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Chapter One
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Beauty looked around the ballroom. The string lights sparkling overhead, the DJ teasing out a steady flow of bumping beats, the people dressed in magnificent costumes and elaborate masks, all enjoying the heady thrill that came with a masquerade. From her platform, she watched them dance, laugh, flirt, and drink, and she rolled her eyes so hard she almost hurt herself.

She should have known better than to let her parents handle organizing her twenty-first birthday party. They messed everything up. The food was all wrong. Sliders and cheese sticks, seriously? Was this a backyard townie barbeque? They got a DJ instead of a band, and don’t even get her started on the throne.

She specifically told her father that she wanted an original wood-carved throne placed on top of the makeshift stage, so that the whole room could gaze upon her. She told him all that, but did she really need to spell out that it should be upholstered. The blasted seat was hard as, well, wood.

Beauty shifted, trying to get comfortable, and groaned loud enough for anyone in her vicinity to hear.

Her mother climbed the steps to the platform. “Beauty, darling, is everything okay?”

“No, it’s not okay.” She ripped off her mask and glared at her. “Mom, this stupid throne is the worst. You could at least get me a pillow to sit on!”

Her mother’s smile never wavered. “Of course, love. I’ll be right back.” 

She took off and Beauty turned her glare on the rest of the room. This was the worst birthday party in the history of birthday parties. This beat the time her parents refused to get the famous band, Witches’ Brew, to perform at her sixteenth. They banged on about the band having prior tour commitments and not able to break contract, but she knew they were just making excuses.

Beauty felt a buzzing from somewhere in her voluminous skirt. She stuck her hand in her pocket, pulled out her phone, and read the text.

She glanced around again. I’ll only be gone for a little while. This party sucks anyway.

Beauty got to her feet and stepped off the platform. She weaved through the crowd collecting compliments as she went.

“Beauty, you look gorgeous.”

“Obviously.”

“This party is awesome.”

“Whatever.”

Beauty stopped in front of the guards standing at the entrance to the ballroom and snapped, “Move!”

They stepped aside immediately. “Yes, ma’am.”

Beauty picked up the pace when she got into the hallway and was finally alone. Her heels click-clacked on the polished stone and the soft whispers of her gown seemed to echo through the halls. 

She climbed the grand staircase. When she reached the very top, she paused, settling in to wait. 

And wait. And wait some more.

She waited a bit longer before giving up.

“Ugh, forget this.” Beauty sighed and turned to descend the stairs. She heard footsteps sound behind her. “Finally—”

She barely turned before feeling two hands placed against her back. Before she could fully register what was happening, she felt the force of a hard, unforgiving shove. Beauty pitched forward, screaming as she tumbled down the stairs, her body hitting every step on the way down.

***
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MICHAEL RAISED HIS hand to knock for the third time and then lowered it. His heart was beating so hard against his rib cage it felt like it was trying to make its escape. Not that he could blame it. Part of him wanted to escape too. Just walk out the door, get in his car, and spend the rest of the night berating himself for ever suggesting this in the first place.

He lifted his hand again when a voice called through the door. “You did this before our first date too.” He could hear she was amused. “Just knock already, you goofball. I’m starving.”

Warm with embarrassment, Michael did as she commanded and knocked firmly on the door. 

Swinging open on squeaky hinges, the door opened to reveal Samira Reddy, detective of the Castle Rock Police Department, a woman feared and respected by criminals and civilians alike, and Michael Grimm’s former fiancée. 

She looked incredible without her waist-length hair curled into soft ringlets or the sky-blue summer dress or even the light dusting of makeup accentuated her brown eyes. She was beautiful without all those things, but with them...

“Wow,” Michael forced out before fourteen years of English language lessons deserted him. 

Samira grinned. “You always know what to say, Mikey.” She stepped back and opened the door further. “Come in and wait. I’m almost ready.”

Michael followed her inside, his eyes sweeping the space as he did. “Nice place,” he complimented. “It’s at least twice the size of mine.”

She laughed as she transferred her phone, wallet, and keys into her purse. “I know, Michael. I used to live there too.”

“Right.” Awkwardly clearing his throat, Michael tried to figure out what to do with himself. Stand in the middle of the room like a human pillar, sit down even though he hadn’t been invited to, or hover around Samira until she finally said—

“Ready.” She hitched her purse strap over her shoulder and turned to him with a smile. “So where are we going?”

“I thought we could try Gracie’s? The grand opening is tonight and Monica threatened my life if I didn’t attend.”

Her smile dimmed. “So your sister is going to be there?”

“She won’t be eating with us,” he hastened to add. “It will just be you and me talking like I promised.”

“Okay.” She didn’t look convinced.

Michael led the way to his car and climbed inside. The ride itself was short. Maybe only a seven-minute drive, but those seven minutes stretched into an eternity filled with sideways glances, stilted small talk, and tense silences. The night had barely started, and it was already a disaster. 

Michael had to circle the block a few times before he found a free parking spot. Together, they got out and walked side by side to the restaurant, shoulders bumping every now and then, but neither making a move to walk further apart. 

Michael whistled when they turned the street corner and the restaurant came into view. The first fine dining establishment ever to grace their side of town and it had been opened by his younger sister’s best friend, Gracie Knapp. Despite the serious damage this would do to his wallet, Michael wanted to come out to support her, but a look at Samira’s glum expression made him think that it might have been a mistake.

“We can go somewhere else if you want,” he blurted. “The Little Pigs café is open late.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s fine. If you really feel that uncomfortable being alone with me then I don’t want to push you.”

“Whoa.” Michael stopped dead in his tracks, a few feet from the entrance and the line of people waiting to get in. “Mira, that’s not it. I swear. Why would you even think that?”

She turned to face him, frowning. “Maybe it’s because I’ve been back in Castle Rock for almost a year, and the only time I see or hear from you is when you’re working a case. Or maybe it’s because you promised we would have a quiet dinner together to talk about our relationship, but instead you brought me here so you could use your sister as a buffer.” 

“I’m not using her as a buffer,” he shot back, getting angry. The crowd of people began shifting their attention to the spectacle. “I told you, it’s just going to be you and me. That’s what you wanted isn’t it?”

“Yes, Michael,” she replied, her face falling. “This is what I wanted. To be standing in a parking lot arguing with you, while half the town stares at us. Just forget it.” She gave him her back and walked off.

Now confused as well as feeling angry and guilty, Michael threw up his hands and ran to catch up with her, bypassing the line of nosy people. 

Samira stood before the hostess, foot tapping, while Michael gave the hostess his name. “Michael Grimm, party of two.”

“Right this way, sir.”

Michael’s eyes widened as they weaved through the space. Gracie’s dream had been to open her own high-end establishment on their side of town but worries about the cost of keeping the doors open among a mostly middle-class clientele made her put it off. It took her six years and a string of thankless jobs as a private chef to finally go for it, and she had spared no expense. Crystal chandeliers hung above their heads shooting rainbows around the room. Expensive linens were draped over the small intimate tables and sitting on them were candles floating lazily in crystal bowls.  

The hostess made to pull out Samira’s chair, but Michael stepped around her and did it himself. He needed to get this night back on track.

Samira sat with a murmured, “Thank you.”

“Here are your menus. Your server will be with you shortly, and may I say, thank you for dining with us tonight. I hope you enjoy your meal.”

Michael inclined his head and then turned his attention to the menu. They were quiet as they studied the options. Michael was silent because he was internally calculating how many cases he would need to take on to cover this dinner and Samira was quiet for reasons he couldn’t guess.

“See anything you like?” Michael asked.

The menu came down slightly, revealing her eyes. “The lamb is tempting me, but it’s been so long since I’ve had fresh, handmade pasta. You?”

“The risotto or maybe the yellowtail. It all looks so good.” Michael closed his menu and leaned in. “Honestly, all this is way too grand for the likes of us townies. Gracie would have been better off opening on the other side to palettes not destroyed by short-order grease fries and late-night TV dinners.”

Samira brought the menu to her face to cover her laugh. “Speak for yourself, Grimm. I’m not one of you Castle Rock townies. I’ll have you know the people of Snowhaven are quite used to the finer things. I would make it just fine on the other side.”

He chuckled. “I’m afraid you are one of us now. Once you start calling Fairy Tails the ‘other side,’ the transformation is complete.”

Her laughter rang out like chiming bells, and Michael finally relaxed. 

I was worried for no reason. Bit of a hiccup at the start, but everything is going to be fine.

“I’m guessing a certain woman we both know and love, pushed Gracie to finally give opening her own restaurant a shot.”

Michael nodded. “That she did. She pushed me to open Grimm Investigations too. My little sister is a force to be reckoned with sometimes. She puts her mind to helping people, blows through the mess they call their lives, sorts everything out, and leaves you blinking in her wake wondering what just happened. Kind of like the opposite of a natural disaster.”

They laughed, but the truth was neither of them minded. Michael had thirty-two years on his sister’s twenty-six, but there had never been that sibling rivalry or distance brought on by the age gap. Monica was his best friend and partner. Together with their assistant, Eleanor Glass, they ran a private detective agency serving both sides of their divided town. They worked for the simple townspeople of Castle Rock and the wealthy heirs, moguls, CEOs, and even some royalty, who lived in the gated community known as Fairy Tails.

“We’ve both been so busy but I’m glad we could finally do this,” Samira said after they sobered.

Michael sighed. “I’m not as busy anymore. We got a flood of new clients following the Charming case, but it slowed to a trickle and now it’s about a drip. In our line of work, it’s a good thing when we don’t have a case but now that Monica and I have hired extra help, we’re getting worried about how we’re going to manage.”

Samira nodded. “I’m sorry to hear things are rough, but can we—”

“Good evening. Are you ready to order?”

Michael tore his eyes away from Samira and focused on their bow-tied waiter. “Yes, I would like the Japanese yellowtail.”

Samira gave her order and the waiter bowed before gliding away.

Michael picked up where he left off. “Monica has her band, but I put all my savings into Grimm Investigations, so I have to make this work. We—”

“Michael,” Samira interrupted firmly. “I don’t want to talk about work tonight. I want to talk about us.”

He blinked. “Oh, right. Well, let’s do that. Where do you want to start?”

“Okay, good.” Samira brushed her hair over her shoulder and took a deep breath. “So eight years ago, everything was going perfectly, we were planning our wedding, and then things just ended and I still don’t know why.”

Michael stiffened with every word.

“I need you to tell me what happened all those years ago,” she continued. “What changed for you?”

His eyes fell to the flickering flame of the candle. He didn’t respond.

“Michael?” she probed. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes,” he said simply. “I would like for us to talk about something else.”

“Something else?” He could hear a spark of temper in her voice. “Why would we talk about something else, Michael? The entire point of tonight is to talk about our relationship. You asked me out, not the other way around.”

“I asked you here so that we could talk about the future, not the past,” he argued. “Mira, what good does it do either of us to reopen old wounds.”

“Because the wound never healed. We never had closure, Mikey, or at least I didn’t. We can’t move forward until we talk about this. Why won’t you just tell me why?”

“Because—”

“Because why?” she snapped, raising her voice. 

Michael hated that she was upset, and he hated it even more that he was the reason, but there was nothing he could say that would make things better for her. So he would say nothing at all.

“I’m sorry,” he said, lifting his head to look her in the eye. “I am, but I’m not willing to talk about this.”

A look of hurt flashed across her face, but it was quickly followed by irritation. She crossed her arms, and staring him down, she said one word in response: “No.”

“No?”

“That’s right. No. I’m not hearing that anymore, Michael. I need to know the truth, and we’re not moving on until I do.”

His jaw worked, trying to form a response to that. “But—”

Samira held up a hand. “Hold on.” She took her purse off her lap and took out her vibrating phone. Turning away, she put the phone to her ear. “What is it, Spencer?”

Michael ran through a hundred different replies as Samira carried on her short conversation, and each sounded worse than the last. 

No? Michael thought. What do I say to no?

Samira hung up the phone and turned back to him. He took a deep breath.

“Samira, I really want us to be—”

“Let’s go.” Abruptly, she got to her feet.

“What? Why?” he sputtered. 

“I got called in. Spencer could only give me the highlights, but the gist is there is an emergency in Fairy Tails. A woman was rushed to the hospital. Foul play suspected. The family is holding their guests hostage until police arrive on the scene, so I need to go now and you’re my ride.”

With that, she took off expecting him to follow, and Michael was right on her heels. They hurried out of the restaurant and hopped into his car. 

Michael zipped through town, heading for the Fairy Tails gate as fast as the speed limit would allow. They were silent as he drove and that silence hung in the air.

Michael slowed down as he approached the gate security and glanced over at Samira. She was looking out the window. “Look, we left things in a weird place,” he said, “but I need you to know your friendship is important to me.”

“I know.”

He paused, waiting for her to say more, but she didn’t.

“Okay, then,” Michael said hesitantly. “Does that mean we’re good?”

“It means that it is up to you,” she said calmly without turning her head. “I’ve told you how I feel. I can’t move on with so many things unresolved between us. So the ball is in your court now. When you’re ready to have a talk, a real talk, about our past and our future, then we can decide what we are to each other. Until then, we stay as we are, only interacting when we share a case.”

A tap on the window drew his attention and he rolled it down to give the guard his name and identification. Michael was waved through and he drove on, his heart aching with all the things he wanted to say.

But what came out was, “Okay, if that’s what you want.”

She sighed. “We’re going to Cadal Manor. They’re at the end of Green Street.”

The name tickled his memory. “Cadal? That sounds familiar.”

“It should. Kingdom Films should also sound familiar.” 

He snapped his fingers when it came to him. “Charles Cadal. He is that famous director and owner of his own studio, Kingdom Films.”

“That’s right.” Her words were clipped, emotionless.

Was she mad at me?

“Why is he holding his guests hostage?” Michael asked.

“Don’t worry about it, Grimm. You’re just my ride.”

Michael closed his mouth with a snap. Yep, definitely mad.

