to help me detect devious magic, like the kind that makes chauffeurs appear dead when they really aren’t.”
His no-nonsense detective face softened some the longer he stared at me. “It looks good on you. Really good.”
My skin flushed. “Thanks.”
His gaze stuck to my smile, and then he cleared his throat. “I’m going to close and lock this office door. We’ve already dusted for prints, but I want to set the scene for you so you can give me your thoughts.”
“If the library is closed on Sundays, what was Mr. Seymour doing here?” I asked as the detective closed and locked the door.
“Working. He preferred the quiet.” He sat at Mr. Seymour’s large, tidy desk underneath a small window that only allowed in meager daylight. “This is where he was when he died. It’s estimated that he died between one and two o’clock today. His office door was locked from the inside, and all the library’s entrances were locked too.”
“Was anyone else here?” 
“The janitor named Nadine came in later for her shift at two o’clock. She was the one who discovered Mr. Seymour dead at his desk. Conveniently, or not so conveniently, there are no working cameras inside or outside the library.”
“So he was alone in a locked building when he died?” I crossed toward the lone window behind the desk and Detective Palmer. “So the murderer came in through the window? It’s awfully small, but I guess if you thought really skinny thoughts…”
“Several officers and myself tried to open it, but none of us could. There’s also no sign of forced entry anywhere in the building.”
Huffing a breath, I turned back to the detective. “Then Mr. Seymour died of natural causes, Detective. Case closed. I’ll send you a piece of birthday cake for my time.”
He frowned. “You mean for my time?”
“That too. My point is I obviously need more cake. My other point is there is no case here.”
He nodded slowly, making the fluorescents twinkle all over him. “I won’t argue with you that you probably need more cake, but I disagree with you on your second point. Mr. Seymour was definitely murdered.”
“How do you figure?”
“Well, for starters, he was shot in the back of the head.”
I bit down on a groan, my mind reeling. “Inside an empty office while inside an empty building.”
“You got it.”
“But there’s no bullet hole in the window behind his desk.”
“No. Which means the shooter was in the room with him.”
“Or he was shot somewhere else and…deposited…here,” I said, but the detective was already shaking his head. “No?”
“No. The shell casing was found across the room. One shot, and it happened in here.”
“Then the only other explanation is a trapdoor or…”
The detective leaned forward with his eyebrows raised, like he was prodding me on to the next possibility.
“Magic?”
“That’s what I’d love to find out.” He smiled then, so rare but so genuine. “That’s where you come in.”
“But my trapdoor theory was pretty good, right?”
“We haven’t found any trapdoors yet.”
I began to pace the room in case he’d missed it. Not likely, but I was shorter and therefore closer to the ground than he was. “So not only do you want me to find out if there’s some kind of invisibility spell—“
“And find out if it there’s any magical residue in this room.”
“Um, I don’t how to do that, but all right. And you also want me to, you know, protect the…You Know What.“ Okay, we really needed to adopt a better name for The Ring of Everlasting Night because the You Know What didn’t sound suspicious at all. That was sarcasm, in case you didn’t know.
Detective Palmer rose from his seat behind the desk, the hard steel in his eyes softening. “I really value your help. I hope you know that.”
“Yeah, yeah. Write it on a cake,” I muttered softly.
“What?” the detective asked.
“Hm, chocolate?” I pretended to ignore him as I crossed toward the door.
He chuckled warmly. “You’re telling me that you want a chocolate cake and for me to write on it?”
“I mean, if you’re offering, sure.” Smiling, I unlocked and opened the door, studying it as I did so. 
It was made of sturdy wood, the brass lock kind of scratched and worn-looking but still functional. The keyhole was large enough to peer through, maybe even fly through if you were tiny and had wings. Or, if you were a smart bug, you would save yourself the trouble and fly inside with your victim when the door was open. 
“Detective, maybe the murderer wasn’t invisible. Maybe they shifted into an insect and flew into the room.”
“Could be.” He rubbed his jaw, seeming to consider. “Did they fly with a gun? Or did the gun shrink too?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know how these things work yet. As the saying goes, there is more than one way to skin a locked room.”
Confusion lined the detective’s shiny forehead. “Who said anything about skinning the room?”
I lowered my voice to a whisper in case the walls had kitty ears, specifically my kitty’s ears. “I just made it up. I can’t say there’s more than one way to skin a cat.”
“Ah. Got it,” he said, nodding. “Studmuffin would have your head if you said that.”
“Even worse, he wouldn’t make me coffee and cake in the mornings.” I shivered at the idea. Sure, I’d made my own coffee before, but my familiar had spoiled me rotten with his luxurious cakes.
My goodness, did I ever think about anything other than cake?
“You’re sure that’s worse than Studmuffin taking your head?” he asked.
“Of course it is. Haven’t you been listening?”
