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About the Author

The characters and events in this book are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons—living, dead, revenant, witch, talking dog, or otherwise—is entirely coincidental. While some of the locations are real, if they’re hiding magic, cryptids, and other paranormal secrets, the author is entirely unaware of it and apologizes for any possible insult by using them as a setting. Of course, Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice also inspired the characters from Pride, Prejudice & Penguins, as I’m one of several thousand authors inspired by her, but no harm is meant to her work. While Shirley Jackson and William Blake were real, if they’re living a revenant afterlife with a supernatural detective force, the author is entirely unaware of it. Nothing here should be taken as biography.
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For my beloved sister, Armida, who’s always eager to hear the next chapter
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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):

Unearthly Remains

“Things to Do at the British Museum When You’re Dead: An Unearthly Remains Prequel Short Story” 

Protecting the Dead

Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic

(These first four are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 1, along with another prequel short story)

Cursed in White

A Wild Conversion

Children of the Gods

(These second three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 2, along with a between-the-novels short story)

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

(These third three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a behind-the-scenes short story)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

Witches, Werewolves & Wombats
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Although many of the characters in this novel first appeared in Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic, this story can be easily understood without starting there. Consider that novel a prequel. If you enjoy this work and wish to spend more time with these characters, you can always go back to it later. Any events required for understanding will be explained here.
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Chapter 1

Armand
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As introductions went, it was somewhere around the level of greeting the harpy who had just eaten your mother at a polite tea party.

Armand—the newly-chosen, and utterly fake, Duke of Winchester—watched his beloved Annabella staring at Sheba, as the ex-cat, now in human form, ignored her.

Sheba was in her full “once a cat, always a cat” mode today, stretched out full-length on the back of a couch in one of the palatial sitting rooms of the castle. How she didn’t roll off, he had no idea. Occasionally, she would lick her arm but mostly looked to be taking a short nap. 

She was also entirely naked.

This would have been fine, had Sheba still been a Persian cat. As a human, and utterly voluptuous, Middle Eastern woman . . . not so much.

Armand had only himself to blame for this, of course, as he’d been the one to transmogrify her when she’d been about to die from old age. Eighteen was quite elderly for a cat. As a human, it was only the beginning. It was rather a frowned-upon practice in the magical world, but that didn’t mean it didn’t happen.

Sighing, he heard his friend Hubert trying not to chuckle and couldn’t really blame him. That man’s ex-mastiff sidekick had adapted to clothes much more readily and less embarrassingly than Armand’s Persian.

Proving this now by wearing a brown suit, even if it were one which didn’t quite work for him and was always a little rumpled, Brutus let out a small whine. The dogman had been much too fond of Sheba when they had both had four legs. Now that they were the same species . . .

Armand decided not to go there.

Trying to reason with her, and knowing she was probably doing this on purpose, he sighed, “Sheba, haven’t we discussed how important clothes are for you now?”

Annabella had come up to take his hand, but he could sense her trying to hold back her laughter, too. He supposed he should be grateful that she was so understanding. Most new brides—which, in witch terms, she was—would not take quite so calmly to discovering a naked woman lounging around her husband’s house.

Sheba raised her head to stare at him, her sage-green eyes no longer catlike but still rather intense. For a moment, there was a noise in her throat like a “mwreor.”

“Don’t like clothes. They hinder me.”

Sitting up further on the sofa’s back—in a way which would have made nearly anyone else fall off—she looked down at her human body.

“Still miss my other nipples.”

Looking over to Annabella, Armand saw her biting her lip, trying desperately not to laugh, her whole form shaking with it, her lovely hazel eyes alight. The beautiful hair he saw as blonde—and she always demanded was brown—was slightly mussed from travel, and she was so perfect he could barely stand it. That she was so understanding of Sheba’s ex-cat show of wilfulness just made him love her more.

There really hadn’t been enough time for a proper honeymoon yet.

Of course, Hubert was also amused. The older man’s light blue eyes shone, his long, if receding, blond hair shaking slightly, as he tried to hold back his laughter. Although dressed in his usual, impeccable style, ready for any legal negotiation or magical spell which might prove necessary, he looked as though—had he not been trying to be polite—he would have been howling.

Poor solid, squat, bald Brutus was also watching, although, in his case, he was whimpering and looked like he wanted to drool.

Staring back at Sheba, Armand sighed. Sometimes, he felt very guilty for having transformed his former feline companion. He wondered how much of her complaints were meant to keep the upper hand and how many were real.

Clasping Annabella’s fingers more firmly, he tried to bring his former pet to heel. “Sheba, behave.”

She just raised a delicately-formed eyebrow at him. Her long, black hair flowed magnificently, blocking absolutely none of the view of her flesh.

“This is Annabella. She’s my partner now.”

One of the best parts of his memories of the last three months had been their partnering ceremony, informal though it had been. Among other things, it had been a lovely break from Tillie and Errol’s lessons about how to be a duke, which was a role he was still unhappy being forced into, not that the Magical Council cared. It hadn’t escaped his notice that Errol seemed only too happy to turn the, entirely imaginary, title over to him.

“She’s not going anywhere, no matter how outrageously you behave . . .”

I hope.

“. . . so you need to get used to her.”

Sheba finally stood, which only showed off her body more completely. Armand tried not to stare at the ceiling, making himself keep watching her face. Although Sheba would always be a cat to him, having her stroll around as a naked woman could be very disconcerting—which she clearly knew.

The ex-cat sauntered toward them in a strut straight out of Seduction 101—but, then again, that walk had always been fairly feline. Finally, she stood inches away from Annabella, her green eyes watching her calmly.

To her credit, Annabella didn’t flinch or challenge her or even blink. She just smiled calmly and said, “I’m pleased to meet you, Sheba. Armand is very fond of you.”

Oh, sweet Hecate. Please don’t let Sheba spit at her.

His ex-pet had never been quite so uncouth before, not in human form, but there was always a first time.

Sheba just watched the woman, although she did take in a visibly deep breath. From talking to Brutus, Armand knew that she didn’t retain her catlike sense of smell, but it was still more refined than a normal human’s, mostly because she knew what should be there and could find the small traces from habit. He was certain that she would pick up his bond with Annabella, then—probably already had, which would account for this particularly pointed display.