He turned down Green Street and drove until the gates of the mansion blocked his path. Cadal Manor was nothing like the rest of the homes on Greet Street or even in Fairy Tails. Most of the families here were old money with mansions that had been erected almost a hundred years ago. But Cadal Manor wasn’t steeped in old-timey, Agatha-Christie-murder-manor charm. 

It was newer and modern. Michael’s first thought was that it looked like a bunch of white, rectangular blocks stacked haphazardly on top of each other, but whatever it looked like, it still screamed money.

The guard let them in as soon as Samira told him who she was and why she was here. Michael hurried up the drive and parked. 

Samira jumped out and took off without a backward glance. “Thanks for the ride, Grimm. You can go.”

Michael stopped halfway out of the car. He didn’t know what to do or say, but he knew something shifted between them and if he just got in the car and drove away, he might not get another chance to fix it.

“No, that’s okay.” He pulled himself all the way out and firmly slammed the door. “I’ll stay and give you a ride home when you’re done. I also promised you dinner, so we can grab something on the way back.”

She pressed the doorbell and shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

The door opened to reveal Spencer Gutierrez on the other side. Spencer was a detective on the force and Samira’s partner. He was also—

“What are you doing here, Ghoul? I didn’t call for a useless flatfoot.”

—a complete jerk.

Michael and Spencer did not have a good history together. It was hard to believe, but Spencer had been even more unpleasant as a young boy and he made little Michael’s life hell.

Michael lifted his brow. “Useless flatfoot? I didn’t know you had such a low opinion of private detectives, but I’ll be sure to pass it on to my sister.”

Michael wasn’t actually going to rat Spencer out to Monica, he just wanted the pleasure of seeing that sneer chased away by panic. Spencer wasn’t too fond of Michael. His sister on the other hand...

Spencer’s eyes went wide. “Wait, no. I was just kidding!”

Eyes rolling, Samira brushed past her partner. “Don’t we have work to do, Spence? Fill me in.”

Michael and Spencer hurried to catch up with her.

“It’s the daughter,” Spencer said. “Beauty Cadal. Apparently, today is her twenty-first birthday and her parents threw her a big blowout. Masquerade, big exaggerated costumes, wicked high heels. Beauty stepped out of the party for some fresh air, came down the stairs, and slipped on her heel.”

Samira frowned. “If this is an accident, what are we doing here?” 

“I just got here myself, but from what I’ve been able to glean from the first responders are the parents refuse to believe it’s an accident. The paramedics have already rushed Beauty to the hospital, but the Cadals won’t let anyone leave until they have all been questioned. No joke, they have guards blocking the doors to the ballroom. The chief ordered us down here to try to defuse the situation, before it gets out of hand.”

Michael kept both ears on the conversation as he scanned his surroundings. The modern theme had been kept up through the house as well, although, there was a bit more personality in here. Small sculptures and ceramics took up almost every available surface. The stark white walls were covered with paintings and photographs that upon closer inspection, all seemed to be of one person. 

A stunning, mind-blowingly, beautiful woman stared, winked, or blew kisses at him as they scurried down the halls, heading toward the sounds of raised voices.

“—unacceptable man! You can’t just keep us here. I’m sorry for what happened, but I’m going home now!”

“No one leaves!”

“I say! Get your hands off me!”

Spencer, Samira, and Michael picked up the pace, rushing around the corner to see two men struggling in the doorway. Well, one was struggling. The other, a burly man the size of a pick-up truck, held him under the crook of his arm as effortlessly as a child held a teddy bear. 

“Police! That’s enough!” Samira cried.

The behemoth made no move to release his captive until another man stepped out of the room and into the hall. “There you are. Thank God.” He snapped his fingers. “Marcus, let him go. The police will take over from here.” 

Marcus immediately did as he was told, and the man scurried back into the room, far away from the guard. 

Michael studied the newcomer.

Eyes red-rimmed. Hair disheveled. Six-hundred-dollar tie askew. This must be—

“I’m Charles Cadal. Beauty’s father. Thank you for coming so quickly. You have to find out who hurt my little girl.”

A diminutive woman dressed in a red Victorian gown raced out into the hall as if summoned. Her eyes landed on them and she hurried over, bypassing Marcus without any problem. “Finally, you’re here. You need to get started right away. Everyone is still here, including the staff, and if you need a private room for questioning we can—”

“Whoa.” Samira held up her hands. “Please, slow down. First, tell me who you are and explain the situation.”

“I’m Claudia Cadal,” she said tremulously. “Beauty’s mother.”

The Cadals were an attractive couple. Jet-black hair with a handful of grays between them, light brown eyes, and a slim build that showed they both tried to keep in shape. Claudia had a bow-shaped mouth that was now pursed. The strain she was under evident by her sallow cheeks and the wrinkling of her brow and around her eyes.

Charles had a few inches on his wife but was about a head shorter than Michael. All the same, the both of them drew themselves up to their full height as they faced the two officers.

“We tried to explain to the paramedics that something isn’t right,” Claudia said. “Beauty wouldn’t have just fallen down the stairs.”

“Why don’t you start from the beginning?” Samira asked.

Claudia nodded. “Beauty was born on this day twenty-one years ago at 9:04 p.m. This time we planned a light show and a video of her life to start at exactly the time she was born, but when it reached nine and she still hadn’t come back to the ballroom, Marcus and James went looking for her. They were almost to the living room when they heard her scream. They rushed to the staircase and found her lying at the bottom. They called for help right away.”

“I see.” Samira beckoned Marcus forward. “Did you see someone at the top of the staircase? Or did you hear footsteps?”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am. Didn’t see or hear anyone.”

“Alright, did anyone go with Beauty when she left the ballroom?”

“No, ma’am. She was alone.” 

“What about the guests? Who was out wandering the halls at the time?”

“No one, ma’am. James, Elliot, and I were posted at the doors. We were to keep the party in the ballroom and prevent any wandering around. We did not move from our post until James and I went looking for Miss Cadal. We’ve also got someone checking the outside security cameras, but so far nothing. No one was outside.”

Samira blinked at him. “So you’re saying all the guests were in the ballroom when Beauty Cadal fell?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Samira slowly turned back to the Cadals. “I’m afraid I must be missing something. Everything I’ve just heard confirms this was a tragic accident.”

“No,” Charles said, slashing his hand through the air. “I’m telling you it can’t be. Her phone is missing!”

“Her phone?” questioned Spencer.

Claudia nodded vigorously. “Yes, Beauty’s cellphone is missing. She never goes anywhere without it, but we didn’t find it on her, the stairs, or the platform. It’s just gone. We don’t know why but whoever pushed her must have taken it.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Please listen to us. I know this wasn’t an accident. I just know it. You have to search the guests. When you find the phone, you’ll know we’re telling the truth.”

“Mrs. Claudia, we can’t detain and search people without actual proof of foul play,” Spencer said. “She might have left the phone in her room, the bathroom, or anywhere in the house. That she didn’t have it on her doesn’t follow that someone tried to kill her.”

Charles balled his fists. “I’m telling you, Beauty had it with her and now it’s gone. What more proof do you need?!”

Spencer scowled. “Maybe a house full of suspects that don’t have alibis for a start? How is someone supposed to have pushed her if no one left the room?”

“It’s your job to find out!” Charles roared.

“Sir, please calm down,” Samira said warningly.

“I will not calm down! My daughter has been attacked and you fools are wasting time arguing with me when you should be finding who—”

“I’ll take the case.”

Four heads swiveled around to face him. 

Michael smiled disarmingly and said again, “Mr. and Mrs. Cadal, I’ll take your case.”

“Who the heck are you?” Charles sputtered.

Michael stepped forward, his hand extended. “My name is Michael Grimm of Grimm Investigations. I’ll find the person who attacked your daughter.”

“Michael Grimm?” Claudia closed the distance between them. “You’re... you’re Glenmore’s son.”

“If the D.N.A tests are to be believed,” he said under his breath. 

“We are not affiliated with him,” Spencer spat. “Mrs. Cadal, don’t let him play on your grief and swindle you out of your money. If it turns out someone was involved in your daughter’s fall, we’ll handle the investigating.”

Even Samira was looking at Michael disapprovingly.

Charles lifted a brow at Spencer, his composure returning. “Do you believe that she was attacked?”

“We don’t yet have proof—”

Charles promptly turned his back on him. “Grimm, you’re hired.”
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Chapter Two
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Michael stood on the porch, rocking back and forth on his heels, and waiting patiently while Spencer hissed at him.

“What do you think you’re playing at, Ghoul?”

Michael sighed. “Are you ever going to tire of that nickname? It’s been twenty years.”

Spencer’s scowl deepened. “There is no case here. What are you trying to prove?”

“I’m trying to prove their daughter was attacked. Wasn’t that clear?”

“She wasn’t attacked!”

Michael shook his head. “Look, I don’t know Beauty Cadal, but Charles and Claudia do. If they say the missing phone is suspicious then I believe them.”

“And when it turns out the blasted thing just fell between the couch cushions and has nothing to do with anything?”

“Well, then the worst thing to happen is everyone goes to bed late tonight. But if they’re right and she was pushed, then we have the chance to start investigating before witnesses forget what they saw, evidence is gotten rid of, and the suspect gets their story straight. If Beauty was attacked then the attacker is in that ballroom right now. For all your bluster, you’re a good cop, Spencer. You’d never forgive yourself if you let your need to show me up get in the way of finding an attempted murderer.”

Many emotions warred on Spencer’s face as he tried to argue past Michael’s logic. In the end, he folded his arms, grumbling to himself.

“Anyway,” Michael continued. “I can’t start the questioning until Monica gets here, which is why I’m standing on this porch. Why are you here with me when you should be inside helping Samira with crowd control?”

Spencer suddenly got all shifty-eyed. “No reason.”

Michael laughed. “What? Do you want to be here when Monica arrives?”

“Shut up, Grimm!”

Michael laughed louder and was still laughing when his sister finally pulled up. She climbed out of the car, and Michael actually saw Spencer’s jaw drop. 

He shook his head.

His sister tended to have that effect on people, especially when she wasn’t in her usual work attire of black slacks and a simple blouse. That night she wore a blue tea-length gown with her curly hair bound and put up in a bun. She wasn’t usually one for makeup, but she sported reddish-brown lipstick and smoky eyeshadow adorning her almond-shaped eyes.

Michael took a step forward to meet her, but Spencer was faster. He shot past him and skidded to a stop in front of his sister. “Hey, Monica. You look amazing.”

Monica favored him with a smile. “Thanks, Froggy. I was at the grand opening of my friend’s restaurant when Michael called me away, and he better have a good reason.” Her voice went up on the last few words.

“I do have a good—”

Spencer beat him to the punch again. “Beauty Cadal fell down the stairs, but her parents suspect she was pushed. All the signs point to this being an accident, but a good cop never rushes to judgment. I hope you and I can work closely on this case to make sure this poor young woman receives justice.”

A slow smile spread across Monica’s face, while a grimace spread across Michael’s. “I’m sure we’ll work very closely, Frogster.” Monica leaned in. “But only if you’re on your best behavior.” She patted him lightly on the cheek and strode away, leaving Spencer standing there in a sort of daze.

Michael shook his head as he led his sister inside. “Must you?”

Chuckling, his sister bumped his shoulder. “Must I what? If we are really taking on an attempted murder, then there’s no doubt we’ll be running into the only other detectives in town. Which brings me to the point. Are we investigating an attempted murder?”

“I’m not sure yet. It’s like Spencer said. Beauty fell down the stairs, but if she was helped there’s no actual proof of it. The guards were looking for her when they heard her scream, but not only do they say they didn’t see or hear anyone else. They also admit all the guests were in the ballroom at the time she fell. All we have to go on is Beauty’s missing phone.”

“Since when does a missing phone equate to attempted murder?”

“The parents are thinking the attacker took the phone.”

“Why would they want her phone, and how would they even get into it? Those things are locked up tighter than government secrets nowadays with fingerprint and face scanners, and if they did get into the phone, what would they find? Did she have something of value on it?”

“All excellent questions, dear sister, and I expect you’ll be asking them and many more to all two hundred of our suspects.”

Her eyes bugged out. “Two hundred?”

“Yep.” Michael led Monica down the final hallway, their footsteps soundless as they approached the ballroom. “Tonight was Beauty’s birthday party, and the family spared no expense.”

Michael threw open the double doors. Monica’s jaw dropped. “Spared no expense was putting it cheaply,” she whispered.

Michael had to agree. The magnificence of the ballroom was a sight to behold in and of itself but the elegant drapery, massive ice sculptures, multicolored strobe lights, and fine people dressed in even finer clothes made it look like something out of a fairy tale.

Samira walked up to the siblings as they stepped inside. “The Cadals aren’t pleased, but I’m going to start collecting names and numbers and letting people go home. If they consent to being searched, we’ll check for the phone, but that’s the best I can do.”

Michael nodded. “I understand. I know legally your hands are tied. Thanks for helping us out.”

Samira frowned. “I’m not doing it for you, Michael. This is my job. If she was pushed it’s my responsibility to find out by whom.”

She walked off and Monica whistled. “Dang, bro, what did you do to piss her off? Wasn’t it your big dinner tonight?”

Michael’s scowl was his answer. “Let’s just get started before the room empties out.”

“Who do you want to start with?”

“Parents, then staff.”

“Why staff?”

“Because the guards wouldn’t have stopped them from going in and out of the room. Probably barely noticed when they did.”

Monica tapped the side of her nose. “I knew I kept you around for a reason. Let’s do it.”

It wasn’t difficult to spot Charles and Claudia in the crowd. They just had to look for the mass of people surrounding them and offering their sympathies. 

“I’m sure Beauty is going to be okay, Claudia.”

“Don’t worry about work. I’ll take care of things at the studio, you just focus on your daughter right now.”

A slightly accented voice rang out as the siblings approached the group. “Everyone, please, some room. Dear friends, why don’t you go and be with her now?” 