Frowning, the detective scratched the back of his head. “Pretty sure I have…”
“Anyway, the murderer could’ve come inside using invisibility, metamorphosis, or some other way I haven’t thought of yet. I think the best course of action to start with is to find out if any magic was used inside the library. Depending on that answer, I’ll decide what to do next.”
Detective Palmer grinned, a real shiny one. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day.”
“Well, I have no idea how to do any of what I just said.” I shrugged, turning to leave. “My grimoire might though. I’ll keep you posted.”
“Oh, Victoria?”
I stopped and faced him again.
“I’m sorry your birthday wasn’t exactly normal,” he said sincerely, “but I hope you found some happiness today anyway.”
A light, airy feeling swelled around my heart. That might be the sweetest thing he’d ever said to me. “Thanks, Detective. I’ve had normal birthdays before, but I don’t remember a single one. This one takes the cake.”
“Literally,” the detective said with a chuckle. “Talk to you soon, Victoria.”
On my way out to Bernadette in the parking lot, I spotted Boxy escorting Isabella to her red Honda Civic like the proper gentleman he was. A woman in her late fifties, Isabella always wore bright red lipstick, always wore her sunshine-yellow hair up into a loose bun, and always dressed in a casual, sensible style. Today she wore a pink-flowered top, cream capris, and Birkenstocks.
I hurried over to them to make sure they were both okay. By the time I got there, though, Isabella was already driving across the parking lot with Boxy looking sadly after her.
“How is she?” I asked, putting a comforting hand on his shoulder.
“Well...” Boxy sipped at the glittery pineapple drink he’d taken with him from my party. “I think I should follow her home, just in case.”
As soon as she turned onto the street, a silver Corvette parked at the curb edged out to follow. Like, as soon as. It practically followed her bumper to bumper.
Uneasiness spiked up my nerves. Boxy’s too, if his narrowed, watchful gaze was anything to go by.
I jerked my head for Boxy to come with me. “Let’s join the caravan. We can take Bernadette.”
“Yeah, let’s do that. I don’t know who that is in the Corvette.” Boxy practically flew toward my car a few paces away, cane and all.
“Me neither.” 
And given that there had just been a murder at the same place Isabella worked, this whole not knowing who was following Isabella thing could really be a problem.




Chapter two
Red & Gold & Silver & Sus


Bernadette eased Boxy and me onto Main Street, and once I spotted Isabella’s Honda a few car lengths ahead, several more Corvettes turned onto the road. Soon, they surrounded us, clogging up all the lanes. Then even more joined from behind. It was like we were rolling along the Corvette River or something. 
“What in the world, Boxy? Is it National Drive Your Corvette to Belle’s Cove Day?”
“It is, actually,” he said, adjusting his cane between his feet. “It’s the Belle’s Cove-Vette Superior Car Show held here every year for one day. I told you it was coming up, remember?”
“No, but I’ve been a bit sidetracked lately.”
He nodded. “I’m so sidetracked, I have eight or nine sides too many. It’s a wonder I put my suspenders on this morning.”
I glanced over at him. “Um, Boxy? You’re not wearing suspenders.”
“What?” He gazed down at himself and chuckled. “Oh boy, I laid them out this morning and everything. It’s a wonder my pants are still on.”
I laughed. “That’s two things so far today that have gone right. Of course, the first was my birthday party.” I grinned over at him as we crept forward in traffic. “It was perfect. Thank you.”
He beamed. “Anything for you.”
“Anything including telling me a little about your secret ninja witch status?”
He reached over to pat my shoulder and winked. “Not that, though. Not while I’m driving.”
“Boxy, I’m driving.“ Such a jokester. Chuckling, I leaned forward to better see Isabella’s red Honda ahead. She was gaining distance on us, the silver Corvette—or at least a silver Corvette—still behind her. Really, it could’ve been any Corvette by now. Maybe she wasn’t even being purposefully followed. Still, better to be safe than sorry, especially for Isabella’s and Boxy’s sakes.
Boxy shrugged. “Besides, I only do little bits of magic here and there. I’m not even sure that makes me a witch anymore.”
“Of course it does,” I told him, braking to a stop at a light. “Once a witch, always a witch.”
“Well, my pants magically staying around my waist without suspenders might agree with you.”
I laughed. “It’s always a good day when your pants agree with me.”
“Oh, they often do,” Boxy said with a wag of his finger. “Practically every day since you’re one smart cookie, which reminds me…”
“Of cookies?” I asked hopefully.
“Not this time, sadly. But as you know, someone in a silver Corvette in a sea of Corvettes may or may not be following Isabella after a murder in the library. I can’t help but think she might be in danger, and when I think that…” He grimaced.
“I know, Boxy.” I reached over to pat his shoulder. “We’ll find who murdered the library director. I promise.”
“Thank you,” he said, his voice soft. “Then that means the only thing I’ll have to worry about is whether to wear pants or not. I mean, is it really worth it? Day after day after day?”