The standoff lasted for maybe a full minute, although it certainly felt longer. Hearing Brutus audibly whining, he wasn’t certain whether it were from tension or lust. 

Finally, Sheba raised an eyebrow at Annabella, her face twisting a little. “Meh!” she murmured then turned to walk, very slowly, away.

It was a rather mesmerizing sight, as it was meant to be. Armand had to shake his head, thankfully distracted by his partner’s words.

“I see she found the red pumps Errol gave me.”

Glancing down, Armand now noticed the ankle-aching stilettos the ex-cat wore. Somehow, she still moved gracefully in them.

Although they were a dubious gift to pass on to a secretary—which had been Annabella’s role for the last “duke”—Errol had explained. Apparently, they were only one of several such presents the man had given, thinking—once he got her and Armand together—that Armand would enjoy them. Clearly this whole soul-mate-finding gig—which was all the dukedom really was—could lead to some pretty serious misunderstandings, if he weren’t careful.

Thankfully, Annabella had just thought Errol insane and hadn’t responded to what seemed to be his obvious come-ons. Given that his other supposed secretary—and actual life partner—Tillie, had enough sorcerous powers to turn him into a small gray squirrel if she chose, Errol was lucky that she was so understanding.

He would have appreciated Annabella’s unflappable reaction even more, as well, had he not known that it was all part of her rather-too-frequent tendency to underestimate her beauty and worth. It was a path established by her extremely-neglected past and one he spent every moment trying to teach her to let go.

More than this, though, Armand rather questioned Errol’s taste, the heels meaning nothing to him. He liked Annabella best when she was just in a comfortable pair of jeans and a shirt, although she’d been dressing more professionally ever since he’d had the dukedom turned over to him. As his primary “secretary,” she had a role to keep up.

She looked good now, but he missed the jeans.

Either that or naked. Naked definitely worked for him, too.

“It’s fine,” Annabella turned to him, once Sheba had left the room, clearly misunderstanding his thoughts. “I could never have pulled them off without breaking a leg, anyway.”

Brutus just whined.

To Armand’s surprise, Hubert came and clapped him softly on the shoulder.

“She’s attached to you. Give her a while. Besides . . .” The barrister smiled. “You just left her for . . . how many months? You knew she would get her revenge for your desertion somehow.”

Sighing, Armand wanted to defend himself. It wasn’t as though he could have taken her on his last job as an akuma karyuudo. Being an akukar was dangerous—demon hunting requiring total focus—as Annabella had discovered when they’d rescued her from her evil family home and the demon who resided in it. His cover working for Beatrix, the woman who had kidnapped Annabella as a young child—the woman he was unfortunate enough to have as his great-grandmother—had not made his demon-hunting job any easier. Even had Sheba behaved as the perfect human, Beatrix would have destroyed her at the first opportunity, for so many reasons.

He wrapped his hand more tightly with Annabella’s, hoping it didn’t look to Hubert like what it was: a plea for strength. 

Annabella would understand, but, then, Annabella always did. In just the first week after they had rescued her from the demon, she had gone from confused and overwhelmed by the very fact that magic existed to completely competent and well on her way to understanding every lesson which led her closer to her conversion into her full sorcerer’s powers.

It was an amazing transformation and a heartening one to see her magic no longer being drained away by Beatrix. That she would soon have at least twenty times his strength only made him prouder of her.

Hubert and Errol had even taken to calling her “Maitre,” which was a title reserved for those witches who were very close to converting. Armand didn’t think she was actually there yet, but he recognized that the day was coming when he would be the much weaker partner.

Looking at her, loving her, he smiled. She was wearing a raspberry suit, her brownish-blonde hair a little wild but more under control than it had been anytime during those first few days of horror he had known her. He especially enjoyed the way the lighter streaks would catch the moonlight. Later tonight, he had every intention of taking her out into the garden to enjoy it in full.

He only hoped they could without naked cat interferences.

He didn’t get a chance to answer Hubert, hearing an amused, “Well, that went better than I expected” from the wall behind him.

Sighing, he turned to see a familiar, beautiful Indian face in a large, ornate mirror. Mahima Tejasvini Patel, the sorcerer better known as Tillie, had returned to The Magical Council—possibly partly to wait out her pregnancy in a less-dangerous place than in the field—but she definitely kept an eye on them.

“You never did believe in cellphones, did you?” he asked.

There was a little whatever! wave to her hand. “Technology is such a bore. Besides, if I can’t use the Council’s power to make this calling more secure than a cell, I should just retire as a sorcerer.”

Errol poked his sandy head in, blue eyes shining, waving behind her. It was no surprise he was there, as he was never far from the woman he loved.

Annabella waved back, as Tillie went on.

“I see you’re settling in just fine. Remember the basics I taught you. For now . . .”

Armand tried manfully not to roll his eyes, finishing for her. “. . . study the list of names of those who do and don’t know about the dukedom and get ready to ignore or bespell away any confusion in the mundanes.”

There tended to be a lot of that, given that the “dukes” were switched out whenever it was convenient or necessary, with no mention of the previous ones.

“Pick back up on the parties and places Errol had chosen before and start matching up those who should meet,” he continued.

Managing not to sigh, he reminded himself that his role as “love connector,” as Errol referred to it, was important. Magic—and the world—worked better when there was more true love in it. Still, it just wasn’t as exciting as demon hunting. 

“And I can check out the rumors about some dangers with the Queen Mary so long as I’m back for the monthly Council meeting at midnight on the 15th.”

Annabella looked confused—an expression he hadn’t seen for a couple of months now. It was adorable, and he’d kind of missed it. 

“Wait. Queen Mary? Is this a person or the cruise ship?”

“Ocean liner,” Armand, Hubert, Tillie, and Errol all said at once.

“O-kay, whatever. Isn’t it docked as a hotel now?”

“In Long Beach, California,” Tillie nodded.

“And there are dangers with it?”

Armand sighed. He’d kind of forgotten that he hadn’t told her about it. Apparently, he’d been way too focused on taking over the dukedom.

“It was supposed to be my next job as an akukar—my last one now, I guess.”

Admittedly, in those first few weeks together, it had been very difficult to remember to talk about normal, everyday things once they were alone.

Okay, so we did KINDA have a honeymoon.