Michael and Monica broke through the crowd to find Beauty’s parents leaning against the platform and being fussed over by a woman dressed all in black. Black lace gown, black satin gloves, black leather headwrap, and when she turned to face them, black lipstick as well.

Monica gasped. Michael nudged her, surprised at her rudeness, but she ignored him. “I can’t believe it,” she gushed. “You’re... you’re Malia Diragoni!”

The woman in black, Malia, looked Monica up and down, before breaking into a smile. “That’s me, and who are you, besides lovely.”

Monica giggled and practically ran to shake her hand. “I’m Monica Grimm. I’m the private detective on this case as well as a singer in the band the Happily Ever Afters.”

Michael blinked. Why was Monica telling her that?

Malia hummed. “Talented and smart. A lady who can do it all.”

Monica giggled some more and Michael figured it was time to get them back on track. “Monica.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “That’s Charles and Claudia Cadal,” he said pointedly. Subtext: let’s talk to them now.

“Just a second, Michael. This is Malia Diragoni, owner of Year of the Dragon. She is one of the most famous party planners on this coast, and she’s probably the one who hired the staff who worked the party.”

Michael’s interest was piqued by the end of her sentence.

“Ms. Diragoni—”

“Please, call me Malia.”

“Malia,” Monica corrected. “Can we speak to you after we’ve interviewed Beauty’s parents?”

“Of course, darling, but I don’t know if I’ll be of much help.”

Monica let herself be dragged away and they approached the Cadals. Michael went through the introductions, then he took a step back, letting his sister take over. 

“Mister and Missus Cadal,” Monica began, “I’m sorry for what’s happened, and I’m sure you want to get to the hospital as soon as possible.”

Claudia sniffled. “We want to be by Beauty’s side, but we had to make sure the police were doing everything they could to catch her attacker. Thank goodness you’re both here. We want to help you as best we can so ask your questions.”

Monica looked around at the gawkers. “Would it be possible for us to go somewhere more private?”

“We can step out into the hall,” said Charles. 

Michael was struck by how different Charles looked now compared to just thirty minutes ago. Without the righteous mission of detaining all the suspects and facing down obstinate cops, he had nothing to distract him from the horrible situation he found himself in. Whether she was attacked or not, his daughter met with a horrible fall and was now fighting for her life in a cold, sterile hospital. The shock of that aged him twenty years and made him look a pale, washed-out copy of the handsome man who used to stand in his place.

They stopped just a few feet from the doors. 

“So,” Monica began. “Would you mind talking us through the night, from before the guests arrived to when your daughter was found?”

Claudia wiped a stray tear away and cleared her throat. “The guests started arriving at six, but the party didn’t officially start until six thirty. We sat down to dinner, and when everything was cleared away, we put the music on. She left the party, and when it came time to start the movie and she still hadn’t returned, I sent Marcus and James to look for her and... and...”

“Any arguments or fights spring up between Beauty or anyone else tonight?”

“No,” she wailed. “Everything was going perfectly. Beauty was having such a good time.”

Monica paused to let Claudia collect herself. When her tears slowed, she continued. “What about before the party? Were there any run-ins with the staff?”

Charles shook his head. “No. Beauty didn’t deal with the staff. Only we did, and Malia of course.”

“What about the people in Beauty’s life? Is there anyone who would want to hurt your daughter?”

They were shaking their heads before she finished the question.

“Everyone loved Beauty,” Charles said firmly. “No one would want to hurt her.”

Michael suddenly piped up. “But yet you feel strongly that someone did. Why is that?”

Their faces changed, going from sorrowful to serious. Claudia and Charles shared a look. 

“This has... happened before,” Charles answered reluctantly. 

Michael’s eyes sharpened. “What? Someone made an attempt on your daughter’s life before? Why didn’t you say something?”

“Because we were never sure,” Charles replied. “When Beauty was eighteen, she was run off the road near Siren Woods by some reckless nut. She wrapped her car around a tree but walked away without a scratch. Then when she was nineteen, she was almost hit by a falling studio light. We chalked them up to accidents, because she had never received any threats and the incidents were over a year apart, but then it happened again. A couple of months ago, she was out with friends when her drink was found to have strawberry juice in it.”

“Strawberries?” Monica asked.

“Beauty is severely allergic to strawberries,” Claudia answered. “It was only by chance that her friend took a sip of her drink first and warned her. After that, we started to get worried something was going on. We hired extra security and warned Beauty to be careful.” Claudia’s face crumpled. “But we should have done more! We knew something was wrong! We could have stopped this!”

“Mrs. Cadal, you did everything you could do,” Monica said soothingly. “And now we’re going to do everything we can do to help your daughter. If you can tell us who Beauty was close to, we’ll begin questioning them while you go and be with her.”

“Thank you. Charles can tell you what you need to know. I am going to get changed.” She took off down the hall and the siblings turned to Charles.

“Beauty has so many friends,” Mr. Cadal said. “But she’s particularly close to Emma French and Minnie Choi. They are also students at Castle Rock University. There is also Beauty’s boyfriend, Gabriel Silva. All three of them are in the ballroom so—”

“We’ll speak to them, Mr. Cadal. You go ahead.”

Charles didn’t need to be told twice. “My phone will be on. Call me if you find out anything. Anything,” he repeated. “I don’t care what time it is.”

They nodded, and he took off. 

Monica turned to Michael when the sound of his footsteps faded. “What do you think?”

“I think this keeps getting stranger,” he said softly. “Three attempts on her life, spaced out over three years, but no threats made.”

“Maybe there were no threats made because they really were accidents. Maybe tonight was too, but paranoia is making the Cadals think otherwise.”

Michael shook his head. “No. I have a feeling their instincts are right. No one is that unlucky to have so many brushes with death.”

“I would say she was lucky. She walked away from three brushes with death.”

“Until now,” he said gravely. “If this wasn’t an accident then we’re not only dealing with a smart, patient, and crafty would-be killer. We’re facing one who can be in two places at once.”

Monica shivered. “I can’t even imagine that. Someone watching her, following her around for years, just biding their time. Who could hate her that much?”

Michael looked toward the ballroom. “Let’s find out.”

***
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MONICA AND MICHAEL assisted Samira and Spencer with collecting names and statements. Unsurprisingly, most guests refused to be searched. They worked through the guest list until there were only a dozen people left. 

The siblings requested that Beauty’s friends and boyfriend stay behind, along with Malia Diragoni and the staff that worked the party. The twelve of them gathered near the platform, watched over by Spencer and Samira.

“Gabriel?” Monica called out. “Can we talk to you for a second?”

Gabriel peeled himself off the stage and loped over to the dining table that Michael and Monica had chosen as their interview space. Samira was right behind him.

“I will be listening in,” Samira said in response to their unasked question. “We were called in. We won’t sit idly by if there truly is an attacker on the loose.”

“Attacker?” Gabriel said, frowning. “You guys serious?”

His frown did nothing to mar his handsome face. Sharp cheekbones, piercing brown eyes, pointed nose, and a chin that looked like it was chiseled out of a slab of granite. 

“We don’t have proof,” Monica said, “but we are looking at this as an attempt on Beauty Cadal’s life. Her parents tell us there have been more than one.”

Samira’s eyes narrowed, but Gabriel rolled his. “Not the strawberry juice thing again. That was just an accident. Some overworked bartender mixed up the drinks. It’s not like Beauty drank it. Emma took a sip from the wrong glass, warned her, and the night went on.”

“What about the studio light?”

“Those things are falling all the time, aren’t they? Look, Beauty didn’t even take all that seriously.” Gabriel brushed his curly locks out of his eyes. “She thought her parents were overreacting especially with the guards. She ordered them away half the time.”

“So you don’t know of anyone who wanted to hurt Beauty? Anyone ever threaten her?”

He shrugged. “Nah, dude. I mean, some people were jealous of her, for sure. She’s hot and rich and dating me.” He smiled broadly, either completely unaware of how arrogant that sounded or completely uncaring. “She got some nasty comments on her blog but that’s it.”

“Blog?”

“Yep,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “Beauty runs a fashion blog, Beauty isn’t Skin Deep. She’s a fashion major at CRU. They all had to make one for class, but hers got popular so she kept it up.”

“And people have sent her weird messages? Is there a way for us to see them?”

He shook his head, curls swinging. “She deletes the stupid ones right away. It’s just dumb, petty stuff, nothing to do with anything.”

“What about tonight, Mr. Silva? Beauty is getting nasty messages. She keeps meeting with accidents, and now, she takes a tumble down the stairs and her phone goes missing. What do you think about that?”

He sat up. “Her phone? Well, that is weird. Beauty never let that thing out of her sight. I wasn’t even allowed to touch it. You sure it wasn’t on her?”

Samira answered this one. “A call to the hospital confirmed that she wasn’t brought in with a phone, and one wasn’t found anywhere near the staircase. Did you see her with the phone at any point tonight?”

He scoffed. “She had her phone all night.”

“How do you know?” Michael asked.

“I saw it.” He jerked his thumb behind him. “The whole room saw it. Beauty was up on her throne, in full view of the party, texting away.”

“Beauty fell right around nine o’clock. Where were you at that time?”

Another scoff. “I was here waiting for the big countdown with everyone else.”

Monica looked at Michael. He shook his head. “Thank you, Mr. Silva. That’s all for now. We’ll call you if we have any more questions.”

Gabriel nodded, then rose to leave. He took a few steps before pausing. “It’s not...” He looked over his shoulder at them and Michael saw the arrogance was gone. “It’s not really possible, that she was pushed, right? I mean, no one would do that to her?”

“We don’t have evidence to say she was attacked,” Samira said firmly. “But if she was, we’re going to catch the person who did this to her.”

Gabriel looked at Samira directly. “Leave me in a room alone with him when you do.” 

With that chilling statement floating in the air, Gabriel stomped away and they turned their attention to the remaining people. 

“Minnie Choi,” Monica called out. “Can we speak to you?”

A tiny, raven-haired figure broke away from the group to join them at the dining table. Minnie removed her mask to reveal a pretty, but kind-looking face. “It’s Choi Min Su, but everyone calls me Minnie.”

“Minnie it is,” Monica replied. “Beauty’s parents tell me you’re one of her best friends.”

She nodded. “Yep. Friends since freshman year. We’re both fashion majors too. I made this.”

The this she was referring to was her intricate lace gown with a corset bodice. 

“Beautiful,” admired Monica. “So you also had the same blog project that Beauty did. Did you know about the problem she was having with hers? The nasty messages?”

Minnie shrugged. “You spend more than five minutes on the internet, and you’re going to get trolled. I got nasty emails too. We both just deleted them and moved on.”

“So there wasn’t anyone or anything that Beauty worried about?”

Headshake. “No, just the opposite. She’s been flying high. Her blog has been doing well, and she’s starting to make real money. She was even contacted by a rep from the fashion magazine, Mirror, Mirror. They wanted to do a piece on young, entrepreneurial women who are dominating the fashion scene.”

Monica asked her about Beauty’s brushes with death. She got another round of scoffing in response. “Her parents were always freaking over nothing. Just accidents. No big deal.”

“How about tonight? Did you see anyone suspicious hanging a little too close to Beauty?”

Minnie waved her mask at them. “Didn’t see anyone, and I wouldn’t have recognized them if I did.”

“Where were you around nine o’clock?”

“I was here on the dance floor waiting for Beauty to make her big entrance.”

“Okay, that’s all I wanted to ask. Mira, you have any questions?”

Samira shook her head. Monica let Minnie go with a wave while she called for Emma French.

Emma heaved a sigh as she plopped down. “It’s about time. It’s almost midnight you know.”

“We’re sorry to keep you up so late, Miss French,” Monica said politely. “We just have a few questions.”

She flapped a hand at them. “So ask.”

Monica tried another tack this time. “Tell us about the party.”

She shrugged. “It was fun. Not her usual Beauty bash, but I think that’s what everyone liked about it.”

“What made this party unusual?”

Snorting, Emma waved her hand to encompass the space. “Buffet-style dinner, mashed potato bar, a DJ instead of a band, and a masquerade theme. A typical Beauty party is ten times more snobbish. Last year, she had a garden party complete with those ridiculous old lady hats and a harpist.”

Monica nodded along but tried to steer the conversation back. “So did Beauty get into it with anyone?”

“Not that I saw. She spent most of the night on the throne. I asked her to dance a few times, but she ignored me.”

“Do you know a reason why someone would want to hurt her? All these accidents we’ve heard about. Strawberry juice in her cup. Falling lights. Seems strange.”

“Not if you knew Beauty. The girl is gorgeous on the outside, but might have well have been a gargoyle on the inside.”

Michael blinked at her bluntness. She sounded so matter-of-fact; as though, she was giving directions instead of bad-mouthing Beauty. 

“I thought you were Beauty’s best friend,” Michael said. 

She focused on him. Emma French was far from beautiful. Her face was a riot of acne and thin, stringy blonde hair hung in her face. Her only attractive feature was the striking gray eyes which were staring at him coldly. 

“Yeah, we’re friends. I’ve known Beauty for most of my life, and that’s just how she is. She is mean for no other reason than she can be and even though everyone else is going to lie and say she was an angel, you should know the truth if you’re going to find out who did this.”

“So you believe she was pushed?” Michael asked.

“Wouldn’t surprise me if she was. She pissed a lot of people off.”

“Where were you at nine o’clock?” Monica asked, getting right to the point.

“I was standing by the buffet table waiting for the big celebration.”

“Alright, that’s all for now. Thank you.”

Emma got to her feet without another word and strode away. Monica and Michael watched her go before turning to each other.

“My money is on her,” Monica stated. “She calls herself Beauty’s friend, but it seems like she couldn’t stand her. I wouldn’t want a friend like that at my back while descending the stairs.”

“Agreed, but you heard her. She was in this room with everyone else at the time and probably has witnesses and three oversized guards to back that up. We should focus on the people who could move about freely.”

“Want to do this one by one or all together?”