I laughed until my belly hurt. “Only if they agree with me. If not, well…I’ll leave that up to you.”
“I wonder what our customers would think of that. Me, in no pants.” He shook his head hard, his silver wisps of hair fluttering. “Never mind. Given my level of weird, they might not even notice.”
“Your level of weird is exactly why we make such a great team, Boxy,” I said, grinning at the green light. Then I made a right turn onto Isabella’s street.
Boxy leaned forward and squinted at the silver Corvette far ahead of us. “It has a busted brake light. See that? Can you make out the license plate?”
“Not yet.” I pressed on the gas to really make Bernadette go. Her engine purred while neighborhood houses flashed by. Once we neared the Corvette, I waited for the letters on the license plate to stop their little hoedown. “Georgia plates. I see a C…and a G…”
Farther down the street, Isabella pulled into her driveway.  As soon as she did, the Corvette squealed its tires to get out of there fast.
“That’s a sussy sus right there,” Boxy said, pointing as it disappeared around a corner.
“A suspicious suspect?” I nodded. “You got that right. Should I chase them?”
“No offense to Bernadette, but that Corvette eats roads for breakfast. Did you know they make Corvettes now that go 194 miles an hour?” Boxy whistled low. “Besides, I’m more concerned about Isabella.”
“You’re right. Let’s go,” I said, pulling into her driveway. Maybe that Corvette hadn’t really been following her anyway. Still, though, I wasn’t so sure I believed in coincidences anymore.
We clambered out of my car and ambled up to Isabella’s front door. Her one-story house was so cute and cozy and perfect. White trim decorated the blue paintjob, and all shapes and sizes of flower pots sat on every available surface of the wide front porch, including the stairs.
“Are you sure she’s up for company?” I asked before I knocked.
“Yep.” He handed me his glittery pineapple drink so he could lean on his cane while he fished out a handkerchief from his magic pants. He then mopped his forehead with it and took his cup back from me. “She gave me an open invitation.” 
Smiling, I nudged him with my elbow. “Such a smoothie you are.”
“Blam tootin’ I am.”
I knocked, and when Isabella opened the door, my eyes widened. I shouldn’t have been surprised by the sight in front of me, but I was. Big time.
“Studmuffin, what are you doing here?“ I asked.
My handsome black and white familiar was curled up in Isabella’s arms, completely at home there. The way Isabella cradled him to her and gazed down adoringly at him, even with her watery blue eyes, really plucked at my heart. He was exactly what she needed at a time like this.
“I was walking inside,” Isabella began and sniffed, “and he just appeared on the porch behind me as if by magic. Does he wander often?”
“Pretty much constantly.” I gave him the stink-eye, but it was half-hearted and he definitely knew it.
His little kitty smile grew wider.
“Do you know anyone who drives a silver Corvette?” Boxy asked. “Or did you see one in your rearview mirror coming here?” He was never one to dance around an issue; he just danced right up to it, sometimes both figuratively and literally.
“No and no,” Isabella said. “Was there a Corvette behind me?”
Boxy and I both nodded.
She clucked her tongue and sighed heavily. “Forgive me, I’m so distracted with everything that’s happened today, which is also why you two are standing out in the heat rather than inside my home. Come in, come in, please.” Holding the door open with her elbow, she stepped back to let us in.
“Thank you, Isabella.” Like a true Southern gentleman, Boxy immediately removed his shoes when he stepped through the doorway.
Smoothie, indeed. At my apartment, I didn’t care, but I learned from his example and took mine off too.
It was then I noticed Isabella’s earring. Earring, singular. It was a dangly stack of books that simply read Ha-Ha. Strange, but I wasn’t one to judge people’s fashion decisions since I pretty much wore the same thing every day. Still, I didn’t find anything particularly funny about a stack of books on an earring.
“Please, have a seat.” Still carrying my fluffer-stinker of a familiar, Isabella led us to the living room and waved us toward the couch while she took the armchair across from us. 
Like the outside, the inside of her house was painted blue with white crown molding. Classy white furniture sat atop bluish-gray vinyl flooring. Next to the couch on a small table sat a framed photo of her only daughter. She was currently enrolled in law school, last I’d heard. Opposite the fireplace stood an enormous bookcase I was sure any librarian would be proud of. The whole space gave off a clean, modern, yet still cozy vibe.
“I’m guessing you want to ask me some questions, Victoria?” Isabella asked.
“You guessed right,” I said gently, clasping my hands in my lap. “But we could do this another time if you’d like.”
“No, no, now is good. I just… It’s a library. As long as I’ve worked there, bad things like this have never happened there. Murder is…unimaginable.” She shook her head and stared into space for a moment, seemingly lost in her own thoughts. “Especially to my boss, Mr. Seymour.”
Boxy set his pineapple cup on a coffee table coaster, stood from the couch, and crossed
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