Trying not to get lost in the very pleasant memories, he continued explaining. “There are some rumors about the ghosts there. There seem to be even more of them than usual, and they’re apparently getting out of hand.”

Annabella looked around them. “How are we supposed to get you into your rounds as the Duke and still cover that?”

Smiling, Tillie answered. “It won’t be that hard. The two of you will take on this one last job, together this time, and then you’ll return to his new duties as the Duke.”

Annabella didn’t look convinced, but Armand tried to reassure her. “The rumors may be nothing. At worst, it will probably be a simple exorcism. I doubt it will even last a couple of days.”

Annabella raised an eyebrow but wasn’t allowed to go on, Tillie interrupting.

“It looks like you’ve got it all in hand. Don’t forget about visiting Freddie in the basement . . . well, the dungeons.”

Annabella looked even more surprised, and Armand tried to hide his smile. Although she had been living in this house—castle, really—for a few years as Errol’s secretary, there had been quite a few secrets kept from her before.

Like the fact that magic even existed.

Her voice was pointed. “You’re keeping someone in the dungeon?”

She appeared ready to run to their immediate rescue.

“No-no,” Tillie shook her head. “He’s a troll, and he’s much more comfortable down there than in one of the guest rooms. He threatened to quit the last time we put him in the Blue-Paneled Room.”

Annabella just stared at her. “I’m not surprised. Those panels have satyrs on them, and what some of them are doing to the women around them would make a porn star blush.”

Hmm, okay. Scratch the garden walk. Annabella and I need to examine those panels.

Giving a small “pfft,” Tillie waved away her concern.

“Three dukes before Errol was a satyr. Believe me, his partner was delighted by those panels.” She rolled her eyes. “He will not shut up about them.”

Armand broke in. “Living in the dungeons probably has more to do with his size. Trolls are often 400-500 pounds with very dense bones. Put them in a delicate, antique bed, and it’s in splinters before they’ve barely sat down.”

Tillie nodded. “Besides, Freddie has a unicorn companion, and, if you like your linens, you do not put a unicorn in a bed.”

Annabella seemed to reluctantly agree, as Tillie went on.

“Just let him do his gardening and go down from time to time to see if he needs anything, and he’ll be quite contented.”

As Tillie nodded a goodbye, Errol waving behind her, Armand hoped so, and the mirror went back to only being a mirror. Despite Duke Boot Camp, he really didn’t feel ready for this job.

Smiling, Annabella looked once more like the woman she’d become these last few months, taking his arm and leaning into him. “You’ll be fine, My Lord.” Her eyes shone. 

Part of him wanted to encourage the wicked glow, especially since she’d started calling him that in bed occasionally. Neither of them were complaining about the results—and he couldn’t imagine a time they wouldn’t be gleeful equals.

“I’m certain of it,” she beamed.

Sighing, he nodded. With her at his side, he hoped so.

Fighting demons, he was good at. Acting as though he were to the manor born was going to take a lot more work.
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Chapter 2

Annabella
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As a child, Annabella had wondered what it would be like to have an animal companion. Somehow the staring contest she was having with an extremely beautiful woman hadn’t been part of that imagined world.

Finally, she spoke, which was probably an ex-cat victory, but whatever.

“All right, Sheba. You may have that blue dress.”

The cat/woman was already wearing it anyway, so why make a fuss? Besides, it was silky and clung to Sheba’s every curve as though it were in love with her. On Annabella, it more resembled a sack.

“But you may not wear it without underwear.”

Annabella saw her start to open her mouth.

“I know you don’t like them, but you cannot be let out around strange men looking like that.”

Because, especially with her catlike aura, the outfit pretty much put out a Hey, baby! sign to anyone passing.

Sheba sulked slightly and started to slink away.

“Hubert will take you to a lingerie store.”

It would serve the man right for the way he’d laughed when she’d first started trying to learn magical words. Sorceress she might be becoming, but her language skills still sucked, and magical words had originated in all portions of the globe. Hopefully Brutus, who was always with his old master and friend, would survive the longing of sitting and watching Sheba choose her undies.

Armand, who was sitting on the bed near her, gave her a look which was half-amusement and half-concern, which was pretty standard lately. The man loved her, but he sometimes didn’t seem to get her.

Still, seeing him sitting there made her start pondering ways to get everyone else out of the house for other, definite reasons. His modern black suit fit him beautifully well, emphasizing the tone he’d gained from years of fighting all the meaner denizens of the magical world. His long, auburn hair was down to his shoulders and showed a few of the curls he tried so hard to hide, and the green eyes in that handsome face just made her want to climb into his lap.

Sadly, now wasn’t the time.

Her warning look was the only sign of what she was about to do, which sort of backed up why she left him so perpetually confused, as, with an effort, she refocused on Sheba.

It occurred to her that most women were very lucky that there weren’t more ex-cats in the world. Sheba was beyond beautiful, so much so that no other woman could compete. And the fact that there was this sweet sort of innocence to her, too, just made anyone with eyes want to hold her. Although Annabella didn’t really swing that way, she understood why poor Brutus drooled.

It also meant that she had to play the wet-blanket, maiden-aunt chaperone to her—or would soon, anyway.

“You’ll need them if you’re going to join us on the Queen Mary.”

Armand’s eyes went wide, but he said nothing in front of his ex-pet.

Sheba’s eyes went even wider but she let out an excited, “Mweorl!” and took off down the hall, although whether to tell Brutus or to demand that Hubert take her to that store right now was uncertain.

“And no cat noises!” Annabella yelled after her. There was only so much they could explain away to the mundanes.

Waiting for a moment, undoubtedly to be certain the ex-cat was out of hearing, Armand moved closer to his partner. Probably understandably, he looked worried.

“She’s not ready for that.”

Sighing, Annabella put her hand over his. They’d both been packing their suitcases for this last akukar job, and, honestly, the magic had been helpful. One small bag couldn’t otherwise hold several of his—or her—immaculate suits plus other necessities and all that exorcism equipment.

In a lot of ways, she was sorry to always be springing things on him, but she had started to understand her new role, too, in a way she never had when Tillie had been occupying it with Errol. The duke’s main assistant was the guiding force, the one who made all the real decisions which the duke then claimed to be his. She was the one no one really noticed, the silent presence half a step behind him.