Michael got to his feet. “Let’s talk to them together and then take a look around. I haven’t seen where she fell yet.”

Monica turned to Samira. “Mira, what do you think?”

“Don’t mind me. I’m just observing the Grimm process in action, and it seems Michael does very little talking when he’s working too.”

“You learn much more listening than you do talking.” Michael had repeated this mantra so many times over the years his sister once suggested he get it tattooed across his forehead. “Monica knows the right questions to ask, and I know the right things to look for. We make a good team that way.”

“Don’t believe him, Mira,” Monica teased. “He just likes sticking me with most of the work.”

Michael shrugged. “That too.”

They spared a few chuckles, but quickly sobered when they approached the remaining people. 

Malia stepped out in front of them. “Darlings, ask your questions so these poor people can go home. They’ve been on their feet all night.”

Monica nodded. “Of course, Malia. We only have a few things we want to ask. Where were you all at nine o’clock this evening?”

Malia placed her hand over her heart. “I was on stage getting ready to press start on the light show and movie.”

The detectives shifted their attention to the black-pants-and-tie-clad servers. 

“We were here too,” one of the guys piped up. “Standing behind the buffet in case anyone wanted anything.”

“No one left to go to the kitchen? The bathroom? Anywhere?”

“We didn’t need to go to the kitchen,” another one spoke up. “We served all the food from the buffet line and had extra servings under the table. Some of us left the room a few times of course, but we were all together at nine.” She shrugged. “We wanted to see the light show too.”

Monica inclined her head. “Okay, thanks. You all can go home, but, Malia, if you wouldn’t mind hanging back for a minute.”

The servers tramped out while Malia lifted a penciled brow. “What can I do for you, love?”

“You hire lots of people to put these parties together. Would you mind giving us a list of everyone who helped with the prep, the food, the decorations, and the electronics? Anyone who was in the house tonight that wasn’t an official guest.”

“You think someone used me and the party to gain access to the house and attack poor Beauty? Darling, I can assure you I run background checks on everyone I employ. Year of the Dragon caters to the most upscale clientele. I don’t have just anyone running around these people’s homes.”

“I’m sure you’re very thorough,” Samira said. “But we do need to cover our bases.”

With obvious reluctance, Malia exchanged contact information and agreed to pass on the list of everyone she invited on the Cadal’s property. After that was done, they let her go and turned to each other.

Spencer folded his arms. “So? Did the friends or the boyfriend give you anything?”

Monica shook her head. “Only one admitted Beauty may have had enemies, but all confirmed they were in the ballroom at the time she fell.” 

“So, this was a complete waste of time. It was an accident like we assumed all along.”

“We still haven’t found the missing phone and three brushes with death are odd no matter how you look at it.”

Spencer screwed up his face. “Three brushes with death?”

Samira nodded. “I would also like some clarification on that.”

Monica filled them both in on what the Cadals told them.

Spencer cursed. “No wonder they’re paranoid.”

“They have reason to be,” Michael said, “especially after tonight.”

Samira looked at Spencer. “We should go. We need to talk to the chief and see if she’ll give us leeway to investigate this as an attempted murder.”

“Wait,” Michael said as the two began to walk off. He glanced at Samira. “What about dinner?”

She lifted her chin, looking at him steadily. “I told you, Michael. The next time we have dinner is up to you.”

She sidestepped him and kept walking. She did not look back.
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MICHAEL WOKE BEFORE his alarm the next morning. For a while, he just lay there staring at the ceiling while trying to piece things together.

Charles Cadal.

Wealthy. Doting father.

Claudia Cadal.

Scared and feeling guilty that some unknown malice haunted their daughter and struck from under their nose.

Emma French.

Resentment boiling beneath the surface, but does it stem from insecurity or a genuine slight?

Gabriel Silva.

Michael paused to chew this one over a bit more.

Beauty’s boyfriend. Handsome and he knows it. He didn’t seem concerned over her many accidents or her falling down the stairs. Finally showed an emotion over the thought of Beauty being attacked, but why did it come so late? 

Michael didn’t know how long he lay there musing, but this part couldn’t be rushed. People always remarked on how weird that Grimm boy was. How he was always sitting, staring, and watching. Taking everything in but making no move to take part. But Michael couldn’t help the way he was built and now that he was free of the prison they called prep school, he could appreciate this trait within himself. 

He had never been too good with people, but he was good at figuring them out. Most people believed murder cases were solved with forensics and high-tech gadgets, but the truth was it was all about the people. Once he understood the people surrounding the victim, what made them tick, how they thought, what motivated them, then it was only a matter of time before he discovered what could drive them to murder.

Although Michael had only spent a short time with the people around Beauty, he was already starting to form a picture...

...and the picture of Gabriel wasn’t quite clear. 

Michael filed him away under people he needed to speak to again and sat up in bed. It was Sunday and he had nowhere to be any time soon, so there was only one thing to do. 

It took him ten minutes to brush his teeth, change into his running clothes, and head out the door. Michael had two regular routes and as he jogged away from his apartment building he got on the path for his longer one. 

Letting his mind go blank, Michael sprinted past neighbors, dropping careless waves as he went. He ran through the square and smiled at the screaming kids splashing each other in the Castle Rock fountain. Michael ran all the way out of town, until he reached the spot where gravel and buildings gave way to Siren Woods. 

He ran all that way, and by the end, he still had no idea how someone could have pushed Beauty down the stairs and have been in the ballroom waiting for the main event to start at the same time. 

So much for a run helping me think, he thought wryly.

He skidded to a stop and turned back. Michael didn’t run in Siren Woods. He didn’t go into the woods at all. 

Michael sped back the way he came, until he reached the fountain. Taking a left instead of a right, he ended up in front of the Little Pigs café. Michael stepped inside and went straight to the bathroom. He freshened up as best he could and then stepped out to join the line.

The Little Pigs was the most popular café in town as shown by the long line that awaited him. Michael’s empty stomach complained, but he paid it no mind. It would soon be satisfied by waffles, mushrooms, and eggs Benedict. He salivated at the very thought.

The line took its time but soon he placed the order, took his number, and sat down to wait. 

He rubbed his hands together when the waiter finally headed for his table.

“Here you are, Michael.”

“Thank you.”

He wasted no time in picking up his fork and spearing a mushroom. He was bringing it to his mouth when the bell over the door chimed and a voice rang out.

“Detective Samira! Would you like the usual?”

Michael’s head shot up and their eyes met immediately. Samira looked at him, her expression impassive, then she shook her head. 

“No, thank you. I have to go.”

The door closed behind her and Michael’s fork clattered to his plate.

He wasn’t hungry anymore.
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MICHAEL TURNED HIS key in the lock and let himself in. 

“Michael, is that you?”

“Yes, Mom. It’s me.”

Kimona Grimm appeared in the hallway. Spots of flour were on her smooth cheeks, forehead, hands, and clothes, but of course, there was no apron because his mother never wore them when she cooked. 

“Baby,” she exclaimed. She rushed him and scooped him up in a fierce hug that would have squeezed his breakfast right out of him if he had been able to eat any. 

Michael kissed his mother on the cheek before stepping out of her hold. “What are you making, Mom? I’ll help.”

She patted his cheek. “My sweet boy.” 

His mother almost exclusively referred to him as “baby” and “sweet boy” despite him reaching adulthood fourteen years ago. But whenever Michael reminded her that he wasn’t a boy or a baby, he was treated to a rant about twenty-four hours of labor and a head the size of a watermelon. That usually got him to admit defeat. “I’m making festival and ackee,” she announced. “You can take over the festival until your sister gets here.”

“Yes, Mom.”

They walked about three steps from the front door and arrived in the kitchen. His childhood home was just that small. A little cramped house in a row of other little cramped houses, but they made due.

Michael unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves to get to work. Michael loved festival, which was no doubt why his mother put it on the menu for Sunday lunch. Festival was a delicious concoction of flour, sugar, nutmeg, cornmeal, and butter. He would take the dough, shape it, and then fry it to golden brown perfection. 

For the next several minutes, they worked in silence. Michael and his mother were the chefs in the family, and they both preferred quiet in the kitchen. Monica on the other hand—

“Mom! Michael! I’m here.”

The ackee was abandoned while his mother ran out to give Monica the same warm greeting. 

“There’s my princess.”

Michael looked up from his perfectly formed rolls of dough as both mother and daughter joined him. He was struck sometimes by how similar Monica and his mother looked. They both had the same curly hair, although his mother cut hers short nowadays. They had the same button nose, same brown eyes, and gave him the same head smack when he got “fresh.”

“Michael, did you tell Mom about the case?” Monica asked as she hung her purse on the back of a dining room chair. “The case of the stalking phantom who can be in two places at once.”

Kimona lifted a brow. “What’s this now? Two places at once? Don’t tell me you have another awful murder to investigate.”

“No, not murder,” Michael clarified. “Attempted murder. A young woman might have been pushed down the stairs.”

Kimona gasped. Her eyes grew bigger as Michael told her the details of the case. 

“That poor girl. How are you supposed to find this devil?”

Monica hopped on the kitchen counter. “That’s a great question, Mom. How are we supposed to find them when everyone was gathered in the ballroom at the time she was pushed? We took a look around last night after everyone had gone and there is only one way out of the ballroom. Everyone would have had to pass the guards to leave the room. You exit the ballroom and walk down the hall until you get to the living room and the staircase where she was found. That’s also the way to the kitchen, which did have a back door, but again, you can’t go through the back door without leaving the ballroom and passing the guards. I don’t know how we can get around an alibi that foolproof.”

“It seems foolproof, but no matter what the guards claim, someone obviously wasn’t in there,” Michael said as he went back to his chore. “We just have to find out who.”

Monica sighed. “I love it when you say things like it’s going to just be that easy. Remember the last case we had in Fairy Tails? Rich people don’t like getting caught up in murder investigations and they have lawyers charging five hundred dollars an hour to make sure they aren’t.”

Kimona hummed, tapping her chin. “You said the woman’s name was Beauty Cadal? I remember a Beauty. Kind of hard to forget a name like that. I believe your father is a friend of the family. You should go to him if you get stuck. He may know of someone who held a grudge against the Cadals.”

Monica clapped. “That’s a good idea. Daddy can be our man on the inside. Scoping out the seedy underbelly hiding behind the glitz and glamour of Fairy Tails.”

The dough burst through the cracks of his fingers as he squeezed it a bit too tightly. “We don’t need Dad’s help,” he said curtly. “The Cadals are giving all the help and information they can and Samira will hop on the case if we can prove this wasn’t an accident. We’ll be fine.”

“It can’t hurt to ask Dad—”

“No.”

Monica groaned and hopped off the counter. “You’re so stubborn.”

“I’m not stubborn,” he replied evenly. “I have faith we can solve this puzzle on our own. What’s wrong with that?”

The look on Monica’s face said she believed that as much as she believed in curses and fairy godmothers. “Whatever, bro. Just finish up. I’m starving.” Monica hooked an arm through Kimona’s. “Come sit down. Michael will cook while I tell you what’s been going on. You know my friend just opened a restaurant...”

Michael shook his head as his family walked out and left him with the cooking. He would be more bothered about it, but honestly, he would rather stand in silence over a bowl of dough than talk about his father. 

Michael let the repetitiveness of the task consume him. Rip off a piece of dough. Shape it into a finger. Place it on the plate. 

Rip. Shape. Plate. Rip. Shape. Plate. 

He was so lost in it he almost didn’t notice his phone vibrating in his pocket. He hurried to wipe his hands and answer before it went to voicemail.

“Hello?”

“Michael Grimm? This is Charles Cadal. Do you have information on the case?”

Michael stepped away from the counter. “I’m afraid there isn’t much to report. We briefly spoke to Beauty’s friends and boyfriend, and Malia Diragoni is working on a list of all the people employed to work the party, but so far no one can point us to someone who would want to hurt your daughter, or even how they could have left the room to do it without being noticed.”

A frantic voice sounded in Michael’s ear. “Charles? Charles!”

“I can’t talk now. Come by the hospital in an hour and we can talk next steps.”

“But, Mr. Cad—”

Click.

Michael looked down at the beginnings of a fantastic meal and sighed. 

I guess I’m skipping lunch too.

***
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MICHAEL DRAGGED HIS protesting sister out of the house and into the car for the long drive to Hart Hospital. Fairy Tails was on the opposite side of town, far from the modest neighborhood they grew up in and it took a while to drive through Castle Rock, wait to be checked at the gate, then navigate the twisty lanes of the Fairy Tails community. 

Michael always felt like he was stepping into another world when he came through those gates. Every lawn was immaculate. There were no patches of brown, no wilting flowers, but there were also no people. He didn’t see attractive couples strolling hand in hand on the sidewalk. No mothers pushing strollers out in the fresh air. No laughing kids riding their bikes in the street.

Except for passing the occasional sports car or limo, Michael rarely saw anyone out and about in Fairy Tails. The residents clearly preferred to stay behind their massive wrought-iron fences, cut off from each other and the simple townspeople they looked down their noses on.

“What’s that look, bro?” Monica interrupted his thoughts. “You okay?”

He nodded. “Yeah, I was just thinking about how different life is on the other side. We were lucky to grow up the way we did.”

She laughed. “We were lucky? They have ponies, and butlers, and chefs that make you cheesecake every night, not just on special occasions. What did we have that made us so lucky?”

“Each other.”

She snorted. “Mom’s the best, but you’re no great prize.”

“What was that?” He reached over, quick as a flick, and smooshed his hands in her hair, ratting it all up. 

Monica squealed, trying to bat his hands away. “Michael, stop!”

“I’m the best big brother in the world,” he teased. “That’s what you meant to say, right?”

By the time they got to the hospital, Monica’s hair was a disaster and Michael’s sides were sore from laughing. She was glaring at him hard enough to burn the eyebrows off a lesser man but he laughed harder every time he caught sight of her.

“Come on, let’s go,” Michael said, glancing at his watch. “We are five minutes late.”