It was why—although, apparently, it was normal for her to be the duke’s actual partner—it was traditional to pretend that there was no romantic relationship between them. The duke was the actor, ever on stage, both looking for and making connections between souls who should be together as well as deflecting the questions of those who might wonder about whether anything he claimed were true. It was he who would have to maneuver through an entire ballroom of people, charming, manipulating, softly coercing, while the assistant sailed along quietly in his wake.

He didn’t have time to make big plans. He had to concentrate on being “on.”

Sometime, Annabella thought, they really should discuss this, as it had to be difficult for him to adjust to the change in her. When they’d met, she’d been a scared and completely ignorant girl. By a few days later, she had been—quite literally—controlling almost every aspect of his life. Had their positions been reversed, she doubted she would have been comfortable, although Armand somehow never objected.

Still, now wasn’t the time. Now was a time to talk about cats and Queens.

“She needs this,” Annabella assured him, just as she saw a clair-lume message Hubert had sent sparkling before her eyes.

It read: Fine. But you are SO going to be studying transmogrification when I get back.

Annabella groaned, and Armand let out a chuckle, as he too knew it was the subject she hated the most. He still carried around her first assignment, which was supposed to be turning a matchstick into a compass. Instead, she’d created a small, green mechanical frog which croaked whenever danger was near. Clearly, it wasn’t where her magical talents—whatever those might prove to be—lay.

Still, Armand looked back to her, waiting for more. At least they could talk without ex-cat interruptions for a while.

She put her hand on his arm, trying to explain.

“I know you still see her as a cat, and she’s a companion you love, but she’s not an animal anymore. You can’t just leave her some magically-refilling food and a self-cleaning litter box and walk away for a couple of months.”

Armand had the grace to wince slightly. “I did have friends drop in to sit with her from time to time. I really didn’t abandon her completely.”

“I know that, but does she?”

Granted, she’d never been lucky enough to have a pet, but she’d known people who had.

“From what I can tell, a dog or cat is convinced you’ve left for good if you even go away for a few hours. A few months must feel like you don’t love them and never did.”

Pushing his suitcase out of his way, Armand sighed and sat down. “I never really thought of it like that.”

Smiling at him gently, she didn’t go into this. In some ways, Armand had lived a rather selfish life, doing what he wanted when he wanted. Granted, the less selfish part of that had been that what he wanted was to save innocent people from demons, but it had been a lot to ask of a cat to put up with the long absences that had involved. More than this, even when he’d transmogrified her, he’d still kept the old mentality about their roles. But that wasn’t going to work with her in human form.

“She loves you, Armand, but you’ve given her a human life of her own, and she needs to learn how to live it. Probably the only way to do that, at least at first, is to give her some kind of a role, like Hubert did with Brutus.”

Although, admittedly, turning a mastiff into a law partner had been an odd choice.

“And that is?” Armand wondered, although he wasn’t really fighting her.

“Well, not a secretary,” she agreed. Anything subservient was just out for a cat. “I was thinking more a sister.”

In some ways, wilful daughter might work better, and—as she had learned since their first days together—Armand was actually around 50. It was just that, in magical years, this was considered somewhat akin to being 25—old enough to be out on his own but still young enough that people wondered if he had really settled on what he was going to do with his life.

Since Sheba had become a human at the whopping age of 18—quite elderly, in cat years—and had been vaguely not accepting the change for three years since, as Armand worked various jobs around the world, she could easily have pulled off being a 21-year-old daughter. Still, since Armand appeared to be maybe in his late twenties, this wasn’t really going to work.

The other issue with this, of course, was the one his raised eyebrow rather pointed out. Sheba had been a black Persian cat. When she had become human, she had kept to some of those traits by becoming an extremely beautiful, Middle Eastern woman with long black hair. True, she had a vaguely French Canadian accent, somewhat like Armand’s—when he wasn’t bespelling it to sound more authentically French, not that American ears like hers could really spot the difference—but Armand’s background was French and European. Although Sheba, and probably 100 of her most recent relatives, had never seen Iran, even with the ex-cat issue aside, they looked nothing alike.

She shrugged. “So a half-sister, then, or even a bratty stepsister would work.”

She thought about it.

“Actually that last one might be the best. Her rebelliousness can be written off as her objection to your parents sending her off with you. And . . .” She thought about it. “Are we going to the Queen Mary with you as the Duke of Winchester?”

He nodded.

For once, she hadn’t made the plans. It was odd not having quite such a purely secretarial role anymore.

“Then it can be your mother who married her father. That way, she’s not actually part of your noble line, just married into it.”

Teaching a cat to act human was one thing. Teaching her to behave like an aristocrat was something else entirely.

She shrugged. “It’s probably also enough scandal that if you’re annoyed with her, people will just take it as your annoyance with your mother wandering off to marry some Middle Eastern billionaire.”

Having this fictional noble mother remarry someone outside her race after her husband’s death was one thing. Having her marry outside her class was unthinkable.

Unfortunately, it was a backstory which depended greatly on playing to stereotypes, but many things about the dukedom did. Besides, Annabella had been raised in America since she was three. Families of varying shades were not unheard of, but anyone who thought that meant that they’d just be accepted without question or comment was fooling themselves.

Sighing, Armand nodded.

“Fine. But you’ll need to help me get her to behave, as much as that’s possible.”

Annabella really wanted to say that she knew the magic bullet to this. Sheba—they were probably going to have to change that name—just needed to know he truly loved her. After all, she’d given him her entire feline life, much of it being abandoned while he went off to save the world from demons. She really just wanted to know that she was more than an object to him.

Still, she suspected that Hubert was going to be extremely efficient in buying Sheba’s necessities. He wasn’t a man with enough sexual interest in women to enjoy fantasizing his way through a lingerie department.

Turning to the other subject she wanted to discuss without cat interruptions, then, and leaving the far thornier emotional issues for another time, she smiled at him tentatively. “That just leaves the issue of what kind of duke you’re going to be.”

Clearly, he had no idea what she was talking about, so she tried again.

“Errol was the silly, flirtatious, ostentatiously gay duke.”

It was really rather an insulting stereotype now that she thought about it, but it had kept women from trying to get him to marry them, and he hadn’t needed a girlfriend for show, so he didn’t irritate Tillie, whose Indian heritage would have drawn unwanted comment and attention and who was in the traditional, “no, I’m not his girlfriend” role.

Armand glowered. “There’s no way I’m swanning around like that. Hubert would kill me.”

Annabella didn’t disagree. The only way Errol had gotten away with it was that his main magical power seemed to be an absolutely irresistible charm.

She tried another option, then.

“The one before Errol let everyone know that he was in mourning for his late wife, so no one questioned the constant presence of his secretary.”

The sympathy had apparently worked to disarm people, as well.

Rolling his eyes, Armand said simply, “No.”

When she looked at him curiously, he went on.

“I’m sick of pretense. I’ve been an akukar for thirty years now, and I’ve finally found you.”

His hands took both of hers tenderly.

“I’m not going to pretend I’m miserable all the time anymore.”

Smiling, she was too flattered to disagree. Still . . .

“Well, according to Tillie, that leaves about four other archetypes: the mean duke everyone’s too afraid of to question or flirt with, the spacey duke who can’t keep his mind on one thing long enough to be pinned down on anything, the loyal duke whose fiancée is in another country and who’s always running off to talk to her, and the crotchety old duke who barely hears what anyone says . . .” She looked him over. “. . . who you’re much too young to play without a spell or two.”

She watched him think about it for a while before he looked back to her.

“No. None of them will work.”

Staring at him curiously, she wondered where he was going with this. If Tillie were right—and there was no reality she could imagine where Tillie wouldn’t be right—those were pretty much all the choices those whom the Magical Council had chosen to be the duke had.

Looking into her deeply, his gaze begged her to understand.

“I don’t want to hide you. I don’t want you as someone who just wanders along behind me. And I want everyone to know why I’m not available.”

Annabella had been warned about this. According to Tillie, pretty much every duke decided that they were going to be the one to break tradition, that they would proudly declare this woman by their side to be their girlfriend or fiancée or wife. Tillie had also warned that, if Annabella let him take this path, she’d be forced to spend a month or more bespelling every single person he knew in the future when he finally settled down into one of the acceptable roles, once he realized his noble intentions just weren’t working as he’d hoped.

She had to admit that she didn’t like this path, either, but also didn’t see much way out.

She tried to explain. “If a duke is dating or engaged to someone, it’s not going to be him everyone focuses on. It’s her.” She shook her head. “And if you really think you won’t lose everyone’s respect the moment they look at me, you’re crazy.”

Seeing that he was about to object, she went on.

“I’m not elegant or aristocratic. I get annoyed at secret signs and in-jokes. I want to punch people in the throat when they exclude someone simply because they’re ‘not one of us.’”

He smiled but let her finish, and she did appreciate his look of love.

“I can’t come along beside you, my clothes all wrinkled and disheveled . . .”

Because, let’s face it, my love, wrinkled and disheveled is just who I am.

“. . . and not even in the proper ‘I’m wearing my great-great-great-great-grandfather’s clothes while I’m gardening, because why wouldn’t I?’ way.”

Seeing his objections, she sighed and pressed on.

“If you were a real duke, you could flout expectations and just face quiet exclusion. As the Magical Council’s duke with a mission, you can’t. You need access, and you need respect. You have to be someone no one questions. Otherwise, you’ll never be able to go out and do anything you want.”

Which was pretty much the way this job worked.

There was truth to this, and she knew Armand saw it, but he was stubborn. As it was his love for her which was making him dig in his heels, she appreciated it. But still . . .

“How about this?” she tried finally. “This Queen Mary trip is kind of our maiden voyage. We’ll try it your way . . .”

Which, sorry my love, is just plain cray-cray.

“. . . and if it doesn’t work, we’ll abandon it when we return. Chances are good we won’t see too many people from the hotel again in the future, so we won’t have as many people to bespell if it doesn’t work.”

Which, seriously. Me as a duke’s girlfriend? Ha! It won’t.

She knew he saw her ulterior motive, but he accepted the offer, clearly taking this as his opportunity to change her mind.

Annabella did, too, even if she knew his plans would never work. Besides, this was supposed to be a fast trip.

Maybe he’d learn quickly just how unlikely she was as his public companion and then they could get on with keeping their private lives private.
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Chapter 3

Armand
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It was half a week later that their luggage was being carried by a porter into the great, permanently-docked ocean liner, as Armand stood staring at it with Annabella and Hubert at his side. Sheba and Brutus were following the bags, entirely unaffected by the sheer magnitude of the ship.

Thankfully, Annabella voiced his thoughts. “Wow. Big.”

He just nodded.

Uncertain what it was caused by exactly, Armand felt rather overpowered by the sight. Finally, he voiced a theory.

“Do you think we feel so dwarfed because we’re young enough to have missed the era when all of this was normal?”

Even he felt how tortured that sentence was and realized he really had been completely thrown off by the sight.

“Speak for yourself, my dear,” Hubert corrected him, and Armand reminded himself that the man was about 70, which would have put him around during the latter days of ocean travel. Still, being magical, he didn’t look over 35. Even as a witch himself, Armand could sometimes forget.

Besides, it was hard to focus on anything besides the sight before them.

The ship just went on and on. Several stories tall, it stretched out by what Americans would measure as several football fields.

Then again, Americans measured nearly everything in football fields. If they were invaded by hordes from Hell, the news would have reported it as how many football fields’ worth of demons there were.

Still, it wasn’t like he’d never been in a big building before. Somehow when it was a ship, though . . .

“I think . . .” Annabella broke in. “. . . it’s the thought of being in the middle of the wide sea with nothing but this between you and a watery grave.”

The two men looked at her.

“What? I’ve seen Titanic.”

Hubert smiled at both of them. “I think it’s just that we’re used to seeing ships as small things nowadays—or not seeing them at all. Even in a port city, they’re usually far away, their magnitude not as daunting. If portals ever become normal for mundanes, they’ll probably be amazed by the size of a normal airplane.”

Halfway up the gangplank to reception, Sheba turned back and stared at them with a look which definitely reminded everyone that she had once been a cat.

She was dressed beautifully now, in a blue silk number he missed seeing Annabella in, complete with full, gracious lady, broad-brimmed blue hat. The milliner—London being one of the few places left where a hatmaker could still make a living—had nearly had a fit of delight in matching her every dress, and, especially since she’d been doing her best to act human, Armand didn’t have the heart to tell her that hats really weren’t normal outside of formal events or royalty.