“Whose fault is that?” she cried. “Too busy harassing your sister to make the right turn for the hospital.” She yanked her comb out of her purse and began trying to tame the mess he made.

Michael led the way inside and followed the directions Charles texted him to find Beauty’s room.

They stepped out of the elevators onto the 4th floor, the tile shining in the artificial lights. It was eerily quiet up here. The only sounds being the faint beeps of machines and the whispered conversations between nurses.

The siblings stopped at the nursing station and gave their names.

“Hello,” Monica greeted. “Where is room 203? Cadal.”

“Ah, you mean Sleeping Beauty,” the nurse said, “or at least that is what we have been calling her. Poor girl. Such an ugly thing to have happened to someone so beautiful.” The nurse stood and leaned over the counter. She pointed down the hall. “Turn right and 203 will be on your left.”

Monica thanked her and they strode down the hall to room 203. They paused and knocked, waiting until the voice on the other side told them to come in.

Charles and Claudia looked up from their positions at Beauty’s bedside. Their eyes were rimmed with red, noses raw from wiping, and exhaustion was written in the lines of their faces, but Beauty herself...

Michael’s feet carried him in, drawing him to the figure on the bed. He stopped just short of Charles and his breath caught.

The photos and portraits had not done her justice. Even with her arm in a sling and her head wrapped in bandages, Michael was certain she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, maybe even the most beautiful woman in the world. Full, bow-shaped lips, a turned-up nose, and smooth flawless skin that had most likely never seen a pimple or blemish. Her thick, curly black hair cascaded along the pillow, covering up the stark, clinical white fabric. 

She looked so peaceful. If it wasn’t for the multiple machines she was hooked up to, she could appear to be simply sleeping.

Michael cleared his throat. “I see why you named her Beauty.”

Claudia smiled, patting her daughter’s hand. “She didn’t look this way when we first met her. She was a red, squalling, wrinkly little thing.” She laughed. “But in our eyes, she was perfect. Beautiful.”

“I’m so sorry about what’s happened,” Monica said, joining Michael at his side.

Charles rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. “Thank you, but we don’t need sorrys. We need to find the trash who did this to her. Please tell us you have something.”

Monica shook her head. “We’ve just started investigating, Mr. Cadal. We don’t have any suspects yet, but we are going to look into these accidents. You said you never received any threats against Beauty, but from what we gathered last night, Beauty did not take the accidents seriously. Is it possible she could have received the threats herself and just ignored them, like she did the nasty comments on her blog?”

Claudia took a shuddering breath. “We told her to come to us if something like that happened, but it’s true, she didn’t think she was in danger. She refused to let the guards follow her around school, but we did convince her to spend more nights at home.”

“More nights at home?” Michael piped up. “I thought she lived with you.”

“She does,” said Charles. “But when she turned eighteen, she wanted more independence, so we got her an apartment near campus.”

Michael and Monica shared a look. “We’ll need to check out her apartment and her room in Cadal Manor,” Monica said. “We might find something that will point to a suspect. Once we find out who wanted to hurt her, we can focus on how they manage to do it.”

Charles nodded along. “Anything you need. I’ve already told the guard at the manor to let you both in without question, and I’ll have the staff there in an hour waiting for you when you get to Beauty’s apartment.”

Michael held up a hand. “Actually, we’ll visit the apartment tomorrow morning. Today we would like to start at the manor and do a more thorough sweep of the place. Since that is where all of this happened.”

Claudia nodded. “Of course. As Charles said you have full access.” She stuck her hand in her pocket and pulled out a key. “Here.”

“Thank you,” Monica replied as she took it. “We’ll go now and give you some privacy.”

Monica and Michael left the room. They waited until they were at the elevators to speak. “What do you think we’ll find at the house?” Monica asked.

“We only took a quick look around last night to get the layout. Today, we could try and search for the phone.”

“In a mansion that big? It would be like looking for a particular speck of sand on the beach.”

“Still wouldn’t hurt to try. The house is empty and nothing has been moved or cleaned up yet, so it’s the perfect time to run through the events of last night.”

“Okay, fair point.” 

She pressed the button for the elevator just as Michael’s stomach loudly announced its displeasure at missing two meals.

He grinned at Monica. “Let’s stop for lunch on the way.”

***
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BURGER IN HAND, MICHAEL drove up to the gate of the manor and waved at the guard as he let them through. He parked in the drive, and they polished off the rest of their meal before climbing out.

“I wish Mira and her army of uniforms and crime scene investigators were here,” Monica remarked. 

Michael thought back to the tense moment at the café. “We can do this without the Castle Rock Police Department, Mo. We have solved murder cases on our own before.”

“We solved one murder case before,” she shot back, “and as I remember it, Samira was pretty involved then too.”

Michael let the act of pulling out the key and opening the door save him from answering. He pushed it open and stepped aside for Monica to walk through.

She whistled. “Wow. This place makes an amazing second impression too.” She glanced at him. “They are putting a lot of trust in us. Giving us their house key. Telling the guards to let us come and go as we please.”

Michael nodded, closing the door after himself. “Right now, we’re the only ones who believe them.”

Monica bit her lip. “About that... I don’t know yet if I do. We keep joking about a phantom, but no one can be in two places at once. If everyone was in the ballroom like the guards, Cadals, and the guests say they were, then we should accept this was an accident. We don’t want to give these parents false hope.”

He shook his head as he stepped around her, setting off for the ballroom. “No...no, I’m telling you, Mo. Something isn’t right. I can feel it.”

“Did you notice something while we were scoping everyone out last night?”

He turned his head to look at her. “The friend, Emma French. She says they have been best friends since they were kids, but she doesn’t even pretend to like her. And the boyfriend?”

Monica nodded. “Took him way too long to show some concern. Didn’t even ask how she was doing.”

“Exactly. None of them did.”

She sighed. “But they were still nowhere near her when she fell.”

Michael squeezed her shoulder. “One thing at a time. First, we find the suspects. Then, we’ll figure out the method.”

Monica squared her shoulders. “Alright, let’s do this. Our phantom stalker won’t know what hit them.”

Michael chuckled as they pushed through the doors into the ballroom. Monica went off ahead of him, she crossed the room to the platform.

Michael took his eyes off her and looked around at the rest of the room. Everything was still how they left it last night. Dining tables and a buffet surrounding the dance floor, masks scattered about the floor, a stage and a big screen set up at the end, and smack-dab in the middle of it all, a platform with a single throne. Beauty was the center of attention all night, giving her phantom a perfect view.

Much like the view Michael now had of Monica as she reclined in the seat. “I wonder why she asked for the throne,” Monica mused. “She was having a party thrown by Malia Diragoni herself. Why would you want to sit up here like a houseplant, when you could be enjoying the festivities with everyone?”

“Who is this Malia person anyway?”

Monica rolled her eyes. “You’re so out of touch, bro. How can you not know who Malia is? She’s amazing. She built her empire from scratch, becoming a household name in less than a year. Year of the Dragon is not just an event planning company; it is the event planning company. She is a legend known to throw the wildest, most unique parties out there. We’re talking acrobats, fire-eaters, jungle-themed parties with actual tigers in attendance. And because she only works with the rich and the famous, some of the bands she’s hired to work the parties have made their careers just on that one gig. The connections you can make through her are endless.”

Michael closed the distance and leaned against the platform. “That explains why you dropped your band name in the middle of your introduction.”

She laughed. “Gotta advertise when I can. Chasing phantoms and killers is just the day job.”

“Speaking of said day job,” Michael said pointedly. “We should get back to it.”

Monica sat up and looked around. “Well, this is what we know. Beauty was up on this platform in full view of everyone with her phone in hand, but when she was found, the phone was gone. Is the only explanation that it was taken?”

Michael bit his lip. “If she dropped it or something, we would have to assume she would stop to look for it, not just continue on.”

“Unless she didn’t know she dropped it. If she was dressed in one of those massive gowns, she might have thought she slipped it into her pocket when really she missed.”

Michael backed up, thrusting out his arms. “Then it would have happened here where the music would have been too loud for her to hear it clatter to the ground.”

“True.” Monica got to her feet. “And with all the people walking, stomping, and dancing around it could have been kicked underneath something.”

“Let’s look.”

They didn’t waste any more time. The Grimm siblings looked under every table and checked every corner. They even stuck their heads under the stage and the platform. 

Nothing.

Monica flopped down onto a dining chair. “That got us nowhere.”

“Au contraire, baby sister,” Michael said, his smile still in place. “If it wasn’t dropped in a noisy room full of people, then it’s looking more and more likely that the phone was taken.” He spun around, heading for the door. “Come on.”

“Where to next?”

“Where she fell,” he said over his shoulder.

They hurried down the hallway and stopped right at the foot of the staircase. Well, Monica stopped, Michael put his foot on the steps and continued up. 

“Where are you going?” Monica called.

“The guards came up that hallway,” he called down. “They heard the scream, they come running, but they didn’t see or hear anyone else.” Michael reached the top of the stairs. “The only places the attacker could have gone is in the living room, which is a dead end. There is the kitchen just off the living room which has a door leading out into the backyard, or they stayed up here.”

Monica picked up his line of thought. “The only way in and out of this side of the house is through the back door or down this hallway,” she said as she walked around, sizing up the space. “There is no back staircase and no other way for the attacker to get out.” She looked up at him. “They must have hidden in one of the rooms, waited until the guards ran to get help, and when the coast was clear, they made a run for it. What’s up there anyway?”

Michael waved her up. “Let’s look.”

Together, Michael and Monica searched the rooms one by one. They pawed through the drawers, opened the closets, and thoroughly snooped through everything. “We’re still on the search for the phone,” Michael said when Monica asked why they were bothering to check the bowling alley.

They finished on one side and moved to the other, pushing through into what appeared to be an office. Michael’s eyes swept the room. 

Charles’s office.

The film containers, movie posters, and signed actress and actor photos lining the wall, gave it away.

“I’ll look through the desk,” Monica said, zeroing in on the massive oak desk resting in front of the bay windows.

He nodded. “I’ll peek at the bookshelves.”

“I know they want us to find out what happened,” Monica said as she rifled through the papers on his desk. “But I can’t imagine Mr. Cadal will be thrilled about us going through his things.”

“It’s a good thing he isn’t here then,” Michael said mildly as he pushed the books aside.

“Oh yeah,” she said, pausing in her search. “He won’t be happy.”

Michael shoved the book he was holding back into the case. “Did you find something?”

She sighed. “Nothing that has anything to do with Beauty.” 

Monica reached into the drawer and pulled out a small bronze coin—wait, no.

Michael took a closer look. It wasn’t money. There was a triangle where the head of an old dead guy should have been and a number in the middle. 

“What is it?” Michael asked.

“Sobriety chips. Apparently, Charles is twenty-one—actually, twenty-three years sober.” Monica tossed the coin back. “Good for him.”

Michael jerked his head at the door. “We should go. We still have one more room to search.”

Monica stepped out from behind the desk and they padded out of the room, closing the door softly behind them. 

They approached the double doors at the end of the hall and went inside. 

Michael whistled. “Wow. No need to ask whose room this is.”

Beauty Cadal’s bedroom was like nothing he had ever seen before, but then, Michael was used to cheap wicker chairs, bargain decorations, and rooms no bigger than the length of his arm span. 

Beauty’s room was bigger than his apartment and then some. A massive four-poster bed, loaded down with designer clothes, sat pressed against the back wall, while the plush pink carpets were covered with shoes, scarves, purses, and a bunch of other accessories. Michael had to assume they ended up on the floor because her vanity had no more space. It was covered with makeup and perfumes, and her closets, all four of them, were stuffed to the brim. 

The siblings shared a grimace before getting down to work. They searched through the overstuffed closets, checked under the bed, stuck their head into the drawers, perused the bathroom, and pawed through the desk.

“Nothing,” Monica announced as she threw herself in the desk chair. “No phone, no diary, no threatening letters, no anything.”

Michael stepped out of the bathroom. “What about the laptop?”

She shook her head. “Password protected.”

“Everything is online these days,” he remarked. “There could be threatening letters in the form of emails, and her blog may be the diary.”

“What’s the blog called again? Beautiful Skin, or something?”

“Beauty isn’t Skin Deep.”

“Right,” Monica said. “We haven’t checked it out yet, but it won’t do us any good to look through it as a visitor. If we could get into her laptop we could look through the admin dashboard.”

“Dashboard?” 

Monica rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you ever had a blog?”

He gave her a deadpan look.

“What am I saying? Of course, you haven’t. That would involve actually telling people what goes on in that head of yours.” She laughed. “A blog owner has their own dashboard to make posts, upload photos, and to receive and moderate comments. Her boyfriend said she deletes the nasty ones right away, but if we’re lucky there could still be a few sitting in her trash or waiting to be approved.”

Michael’s eyes went round. “We can see all that? Perfect! We just have to figure out her password.”

She shook her head. “It could literally be anything. No point in putting in a bunch of random guesses, we’d be here until we were dead.”

“Then how do we get in?” he asked, face falling. 

“No need for the sad face, brother mine. I know a few people good at this hacker stuff. They should be able to get into the laptop.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Good things always happen when you start a sentence with ‘I know a few people.’ Where would we be without your connections?”

Monica got to her feet. “I think we’ve already established you’d be completely lost without me.”

Michael guffawed. “I’ve never denied that we make a good team.”

Monica smiled, holding up her hand. “The best.”

Giving her a high five, he smiled right back.
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MICHAEL AND MONICA looked around a bit more, but they eventually had to admit the room had no answers for them. Michael made a quick call to Charles to ask for permission to take the laptop and then they left.

“Tomorrow we’ll check out her apartment,” Michael said as they descended the stairs. “I also want to speak to the guard, the boyfriend, the friends, all of them again.”

“I have names and numbers,” Monica replied, the laptop firmly under her arm. “I’ll ask Ella to make a few calls tomorrow morning, and arrange times for us to meet.”