Thankfully, the whole daughter-of-a-Middle-Eastern-billionaire cover also gave a lot of leeway for odd behavior. Being wealthy often did.

They started to follow, then, Armand changing the subject, although he kept his voice low in case he had overlooked any nearby mundanes.

“Why couldn’t we take the portal?”

He looked over at Hubert.

“And why are you here again?”

Grinning, Hubert answered.

“One, this is your first outing as the Duke of Winchester. You need to arrive in grand and human style. Two, this is your first outing as the Duke of Winchester,” he repeated, smiling. “In case you need advice, I’m here as your advisor. If you really screw things up, then I’m here as your attorney.”

Armand gave him a look which made him laugh.

“Although I’m also here mostly on vacation, so don’t screw this up. Three, Annabella is still trying to catch up on 25 years of magic lessons.”

He raised an eyebrow, as they made their way up the steep walkway.

“If you don’t want her to convert into a sorcerer while her magic is still wild, she really can’t afford to take any time off.”

As much as Armand would have liked this to be a sort of honeymoon, he saw Hubert’s point. Wild conversions had a bad reputation for a reason. It would be much safer to get Annabella as trained in the ways of magic as possible before her own, natural magic asserted itself completely.

Annabella took his hand, smiling, and he sighed. There really hadn’t been enough alone time with her.

Still, as much as he wanted to focus on this, he was also here on his last job as an akukar. If there were something happening on this ship which was more than just the expected amount of spirits any ocean liner of its time might attract, he had to remain fully focused to discover it.

“It has an atmosphere, doesn’t it?” Annabella noted, as they entered the check-in area.

It did. Everything was wooden and elegantly decorated and just definitely from another time. Even the carpeting was plush and rather Victorianly florid. It was somewhat like standing in an Art Deco masterpiece, and knowing they were going to be sleeping in it, like a night at the museum.

The registration clerk ran a practiced eye over them and then looked a little confused. Armand didn’t entirely blame him.

Brutus and Sheba stood together, the dogman waiting patiently—short, bald, solid, and, as always, a little unkempt, as much as he tried—and Sheba now elegantly beautiful but also always with that air that there was something not quite normal about her. Armand had put on his most pompous air—which he hated—and Annabella was smiling quietly at his side, because she was, well, Annabella. She just didn’t do pompous.

He loved her for that.

Hubert stepped forward as the great man’s spokesman.

“We’re the Duke of Winchester’s party. I believe we should be booked into three rooms?”

The clerk, a young, tall, thin man with slicked-back black hair, looked around this party, clearly playing “Spot the Duke.” When his eyes landed on Armand, he straightened, bowing his head slightly, “Your Grace.”

Wow. He even got your title right. That took me at least a week, Annabella noted in his head, and he was very glad that she had agreed to share their thoughts.

True, he had been able to send her just a few of his even when they had first met, but they had mostly been warnings. As they were somewhat undercover here, it would be exceptionally easier just to be able to say what they meant without listeners.

Don’t forget to bow your head back to him graciously, she reminded.

Oops. Right.

He gave what appeared to be the right signal, as the man grinned and checked them in. Maybe you don’t work here unless you’re into pomp and circumstance? he theorized.

She didn’t actually answer, but he felt her agreement.

A little while later, they were being shown into their stateroom, one of the grander suites on the same floor as check-in, by a bellman who was young as well as clearly and oddly nervous, which Armand took to be some sort of strange reaction to being around a Duke.

Right now, the boy was giving a history lesson.

“The ship is decorated with 56 types of wood, as that was how many colonies Britain had at the time.”

Oh, yay. Colonialism, he heard Annabella ponder dryly and smiled, loving her all over again, as the boy went on.

“In fact, six of the types of wood used are now extinct, so it’s even more rare.”

Whee. Not only colonialism but ecocide, too! Annabella opined, and he had to try not to laugh. Still, she went on. I have to grudgingly admit that it’s beyond beautiful.

While the boy chattered on about the ship’s many amenities in a quick way which said this was his usual practiced speech and even he wasn’t listening to the words which came out of his mouth, Armand noticed that Annabella was looking around.

Kinda tiny, isn’t it?

Well, it’s not a modern hotel. They needed to cram as many people onboard—in as much relative comfort as possible in the first class cabins—as they could.

Still, she was right. By modern hotel standards, even with a separate sitting room, it was pretty darn small. He shuddered to think what the less luxury cabins would be like.

Distracted for a moment, he didn’t quite catch his cue, especially as Annabella broke into  his thoughts. 

Hold off on that tip a second. I’m going to work on getting some information.

“Tell me,” she moved toward the young bellman, smiling. “The Duke thinks I’m silly, but I just love to hear about the ghost stories.”

He noticed she was putting on her soft Southern accent a bit thickly. Honestly, if she’d been looking at him like that, he’d have told her every secret the ship held. 

She really has NO idea of how attractive she is.

What? she wondered.

Never mind.

Surprisingly, the bellman looked a little nervous. In some places, this would have made sense, but the Queen Mary advertised its ghosts as one of its attractions. It had ghost tours and Halloween events. There was no reason he shouldn’t be jumping at the chance to get her to stay longer and sign up for an event or two.

“Yeah, um. The ghosts . . .” He started looking around the room, as though there might be spirit eavesdroppers.

Annabella tilted her head and looked sympathetic and sweet. It was both true and a very expert act. She really was taking to her new role quickly.

The bellman came a little closer, his voice dropping. If Armand hadn’t been in her head, he might have missed what was said.

“Look. Today’s my last day here, so I’m going to give you a warning I probably shouldn’t, and I don’t think you’ll get from anyone else.”

Her sweet and curious smile continued, and he applauded her choice not to interrupt.

“The ghosts have always been here, but lately . . .” 

He trailed off, looking at her nervously and then around behind himself again. 

“You know the stories of when this was a ship?”

Armand failed to point out that it still was, just a permanently-docked one.

“They said you could always tell when there’d been a death on board, because everyone would get a whole lot more ice cream at meals, so they’d have somewhere cold to store the body?”

As he leaned in even further, Annabella smiled encouragingly.

“Let’s just say that it’d be serious ice cream time around here lately.”

Leaning back, staring at Armand nervously, he started to back away.

“But you didn’t hear it from me.”

He left before Armand had even gotten out a tip, which he supposed was for the best. He’d completely forgotten to get his money exchanged. As today had proven, he wasn’t used to mundane methods of travel anymore.

Annabella turned back, and it didn’t surprise him that she kept the thought private.

Did he just say that people have been dying here?

Armand nodded but didn’t know what to make of it, either. Apparently, his “nice little spirit exorcism” had just grown into a much more dangerous mission.
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Chapter 4

Annabella
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It was an hour after this worrying introduction to the ship when Annabella was walking toward the Promenade Café to meet the contact the Magical Council had sent. While the woman had apparently arrived at pretty much a moment’s notice half an hour ago—magic being what it was—Annabella had then spent the next half hour getting thoroughly lost on the ship.

It didn’t seem like it should be so hard to find her way around. Most places were labeled well, and there were plenty of people to ask. Still, somehow, every time she had taken what she’d thought was the right passage and was on the right deck, she’d ended up somewhere else entirely.

It was all very confusing—and probably not a good first impression.

Admittedly, she didn’t know what to expect from her contact, having only a name: Miss Janeway. No first name, no description. Still, if she was trusted by the Council, that meant she had to be formidable. They didn’t tend to send a weak witch out to do anything on their behalf.

Given this, and the name, Annabella expected to find a rather frosty middle-aged woman—probably all-the-less friendly for having to wait. Instead, when she told the very pleasant hostess whom she was meeting, the woman beamed and led her toward someone who looked like a very frail sort of grandmother.

The hostess—Nicolette, according to the tag on her jacket—smiled tenderly at the elderly white woman. Really, she was the platonic ideal of a certain type of little old lady, white-haired, wearing a sturdy tweed suit, and wrapped in no less than two shawls. One of them was pink. The other had cavorting bunnies and lambs knitted into its pattern.

“Miss Janeway has been telling me about the war bride trips the ship took,” Nicolette informed Annabella.

As she sat down to what appeared to be a full English afternoon tea, Annabella noticed that there was even a cup for her and a teapot covered by a knitted tea cozy with a crocheted llama head on top, which it seemed likely Miss Janeway had brought herself. Annabella even had suspicions that the ship didn’t normally serve tea here—but that was magic for you.

Trying to refocus on the hostess and breaking away from Miss Janeway’s beatifically innocent look—rather wondering if she’d been sat at the wrong table—Annabella realized she had no idea what the woman was talking about.

“War bride trips?”

“Yes,” Nicolette gushed. She was a lovely, dark-skinned African-American woman with light green eyes. “My great-grandmother was on one of them. She married a white American G.I.”

Laughing, she made a guess at what Annabella might say next.

“The two of them were pretty unusual together in the 1940s. They bought a ranch nearby, grew strawberries, and mostly kept to themselves.”

It was fascinating but wasn’t what Annabella wanted to ask, her original question not really answered—although it did occur to her that the couple had been wiser not to travel too far down South in that time period and risk getting arrested.

Not noticing, Nicolette went on. “She made two great friends on board, one of whom’s still with us, although she’s well over 90. I promised Miss Janeway I’d bring her by for a visit sometime soon.”

“I’d enjoy meeting her,” Miss Janeway finally managed to insert in this tide of remembrance.

“Oops, customers! Enjoy your tea, Miss Janeway!”

And off she went.

Annabella ended up blinking at the complete stranger near her.

“Um, I’m Annabella LeRoy,” she smiled, since they hadn’t actually been introduced. 

Armand and she had decided that it was better for their cover if they both used his last name, although she really thought they were going to have to change it to something more British so he wouldn’t raise even more eyebrows as the Duke.

“I take it you’re Miss Janeway?”

The little old woman’s merry blue eyes sparkled at her. “It’s one name I’ve had in a rather long life.” She nodded. “Pleased to meet you, my dear. Now have your tea, and we’ll talk.”

Annabella did, afternoon tea being one adaptation she’d been happy to get used to in her years with both the former and present Duke. Thankfully, it was still hot, which she suspected probably had more to do with magic than Miss Janeway’s adorable tea cozy. That the woman’s name was a front didn’t disturb her, as she knew she was on a mission. For all Annabella knew, her entire, current look was just a facade.

Magic means never taking anything for granted.

Um, what? Armand asked, picking up on this.

Our contact is apparently the platonic ideal of the sweet maiden aunt. And looks to be 80.

Ah, he responded but didn’t say more.

Her new companion waited until Annabella had settled herself and was tucking into her snack before she spoke.

“The war bride voyages were ones that some of the ocean liners like the Queen Mary took to bring over the newlywed brides of the G.I.s after World War II. Many of the soldiers had married women they’d met over in Europe, and they, and often their children, needed to be brought to America. The ships were already in service to transport soldiers during the war, so they just did some extra runs before returning to civilian life.”

It was useful knowledge for Annabella, who suddenly realized that she needed to be much better versed in history.

“There are probably thousands of descendants of those journeys today, although it is interesting that one of them actually works on the ship.”

Her blue eyes looked into Nicolette curiously, as the woman sat another customer.

Uncertain what to say to this, Annabella nodded. She really didn’t know much about their contact at all. All she had gotten out of Tillie, when they had done a mirror calling to update her, was that Miss Janeway was “not quite” an akukar. What that actually made her, though, she had no idea.

Smiling, she decided to move this on. “I apologize for being late. I kept getting lost.”

Miss Janeway’s head tilted at her. “Is that normal for you, dear?”

“Not really,” Annabella admitted.

“Something to note, then,” her companion nodded, her blue eyes wide.

Annabella supposed so. This being her first real akukar mission, she had no idea.

Keeping her voice low, she wondered. “Did you find out anything about the deaths?”

“I’m afraid so. There have been three of them. One died in his sleep, which seems quite plausible, until you learn there were bruises in the shape of fingers on his arms. One was found sitting on the floor in the Grand Salon, staring in terror at nothing.”

Her merry eyes now grim, Miss Janeway sighed.

“And the third was seen running as though pursued, until he fell over the side of the ship.”

Annabella swallowed. “The ocean or the parking lot side?”

“Onto the asphalt, I’m afraid.”

A cold chill rose up her spine. According to Armand, this mission was supposed to be simple. This seemed to be more on the “stark raving terror” aspect of things.