They reached the bottom floor. “I also want to check in with Samira and see if they had any luck getting their chief to sign off on an investigation,” Michael said. 

“She would let you know if she did, wouldn’t she?”

Michael looked away. “Not... necessarily.”

Sighing, Monica patted him on the back. “Whatever you did, fix it.”

“I didn’t do anything,” he protested.

“Mmm hmm, sure you didn’t. Whether you think it’s your fault or not, apologize. I love Mira, and the two of you would give me such adorable nieces and nephews.”

Michael straightened and marched toward the hall. “Time to go.”

Monica’s laughter followed him. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry, but don’t run off. We still haven’t checked out the attacker’s possible escape route.”

Michael halted. Unfortunately, she had a point. Stiffly, he turned back around. Ignoring her knowing look, he led the way to the kitchen.

“So the attacker must have slipped out the back door when the coast was clear,” Monica said when they entered the stainless-steel, marble-countertop paradise. Then she shook her head. “But Marcus already told us the security cameras didn’t pick up anyone outside.”

“I almost forgot about the cameras. It’s true, if the guards found something on it, we wouldn’t be here right now.” Michael chewed his lip. “Maybe... the killer skirted the cameras, staying out of sight, and in all the panic and the confusion, they slipped inside and blended into the crowd again without the remaining guard noticing.”

“It’s thin,” Monica said. “But I guess it’s the best we got.”

“We’ll get more,” Michael said confidently. “Come on, let’s go.”

They ventured out of the kitchen and headed for the hallway leading to the exit. Monica pulled him up again.

“Wait, bro,” she said, her hand reaching out to grab his elbow. “What’s the rush?” 

Michael turned to her and narrowed his eyes. She had a look in her eyes which always showed up when she was planning some mischief. “Monica, whatever you’re thinking: no.”

She laughed. “Don’t say no before you know what I’m thinking.” She backed up, grin widening. “We’re in the home of one of the most famous movie directors in the country. Can you imagine his selection? It would be irresponsible of us to leave without at least checking it out.”

“Oh, well thank you for explaining it first so now I won’t feel bad about saying no.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the exit. “Let’s go.”

Monica just laughed and spun on her heels, racing into the living room. 

Groaning, Michael wondered why in the world little sisters were invented while he hurried after her.

He found his mischievous sister pawing through a glass case of DVDs with the laptop resting at her feet. One of many glass cases. 

Michael had to admit this was an impressive setup. A large sectional couch took up most of the space. There was a popcorn machine and wet bar on one side of the room and the other side had the collection of movies. There was a massive big-screen television that was near enough to the size of an actual movie theater screen. Michael moved further into the room then looked behind him.

He hummed. “Monica, check that out. You can close the doors, pull the curtain, and it’s like a theater in here.”

“This isn’t even out yet!”

Michael drifted toward the bar. “They don’t serve this in a movie theater though. That is a seriously expensive bottle of scotch.”

“This one is signed by the actress!”

Michael stepped away. “Pretty cool, sis, but we should get going. The Cadals could come back at any moment, and I don’t want them to catch us fooling around.”

“Michael, look. Do you remember this movie?” she asked excitedly. She wasn’t listening to a word he was saying. “We used to watch this with Daddy when we were little. I had completely forgotten about it.”

She walked over to him and shoved the movie into his hand. “Let’s put it on.”

“No, Monica!”

But Monica sidestepped him and went over to figure out the entertainment system.

Michael looked down at the DVD in his hand. He did remember the movie. It was some kind of fairy tale about a wicked queen and a monkey. Michael recalled snuggling into his father’s side while they laughed and ate all the treats and snacks their mother would never let them touch before bedtime. He remembered... and he scowled.

“I don’t want to watch this, Monica,” he said as he stepped over to her side. “Let’s get out of— Goodness, what kind of futuristic tech is this?”

He blinked at all the black sleek gadgets. He didn’t recognize half of them, but wow did they look cool. There was some kind of rectangular box, a flat tablet-looking thing, and then another box that was bigger than the first box, but with a black reflective surface.

Monica chuckled. “This is the DVD player.” She tapped the big, black box and the screen suddenly lit up. She tapped the screen again and the DVD slot opened. Monica took out the DVD that was inside, replaced it with their disc, inserted it, and hit play. “And this is a remote for the smart TV.”

She picked up the tablet-looking thing and swiped her finger along the screen. It responded to her eagerly, turning on right away. Monica smirked at him. “Get the popcorn ready, bro. We’re watching the movie in high style.”

She firmly tapped the screen...

...and almost dropped the tablet as they clapped their hands over their ears, crying out. 

Monica hurried to lower the volume of the TV from deafening to reasonable, but Michael had enough.

“That’s enough,” Michael said. “We’re leaving now.”

“But, Michael,” she whined. “It’s fine now, and I want to see the movie.”

“Then rent it and watch it in your own house, like a normal person.” He bent down and fiddled with the DVD player until it spat out the disc. He put it back in its case and handed it to his sister. “Return it and then we’re leaving.”

She sighed but went to do as he asked. Michael picked up the DVD they had removed, glanced at it, and then put it back in the player. Everything was going back exactly where they found it.

Monica picked up the laptop, and they left the living room heading down the hallway for the front doors. Michael had just wrapped his fingers around the doorknob when it turned in his hand. He let go and stepped back.

“—cleaned up before they get here. The last thing they need is for—”

Malia Diragoni stepped over the threshold, caught sight of them, and blinked. “Oh, hello, darlings. What are you doing here?”

Monica came from behind him and held out her hand. “We were having a look around,” she said. “See if we could learn anything new in the light of day.”

“And did you?” she asked. She gestured them off to the side to make room for the workers. “Take everything away, sweep, mop, and wash the dishes,” she ordered the cleaning crew. “I don’t want any trace of the party left. The last thing my friends need is to come home to a reminder of the horrors of last night.”

“Yes, ma’am,” someone replied before a dozen people streamed through the door and into the house. 

“You’re a friend of the Cadals?” Michael asked. 

Malia turned back to them. “Yes. Old friends, darling. So tell me, did you find anything?”

Monica shook her head. “No, nothing to prove that she was attacked or who did it, but we won’t give up until we know for sure what happened to her.”

Malia reached out and grabbed her hand. “Good. Please do everything you can, and I will of course, do my best to assist you. I told my assistant to email the names of the people I hired to work the party. You should have them by the morning. Is there anything else I can do?”

“That’s all for now, but we will let you know if we need more,” said Monica. She waved goodbye to Malia and they left the house and headed for Michael’s car.

Monica spoke up when they got inside. “If we swing by my friend’s place, I can get him started on cracking the laptop.”

“Alright.” Michael started the car and pulled out of the drive. “We’ll meet at the office tomorrow and then head over to Beauty’s apartment. We’ll have Ella go through the employee list to see if she can connect anyone to Beauty.”

She nodded. “Sounds like a plan, bro. We’ll find this phantom in no time.”
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AS USUAL, MICHAEL WAS awake, alert, and at his desk ready to go by the time his sister and their assistant, Eleanor Glass, strolled in the next morning. 

“Morning,” he said cheerily. 

“Stop that,” Monica grumped. Throwing her jacket and purse on her desk. “You know it offends me when you’re so dang happy in the morning.”

Michael laughed and waved at Ella. She was in a much better mood. 

“Good morning, Michael.” She lifted a brown paper bag. “I brought you both donuts.”

He grinned. “I knew there was a reason I hired you.”

Ella tossed it to him, and he rescued a glazed donut before handing it over to his sister. 

Ella shed her things and sat down at her desk. There was hardly room for three desks in the main room, but they all needed space to work so they dealt with the tight fit. When they truly needed some breathing room, one of them would move into the breakroom. The second, albeit smaller room where Michael had set up a couch, television, and a whiteboard and markers. Between that and the kitchenette and bathroom, Michael was set to work in the office all day and all night without leaving, and he had done more than once.

“So what’s on the agenda for today?” Ella asked with a smile. She brushed her long hair over her shoulder and sat at attention, ready to work. Ella was eighteen years old and a freshly minted student of Castle Rock University, but she worked harder than both of them combined. She always managed to have the office clean, the files sorted, her homework done, and a snack waiting for them when they came back from a long day of pounding the pavement chasing down cheating spouses.

“We’ve got a new case,” Michael began. He filled her in on everything that happened during the weekend.

Ella gasped. “Someone pushed Beauty Cadal down the stairs? But I know her. She goes to my school.”

“You guys hang out?” Monica asked around a mouthful of fried dough.

Ella shook her head. “No, we didn’t have any of the same classes, but I’ve seen her around and know about her blog.”

“You do?” Michael said. “So it really is popular?”

Ella suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Yes... but not for the right reasons.”

“What does that mean?”

“You can see for yourself.” Ella booted up her computer and Michael polished off his donut before going to stand by her desk. Monica soon joined him.

Ella spoke as she typed in the web address. “I heard about it from my roommate. I was getting ready for class and I pulled out a hoodie and a pair of sweats. Layla looked at me like I was insane and asked if I was trying to get on the list. I had no idea what she was talking about until she showed me this.”

Ella pushed her chair away and gestured to the screen. Monica and Michael leaned in at the same time. 

Michael grabbed the mouse and scrolled down, his eyes widening as he went.

“What is this?” Monica said in shocked horror. “Why would anyone do this?”

Beauty isn’t Skin Deep was not a fashion blog, or at least, it wasn’t a fashion blog as they had come to know it. Beauty did have tabs for makeup tips, hair tips, and links to clothes that were in style, but under the tad labeled The List were photos of hapless people and underneath that were scathing comments on their outfits, their hair, their shoes, and pretty much every fault that Beauty found in them. If she had kept to the clothes that would have been bad enough, but her remarks often veered into the personal. The faces were blurred out and no names were mentioned, but Michael was sure people could still figure out who she was referring too.

Michael stopped on one photo and read the caption aloud. “Dear fans, you know it is my mission in life to make the world a more beautiful place. I take time and energy to research the latest trends, make tutorials, and provide you with options to improve yourself. So you can imagine my disappointment when people like this still insist on walking around looking like a pile of human waste. Green athletic shoes, ripped jeans ten years out of style, and an oversized t-shirt that doesn’t have the decency to at least be her boyfriend’s. Although, I guess she wouldn’t be wearing boo’s t-shirt, since last week he dumped her for someone who knew how to dress. Do better, girl, despite what you’ve heard, beauty isn’t only skin deep.”

There was more, but Michael stopped, his stomach churning. “Why would she write all this?” Michael said, echoing Monica’s question.

“I don’t know,” Ella said. “But everyone knows about it and if you read some of the comments, people are trying to guess who the person in the picture is and lol-ing.”

Monica scoffed. “Her friend did say Beauty’s blog was starting to make money and get noticed by people in her field. People were lapping it up, so she didn’t stop.”

“But why didn’t someone stop her?” Michael raged. “She’s trashing random people and embarrassing them for the world to see.”

Ella shook her head. “You can’t see the faces, and she was careful to never identify someone outright. It’s just a bunch of vague hints and digs. Not to mention, she’s got Daddy’s bank account and lawyers on her side. Trying to sue her would be a waste of time and money.”

Monica kissed her teeth. “Emma French was right.” 

Michael straightened, focusing on his sister. “Right about what?” 

“Beauty was gorgeous on the outside, but a gargoyle on the inside.”

***
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IT WAS A NEWLY ENLIGHTENED Michael and Monica that got into the car and peeled out of the parking lot. 

“We may not know the who or the how, but this may be the why,” Monica said. “Beauty must have embarrassed someone on her blog, made them the object of ridicule, and they decided to get back at her.”

“We have Ella looking through the guest list, employee list, and The List. She’ll find out if there is a connection between the blog and the people at the party.”

“I wonder why her parents didn’t tell us about the blog?”

Michael shrugged. “Maybe they didn’t know?”

“What else do they not know about their daughter?”

“Maybe her apartment will hold some clues. Far away from Mom and Dad’s watchful eye. We might discover more about her.”

“I’m not sure I want to learn any more about her,” Monica grumbled. 

They fell silent for the rest of the drive.

Michael turned down Beauty’s street and into a luxury apartment complex. Consulting the directions Charles sent him, Michael drove through the complex until he reached Beauty’s building. 

They parked the car and made the trek up a flight of stairs and stopped outside her door. 

“Nice place,” Michael remarked. “Close to campus and about as expensive as it gets on our side.”

“Who is supposed to let us in?” Monica said softly.

“Charles said he would call the staff and have them waiting for us. I’m guessing they are inside.” Michael raised his hand and knocked.

The door opened almost immediately.

“Hello!”

“Hello!”

“Hello!”

Michael took a quick step back. He had not been prepared for the enthusiastic greeting.

Three elderly women beamed at them from the other side of the doorway. All three were blonde and gray, rosy-cheeked, and dressed in simple ankle-length dresses of different shades. One wore pink, the other wore blue, and the third woman wore green.

“Hello,” Michael said cautiously. “My name is Michael Grimm, and this is my partner, Monica Grimm. I’m sure Charles told you why we’re here.” 

Three faces fell. 

“Of course, we know,” said one of the women. “We were at the party when poor Beauty fell. I can’t believe she is hurt.”

“And in a coma,” another said mournfully.

“So sad,” said the last.

Michael looked between them. “You were at the party?” 

One nodded. “Mr. Cadal was kind enough to invite us. He said it was to thank us for all we’ve done for Beauty. It was so fun getting to dress up and wear those mysterious masks.” She tittered. “All those fancy people. I think there were even a few celebrities there. Can you imagine? Us rubbing elbows with celebrities. It was the perfect night—” She abruptly realized what she was saying. “Well, except for...” 

Mysterious is right. I don’t remember seeing these three at all, but then I did only ask to speak to Beauty’s friends and the party staff. I never thought to ask for Beauty’s own staff.

“Who are you?” Monica probed.

The woman nearest the door tossed her head. “Oh, forgive us, you must think us so rude. My name is Dora,” said the woman in green. “I’m Beauty’s housekeeper.”