“This isn’t normal, is it? I mean . . .” Annabella gave up, not even fully certain what she was asking.

“No, dear. Even people dying of natural causes in hotels isn’t particularly normal. It happens—but rarely.”

Miss Janeway wrapped the pink shawl further around her, and Annabella wondered if she were getting rather creeped out, as well.

“To have three people apparently die of fright within two weeks . . .”

Suddenly, Annabella wished she had a shawl.

Armand? she checked.

I’m here. Did you get the details about the killings from Janeway?

Yes. You?

Hubert told them to me.

There was a silence, but she felt him thinking.

Would you like me to walk you back to the room when you’re done?

There was a part of Annabella which told her she was an adult woman who’d survived being raised in an evil house and had once helped fight off her family demon. She shouldn’t be afraid of this place.

The other part—although whether it were the sensible side or just the cowardly one, she didn’t know—told her not to be an idiot.

Yes. Yes, please.

She thought about it.

In fact, it would probably be better if none of us moved around on our own.

Agreed.

Drawn back by Miss Janeway’s smile, she heard the woman say, “Decided to keep in company whenever possible?”

It was clear she knew how Annabella had been communicating.

It wasn’t quite mocking, but there was an element of “you poor, terrifiable mortal, you,” to it.

“Yes. Would you like us to . . .?”

Miss Janeway laughed lightly. “I’m perfectly safe, I assure you. But it’s better for you this way, I agree.”

Not knowing what to make of this, Annabella said nothing.

The old woman went on. “I’ve signed us all up for a ghost tour at two o’clock. Whatever’s going on, it will give us some hint of where the usual ghostly problem spots are.”

Seeing the truth to this, Annabella just nodded, although she did notice a moment later that the man at the next table kept staring at them.

“Miss Janeway . . .”

“Yes, dear. I’ve seen him.”

In some ways, it would be hard not to. He was a well-built and attractive man in maybe his forties with the sort of sculpted face which should seem craggy but was instead quite handsome, salt and pepper hair, and an air of vitality and caution. While dressed in a suit, there was something about it which said that it was merely a formality, and that he was not above being able to spot and deal with the seedier sides of life.

Miss Janeway smiled at her. “Let’s see what he wants, shall we?”

Annabella was about to object, as it didn’t exactly seem the height of stealth, but Miss Janeway was a force to be reckoned with.

Turning in her chair, the older woman looked sweetly over to the man. “I’m so sorry to interrupt you, young man, but aren’t you Neville Warmsblood’s third youngest son?”

The man looked at her kindly. “No, I’m afraid not, ma’am.”

“Oh, dear.”

She looked confused, and Annabella knew it was an act.

“Then maybe Percy Greville’s young cousin, the one who went into accounting?”

“No, ma’am, wrong again. I’m sorry.” His smile was warm.

“Oh, dear. I know I know you from somewhere. Where is it . . .?”

She seemed to be trailing off, as though losing the thread of the idea.

“Oh, yes! You’re Lieutenant Brightbeam’s new detective, aren’t you? Christopher Chamberlin?”

This not only got the man’s attention but actually got him to rise, coming over to her. “Now, how did you . . .?”

Standing beside her chair for a moment, he stared.

“You have to be Miss Margaret Janeway. The lieutenant told me once that, just when I’d least expect it, I’d find you in the middle of an investigation like an outdoor cat that’s disappeared for two weeks casually strolling back in the kitty door to look for a treat.”

It was difficult to tell whether the idea made him happy, angry, or merely bemused.

“Oh!” Miss Janeway tittered in a classical “amused grandma” fashion. “Lieutenant Brightbeam always did have a way with words.”

Despite her polite training, Annabella leaned her elbows on the table, watching them. She felt a bit like she had just fallen into an old-fashioned mystery. Well, except for the people dying of terror and witches investigating the case.

By this time, Detective Chamberlin had taken up her offer to sit with them, still staring at her.

“He also said that, if I was ever to find you in a case and was fool enough to ignore your help, I didn’t need to bother coming back. So what on earth have you seen in this thing now?”

“Oh, my dear.”

She wrapped her shawls around herself more tightly, and Annabella wondered if they were some sort of protective spell.

“I don’t know what you mean. My dear nephews were kind enough to send me on a little holiday. I’m hardly qualified to . . .”

Chamberlin looked to Annabella. “Is she always like this?”

“Oh, Annabella’s just met me. She’s my dear friend’s great-niece, and we just discovered that she and her new husband, the Duke of Winchester, are staying here, as well.”

Miss Janeway beamed back at him.

“It’s a small world, isn’t it?”

Suddenly, Annabella wondered if that wasn’t this woman’s main magical specialty—bringing together the various parts to form a whole picture. Hubert would kill her, but she couldn’t remember what that particular magical ability was called. She just knew that witches with it often went into either police work, genealogy, or reuniting lost friends and relatives.

Chamberlin looked as unconvinced by that statement as Annabella was.

“So what do you know about the three deaths so far?” he wondered.

“Oh, not deaths. Murders, surely.”

Chamberlin still didn’t look convinced but said nothing.

“I know almost nothing, my dear, truly. Still . . .”

She let the word hang there, as Chamberlin waited.

“Why don’t you come with us on the tour they’re giving of the hotel later today? That way, you can see all the parts of it.”

Chamberlin looked ready to tell her that, as a detective, he could see pretty much anything he liked, but didn’t.

“What time?”

She beamed and gave him his instructions, and he left looking very uncertain.

Annabella was about to ask her about this—not knowing whether the woman actually knew any of these people or was just using some sort of spell—but Miss Janeway’s gaze fixed suddenly on the door.

“Oh dear. Someone’s brought their pet.”

Waiting patiently for a table, Sheba was dressed as though she were headed to tea with the queen. She was exceptionally beautiful, though.

“Oh, that’s my . . .”

Annabella had been about to give their cover story, but Miss Janeway quieted her. “Yes, dear. I know what she is. Here, my dear one,” she called to the ex-cat. “I’ve got a nice treat for you.”

Slowly, Sheba gazed around the room as though thoroughly uninterested. Then she started to make her way to the table, looking as though it were entirely accidental.

“Yes. There’s a good kitty,” Miss Janeway soothed, in a voice which Annabella truly hoped wasn’t overheard. “Let’s get you some milk.”

Pouring out a generous portion of
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