“I’m Donna,” replied the woman in blue. “I’m her cook.”

“And I am Mary.” This came from the woman in pink. “I’m Beauty’s driver.”

“Please, come in,” said Dora.

They thanked her and stepped inside, wiping their feet on the rug. Michael looked around and noticed right away that this pace was nothing like her room at Cadal Manor. That place had been a disaster area, but it looked lived in, like a home. This place was cold and impersonal. Sleek, modern furniture, but there were no photographs or anything to indicate who lived here.

Michael voiced his observation as he walked further inside. “Did Beauty spend much time here?”

“One shouldn’t gossip, but no, not much,” admitted Mary. “If she stayed late on campus or”—she lowered her voice—“wanted time alone with her boyfriend, she would stay the night, but other than that she spent most of her time at the manor.”

“Why keep this apartment then?” Monica questioned.

“She is an adult now,” Dora replied. “She wanted to have some independence.”

Michael was sure the thought going through his sister’s mind was the same as his.

Staff waiting on you hand and foot in the apartment your father paid for is being independent?

Monica looked at Mary. “Sorry, but why did Beauty need a driver? I thought she knew how to drive?”

“She does, but after she got into that accident a few years ago and was run off the road, her parents hired me to take her around.”

“Because of one drunk driver?”

“It wasn’t just the driver that caused the accident. Beauty’s hydraulic fluid was leaking, and she never noticed. When the car forced her off the road, the brakes failed, and she crashed into a tree. My job is mostly to maintain the car and make sure it’s in working order.”

Monica nodded. “And you, Donna?” Monica turned to her. “Were you hired to ensure no more strawberry juice ended up in her food?”

“Oh, dear,” Donna fluttered. “I see the Cadals told you all about Beauty’s little accidents.”

“Do you believe they were accidents?” Michael asked them.

The ladies shared a look. Michael studied them. He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed to him that they were enjoying themselves. 

“We don’t know what to believe,” Dora finally said. “We certainly don’t want to think that someone wanted to harm her. Or that she could have been pushed down the stairs.”

Monica took over. “So she never told you about someone bothering or threatening her?”

“No,” all three said at the same time.

“And where were you three at nine on Saturday night?”

“Nine?” Dora repeated. “Well, that was right before the movie was going to start. The three of us were waiting by the stage.”

Monica nodded. “Thank you. Do you mind if we take a look around?”

“No, no, no,” Donna said, flapping a hand at them. “That is why you’re here, you go right ahead.”

Michael and Monica thanked them again. Like the day before, they searched through every room. Beauty’s bedroom, the guest room, and the office. They looked through the desks, drawers, and under the bed but they found nothing in each impersonal space.

“It’s like they said,” Monica announced as she stepped out of Beauty’s bathroom. “Beauty clearly didn’t spend much time here. This was just her crash pad when she wasn’t feeling the forty-five-minute drive back to Fairy Tails.”

Michael nodded. “Let’s head out. We can grab some lunch, go back to the office, and see if Ella has discovered anything.”

“Sounds good.”
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Chapter Three
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Ella had not discovered anything. 

“Sorry, guys,” she said, looking up from the pile of papers to accept her taco. “There are two hundred and fifty names to work through, it’s going to take me a while.”

Michael threw himself in his chair. “It’s alright. We didn’t find out anything new either.”

“I did speak to Gabriel Silva, Minnie Choi, and Emma French. I told them you were hoping to talk to them again, and they said you could stop by campus and catch them between classes.”

“Okay, we’ll do that tomorrow. Did you talk to the guards working the party?”

She shook her head. “I called Marcus Pepper, but he didn’t answer his phone. I left a message.”

“Thanks, Ella. We couldn’t do this without you.”

She gave him a lopsided grin. “What are you guys going to do for the rest of the day?”

Monica spoke up. “We’re going to the hospital after we eat. Charles has been calling all morning. He’s demanding an update so we’re going to tell him the little we know in person. After that, I have band practice.”

“I’ll be visiting a friend after the hospital,” Michael said simply. “Neither of us plan on coming back to the office, so you can close up, Ella.”

She nodded. “That’s fine. Maybe then, I’ll have worked through most of this list.”

The Grimm siblings finished their lunch quickly, and once again tromped out to the car. “Are we really going all the way to Fairy Tails just to see the Cadals, and tell them we still have nothing?” Monica asked.

“Have to. I want to see their reaction when we tell them about Beauty’s blog.”

They hopped in the car, and off they went. Monica turned the music on as Michael pulled down the main drive. They enjoyed the tunes while they made the ride through town, leaving behind the old and run-down, for the new and shiny.

Michael rolled down the window when he reached the Fairy Tails gates, but the guard just glanced at him and waved him through. 

“I’m starting to become a regular,” he mumbled.

Soon enough, they arrived at the hospital and found themselves back in the elevator. The siblings stepped out and strolled straight on to Beauty’s room, not bothering to announce themselves to the nurses. 

Monica knocked once before pushing through. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs.—”

Monica stopped dead. Michael hurried in after her to see what the problem was. He went to her side and ground to a halt, his jaw clenching.

The problem was six feet tall and wrapped in a designer suit. Glenmore Grimm turned away from Beauty’s bedside and smiled when his eyes landed on them. “Hello, son. Hello, princess.”

Monica beamed. “Daddy.” She rushed over to him and threw her arms around him. “What are you doing here?”

“The Cadals are friends of mine,” he replied before dropping a kiss on her forehead. “I wanted to check in and see how Beauty was doing.”

“Thank you for coming, Glenmore,” Claudia said. “We don’t know where we would be without friends like you.” 

Despite the supposed support of their friends, the Cadals looked awful. Michael was sure they hadn’t slept or gone home since they came to the hospital on Saturday. The bags under their eyes were packed for a long trip and their clothes were rumpled.

His father looked over Monica’s head and locked eyes with Michael. “I heard you have been working to find the person who attacked Beauty.”

Michael nodded stiffly. “That’s right. That’s why we’re here actually. To give the Cadals an update.”

Charles got to his feet. “What have you found?” he demanded. “Do you know who it was?”

“We don’t know who,” Monica said, stepping out of their father’s grasp. “But we may know why. We looked through Beauty’s blog and found The List, as she called it.”

He frowned. “The blog? What does that have to do with anything?”

“Beauty had a list of people who had made fashion mistakes on campus. She photographed them and wrote some pretty mean comments.”

Charles flapped his hand in agitation. “That was nothing. It was just a joke.”

“So you knew about it?”

“Yes, we knew. We’ve had people calling to complain, claiming they were on the blog and they wanted their photos taken down, but they couldn’t prove they were the people in the pictures so I told Beauty to ignore it.”

Monica shook her head. “Mr. Cadal, why did you tell us no one held a grudge against Beauty when you knew what she posted on her site, and that people were angry about it?”

He blinked at her. “Because that was nothing. Beauty was just having a little fun, being silly with her whole fashion police routine. You can’t prove the identity of the people in the pictures,” he repeated.

“Charles,” Michael said, drawing the man’s gaze. “It doesn’t matter that you couldn’t prove who was in the photos, all that mattered was who people thought were in the photos. It’s a college campus, stuff gets around. If people guessed the identity of the girl who got dumped or the girl who woke up in her own vomit, they could have taunted them mercilessly and made their lives unbearable. Then you add them begging and pleading with Beauty to take their pictures down and her refusal? That is a recipe for a grudge.”

He still looked dumbfounded. “But it was a joke. Beauty would never try to hurt anyone on purpose.” 

Michael sighed internally. Did we read the same blog? There was nothing funny about the things she wrote.

Out loud, he said, “Are there anymore jokes we need to know about?”

Charles’s brows came together. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Monica stepped forward. “We need to know everything, if we’re going to prove her fall wasn’t an accident. If you can think of anything else, no matter how small, that can help us figure out who would do this and why?”

Charles shook his head. “There’s nothing. Honestly, everyone loved Beauty. And I’m telling you this blog thing was no big deal.”

“Of course not, dear friend,” Glenmore suddenly spoke up. “My children are just being thorough, making sure they explore every avenue and kick over every rock. That is what Beauty deserves.”

Charles’s shoulders relaxed. He took a deep breath. “Yes, I know. Thank you again, Michael. Monica.”

Glenmore put his arm around Monica. “We’ll give you some privacy.”

They said their goodbyes, and the Grimms stepped out. 

His father caught him in a hug before Michael had time to react. “It’s good to see you, Michael. It’s been too long.”

Michael awkwardly patted him on the back before escaping his hold. “We’ve been busy,” he said while smoothing down his clothes. “Working.”

“Oh?” Glenmore glanced at his sister. “Monica said things have been slow at the office. You haven’t had any cases in a while.”

Michael flashed his sister a withering glare and she smiled back innocently. 

Why does Mo have to tell our parents everything?!

“Well, we have a case now,” Michael said lightly, turning back to his father. “Now isn’t a good time to catch up.”

“As I recall, you still need to eat. I would love to take you both out to dinner.”

“Daddy, that—”

“Can’t.” Michael smoothly cut off his sister. “Monica has band practice, and I have plans.”

“But we can have dinner this week, Daddy,” Monica rushed to say. “Tomorrow night or the next, all three of us, I promise.”

“Wonderful.” Glenmore dropped another kiss on Monica’s head, squeezed Michael’s shoulder, then he glided away leaving behind only the scent of his expensive cologne.

“Mo!” Michael hissed the moment their father was out of earshot. “Why did you do that?”

Planting her hands on her hips, she lifted her chin. “I don’t want to hear it, Michael. I’m so sick of you. Both of you. You need to stop tiptoeing around each other and talk things out. If I can forgive Dad, then so can you.”

“You were three,” he snapped. “You didn’t have a clue what was going on. You were in your stroller sleeping, when our suitcases were thrown out on the lawn and we were told to get off the property. You didn’t hear Mom cry herself to sleep every night for four months. I did. I watched it all happen, so don’t act like our situations are the same.”

“They’re my parents too!”

“But you didn’t—”

“Sir! Ma’am!” 

The bickering siblings swiveled to find a nurse bearing down on them. “This is a hospital. You need to keep your voice down or you need to leave.”

“We’re leaving,” Monica growled, and she stomped off. 

Reluctantly, Michael followed. They stepped into the elevator and the silence filled the small space like a balloon, too much and it was going to burst.

They left the hospital, got in the car, and Michael set off for the office. He had to drop Monica off so she could pick up her car.

He glanced at her. She looked steadily out the window, arms folded.

“Monica,” he began, “I’m—”

“A jerk,” she stated, without moving her head.

He nodded. “Yes, definitely that.”

She sighed and shifted in her seat, looking away from the passing buildings to finally face him. “I know you think none of it affected me, but that’s not true. I saw more than you thought. I could see how sad you and Mom were. And I hated that there was nothing I could do about it. It would have been easy to blame Dad, but I couldn’t because... I could see he was sad too.” He saw her head shake out of the corner of his eye. “He’s not the villain in our story, Michael. That role belongs to someone else, and you know who it is. We’ve all been hurting over the years, but I don’t want to do it anymore. I just want my family to be happy again.”

“It can’t be that simple, Mo,” he said softly.

“Only because you won’t let it be that simple. Dad and I have talked everything out, but you refuse to. You could at least start small and have dinner with him.”

Michael clenched the steering wheel. “I’ll think about it.”

She sighed again. “It’s because you two are so alike,” she said under her breath, but Michael caught it.

“No, we aren’t,” he protested.

“Um, yes, you are. You’re practically his clone. You have the same hair, same height, same sticky-outty ears—”

“Sticky-outty?!”

“—same dark brown eyes, and that big, hard head. But if the physical similarities aren’t enough, you have to be just as stubborn, just as enigmatic, and just as noble with that whole family-above-everything routine. I bet you don’t even realize you’re guilty of doing exactly what Daddy did to us.”

Michael jerked the wheel, almost crashing the car. “What? No, I’m not!”

“Yes, you are,” she replied stubbornly. “And if you don’t believe me, I have two words for you: Samira Reddy.”

Michael’s face closed off. “Mo, I love you, but I think we should drop this before we say something we regret.”

Scoffing, Monica threw herself back in her seat. “Dad would say the same thing,” she said, before turning back to the window.

***
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MICHAEL DROPPED HIS sister off. She headed to band practice, while he made the trip he had been threatening all day.

He was caught in his same routine, raising his hand to knock, then lowering it, then trying it again. Monica’s words taunted him, banging around in his head and scrambling his thoughts. This was already going to be a difficult conversation, why did she have to go and make it worse?

He took a deep breath and did it. He knocked on Samira’s door.

Within seconds, he heard footsteps on the other side of the door. It swung open and there she was. Pajama-clad, hair up in a messy bun, face mask firmly in place. Her eyes widened.

“Michael?!” she squeaked. She made a futile attempt to cover her face with her hands. “What are you doing here? I thought you were Chinese food?”

He smiled. “No, sorry. I’m not edible, but I hope you’ll let me in anyway.”

She looked at him and then down at herself. “Hold on.”

“You don’t have to—”

Slam!

“—change for me,” he said to the closed door. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

Michael sighed and leaned against the wall to wait. As the seconds ticked by, he went over in his head what he wanted to say.

The door opened once more, and Samira stood there, face shiny but mask free. The football pajamas were gone, and in their place were a pair of shorts and a tank top. She beckoned him inside.

“What’s this about, Grimm?” she said as they walked into the living room. “I thought I was clear about how I felt.” Samira sat down on the couch and gestured to the cushion next to her. 

He made no move to sit. Instead, he planted himself in front of her and looked her right in the eye. “Samira, I don’t have many friends.”

She blinked at him. “Oh... kay?”

“I don’t have many friends,” he continued, “but the ones I do have are important to me. Samira, your friendship means everything to me, and I can’t lose it.”

“Oh, Mikey,” she whispered, dropping her gaze. “I appreciate that, but I need you to understand—”

“I do,” he insisted. He walked toward her and dropped to his knees capturing her gaze again. “Believe it or not, I do understand that I hurt you, and I know that you deserve to know why.” He reached out and captured her chin, lightly stroking it with his thumb. “And I will tell you why... just not right now.”

She scowled and shook him off. “Why not now, Michael? It’s been eight years, how much more time do you need?”

“Mira, please. You deserve the truth, and I’m going to give it to you. I just need you to be patient with me.” He cracked a smile. “I’m the guy who took three years to work up the courage to ask you out, then stood on your welcome mat for twenty minutes the night of our first date. I’ve never been one to do things quickly, but you’ve always been patient. I’m asking for that one more time.”

She sniffed, eyes filling with tears. “What if you’re never ready? I can’t wait another eight years.”

“You won’t have to,” he whispered, taking her hand in his. “I’m not my father, Mira. I’m going to be honest with you.”

She sniffed. A tear rolled down her cheek and landed on his finger. “Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll give you more time.”

“Thank you.” He lifted her hand and placed a gentle kiss on her palm. “I should go.”

He rose to leave, but Samira tightened her grip. 

“Wait.” She gifted him with a smile. “Stay. I have food coming. We can talk about the case and catch up. What do you say?”

He grinned and sank into the cushion next to her. “Sounds perfect.”

***
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MICHAEL STROLLED INTO his apartment the next morning and made a beeline for the bathroom. He shed yesterday’s clothes and stepped into the shower. He scrubbed every inch of himself and gave his short hair a good scrubbing too.

Michael shut off the water, grabbed a towel, and padded into the bedroom to get dressed. After throwing together a quick breakfast, Michael ate and then left for the office. Despite his rushing, he was going to be late.

Since they opened, Michael always arrived at work before Monica. He wondered how this was going to go down.

“Well, well, well.”

He sighed.

This was the only thing that could have happened.

Monica folded her arms and leaned back in her seat, smirking away while Michael crossed the room to his desk. “Is little Mister Early Riser late to work? But how can this be?”

Michael waved to Ella. “Morning, Ella.”

She waved back, smothering a giggle.

“Did the unthinkable happen and you forgot to set your alarm?”

Michael faced his sister and her teasing. He held out his arms. “Go ahead, lay it on me. I’m always harping at you to be early for work, so I deserve this.”

Grinning, she stood up and came around her desk. “Yes, you do.” She lurched forward and came in under his arms to hug him tightly. “I’m sorry about yesterday,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean what I said.”

Michael dropped his arms and threw them around his sister. “I’m sorry too. I was a jerk. A stubborn jerk. It wouldn’t hurt for me to open up,” he said, thinking about last night with Samira. “Talk things out instead of sitting around like a ghoul.”

She hummed. “Yeah, that’s true.”

He laughed. “I guess the apology train is over.”

They released each other to clapping. The siblings looked over their shoulders at Ella. 

“You guys are so close. I wish I had brothers or sisters.”

Michael stepped back and gestured at Monica. “You can have this one, but I warn you, she comes with snark and head slaps.”

“Hush you.” Monica popped him over the head as if to illustrate his point. “You’re not getting rid of me anytime soon.”

Michael laughed, and they all joined in.

***
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“WHAT TIME ARE WE MEETING them?” Monica asked as they piled into the car.

“Gabriel at eleven, Minnie at eleven thirty, and Emma at noon,” Michael said. “I told them to meet us by the fountain.”

“It will be nice to return to the old alma mater,” Monica said wistfully. “You insisted on going to school out of town and ran off to Snowhaven, but I think you would have liked Castle Rock University.”

“I would have had to go to school with Spencer and his cronies,” Michael shot back. “That was reason enough to leave.”

Monica reached over and patted his hand, but she let it drop. 

“Have you heard back from your hacker friend?”

“Not yet,” she said, “but I will soon. He said it shouldn’t take too long to get in and root out anything important. Speaking of which, do you think we should wait until we find something on the computer before we talk to them? I usually do all the talking, but I don’t have more to ask, because we still don’t know enough.”

“We know about her blog now. We know Gabriel’s reaction to her fall was off, and we know Emma is keeping something bottled up. We’ll see how far we can go with that.”

She nodded. “Okay. I hope it’s enough to find out if our phantom lurks behind one of those faces.”

With that uncomfortable thought riding along in the car, they drove to campus and parked in the guest parking lot. The Grimms climbed out and Monica led the way to the fountain.

A smile spread across her face as they passed under shady oak trees and skirted students lying about the lawn enjoying a lazy morning.

“I had so much fun here,” she said. “Staying up late singing karaoke with my friends. Study sessions in the library. Taking a nap on the quad.” Her smile dimmed. “Which makes it even sadder that now people are scared to leave their dorms with a single strand out of place. Wouldn’t want to end up on Beauty Cadal’s blog.”

Michael sighed as they took a seat on the edge of the fountain. “Ella’s still been enjoying herself, but yeah, it’s not right. And even though Charles thought it was just a joke, I doubt her targets were laughing.”

Monica nodded grimly and they soon switched to lighter topics, talking more about Monica’s time at school, until Gabriel saw fit to arrive, twenty minutes late.

“Hey, what’s up,” he said casually, throwing his backpack down. “Got any news on Beauty?”

“Have you not been to see her?” Monica asked. 

He shrugged. “Don’t want to get in the way. So how about it? What do her parents say?”

Monica looked at Michael. He answered in her place. “Charles has been texting me, and he says the doctors are worried that Beauty hasn’t come out of the coma. He’s getting more frantic, wanting to know the person who did this to his daughter.”

“So you guys found out for sure it wasn’t an accident?” Gabriel blew out a breath, shaking his head. “That’s rough, man. Messed up.”

Monica eyed him. “Forgive me, Gabriel—”

“Gabe.”

“Forgive me, Gabe, but you don’t seem all that broken up about it? Your girlfriend is fighting for her life, and you can’t even be bothered to see her.”

He frowned. “It’s not like that. Of course, the thought that someone hurt her pisses me off, but Beauty and I weren’t serious. We were just dating, hanging out.” He shrugged. “Her family is going through a rough time. I don’t want to intrude.”

That sounded reasonable but...

“How long have you and Beauty been ‘hanging out’?” Michael asked.

“Like eight months.” Another shrug. “Not long.”

“Right.” Monica took over. “And what about her blog? We know it wasn’t just about fashion. It was also an excuse to trash her unsuspecting classmates. Why didn’t you tell us about it? You made it seem like Beauty was getting mean comments for no reason, but the truth was she was dishing it out like she was at a buffet line.”

Gabe rolled his eyes. “You mean The List? No one cared about that list. It was just a bunch of blurred-out faces and rumors no one could prove where true. You asked me who would want to hurt Beauty, and no one in their right mind would risk prison over the stupid blog of a college student.”

Michael raised a brow at the growing hostility in his voice but didn’t comment on it. He let Monica continue the questioning.

“But someone did care,” Monica said. “A representative of Mirror, Mirror contacted her about doing a piece. Maybe the attacker found out and couldn’t take it. It was bad enough being humiliated around campus, but now the blog would be featured in a national magazine. They went to the party to talk to Beauty and get their picture taken down. Beauty refuses, and they lose their head and push her down the stairs.”

“Oh, please,” he snorted. “There was never going to be any piece.” 

“What does that mean?”

“It means what I just said.” Gabriel snatched up his backpack and stood. “I have to get to class. I hope you find the piece of garbage who did it, but I can’t help you. I don’t know anything else.”

With that, he stomped off.

Monica looked at Michael. “I don’t even need you to tell me that kid is hiding something.”

“Definitely,” Michael agreed. “We didn’t know the right buttons to press, but we will next time.”

“Now for Minnie Choi.”

Michael checked his watch. “Shouldn’t be too long.”

And it wasn’t. Gabriel was about twenty minutes late, but Minnie came right on time.

She waved happily when she saw them, and they gave her a tentative wave back. He didn’t quite know what to make of her bright pink parasol, pink gloves, and short pink dress, but Monica covered her shock up better than he did.

“Hello, Minnie,” Monica said as Minnie sat down. “You look nice. Did you make this outfit yourself?”

She beamed. “Yes. You really like it?”

Monica inclined her head. “I do. It looks cute on you.”

Minnie looked so pleased with herself that Michael wondered if she remembered she was here to be questioned about her best friend being attacked.

“So, Minnie,” Monica began. “We were hoping you could help us out. We took a look around Beauty’s blog and discovered it was more than you let on. Why didn’t you tell us about The List? Or did you also think it was no big deal making fun of people online?”

Minnie’s smile dimmed. “No, I know it’s not nice. Believe me, I do. I’ve been on the list too.”

Michael started. Wasn’t expecting to hear that.

“I’m sorry,” Minnie continued. “I wasn’t trying to hide it. I just didn’t think it was relevant, because The List will be gone soon.” 

“Not relevant? Minnie, not only is it relevant, it’s motive.”

She blinked, parasol slipping out of her hand. “Motive? Motive to do what?” She looked between them and her eyes bugged out when she realized what they were implying. “To push her down the stairs?!” 

Monica looked at her steadily, eyes hard. “She was your best friend, but she trashed you online, and you hide it from us. That doesn’t look good, Minnie.”

“No, no, no.” Minnie waved her pink hands frantically. “It’s not like that. I wasn’t mad about it. It was just a stupid blog. When it happened, I told myself I would show Beauty up by getting far out of Castle Rock, design my own line, and get famous. That’s the only revenge I wanted.”

“But it wasn’t staying confined to campus,” Monica argued. “You told us someone from Mirror, Mirror wanted to do a piece on her blog.”

Minnie shook her head. “That’s what I was trying to say before. The rep wanted to do a piece, but they were only interested in Beauty’s actual fashion tips, not her smear campaign. She told me before the party started that she was taking down The List, so that they could move forward with the article. That’s why I didn’t bother to tell you about it. It didn’t matter anymore.”

“She told you this before the party?” Monica said sharply. “Did she tell anyone else?”

“That she was taking down The List? I don’t think so. I got the impression she had just made up her mind. We were in her room getting ready for the party. Out of nowhere, she looked up from her phone, said the article was going forward, and The List was coming down. After that, the party started, and she spent the whole time on her throne.”

Monica bent down and rescued the parasol. “Thank you, Minnie. That’s all for now, but we’ll call you if we need anything else.”

Minnie seemed startled by the sudden dismissal, but she waved goodbye and scurried off all the same.

His sister swiveled around. “Michael, what does this mean? If the article was going ahead, why did Gabriel Silva just heavily imply that it wasn’t?”

Michael’s head was spinning. “I have no idea, Mo.”

“Also, if Beauty only had time to tell Minnie the news, do you think someone could have pushed her over The List not knowing it was coming down? What an awful trick of karma that would be.”

Again, Michael had no answer for her. “I don’t know, but I have the same bad feeling about this that I do about Beauty’s fall. We’re missing something here... something big.”

Monica blew out a breath. “Isn’t that how it always goes? The flash of insight always comes too late.”

Michael bumped her shoulder. “Not this time. Come on, we have one more person to talk to.”

“Emma French, last but not least.”

Michael and Monica tossed theories back and forth while they waited, but when the clock struck noon, they stopped and sat up to look for her.

They spotted her shuffling toward the fountain, head down, and Monica called her.

“Emma. Over here.”

She lifted her head and changed course to meet them. “You’re already here,” she stated, plopping down next to them. “Why did you want to see me?”

“You’re Beauty’s friend, we were hoping you could help us fill in the blanks. The other night you said Beauty was ugly on the inside. Were you talking about the things she posted on her blog?”

Emma glowered, gray eyes flashing. “The blog was just the tip of the iceberg. She treated everyone like garbage; the blog was just her way of spreading poison to more people.”

Michael had to ask. “Why were you friends with her if you felt that way?”

“Because,” she snapped. She crossed her arms, looking away. “Because she wasn’t always like that. We’ve been friends since we were little, and she used to be the sweetest person you ever met. She was my best friend, always stood up for me. But then we got older, and she started to live up to her name. ‘Beauty, you’re so gorgeous,’ ‘Beauty, you’re stunning,’ ‘Beauty, marry me.’ People fell all over themselves to inflate her ego, and it started going to her head.” 

Emma sighed, dropping her arms. “She never officially dumped me. She still invited me out and told everyone I was her best friend, but everything had changed. I could see it in her eyes sometimes... that she knew she was better than me.”

“I’m sorry, Emma,” Michael said sincerely. “That must have been tough.”

She just nodded and as Michael looked at her something tickled his memory.

His eyes narrowed. 

Something familiar about—

Michael’s ringtone blared in his pocket, jolting him out of his thoughts. He took the phone out and checked the screen. Charles Cadal.

“Excuse me,” he told Emma and Monica. He stepped away and hit accept. “Hello, Mr. Cadal. What can I—”

“Beauty! My Beauty!”

Michael yanked the phone away from his ear. “Mrs. Cadal?” He tentatively brought the phone closer. “Mrs. Cadal, slow down. I can’t hear what—”

“She’s dead! My baby is dead!”

Then she dissolved into heart-wrenching sobs, and Michael could get no more out of her.
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“I’LL DROP YOU BACK at the office,” Michael said softly as they made the trek across campus back to his car.

“Where are you going?” Monica said.

“To the Cadals.”

Monica placed her hand on his forearm. “We’re doing everything we can to find her attack— her killer. That is the best we can do for them.”

“I know.” Michael patted her hand. “But I would still like to go and talk to them. Tell them I won’t give up until I figure out what happened.”

“Okay. I can go with you if you want?”

Shaking his head, he sidled up to the driver’s side door and let himself in the car. When Monica was seated next to him, he said, “No, I can go alone. I think you should focus on your hacker friend and getting us into that laptop. Maybe you can also help Ella work through the list. Beauty died, and I hate that we have to tell her parents that we still have no viable suspects.”

“We will have something to report soon, Michael. You can tell them that. They won’t have to wait long.”

“I hope so.”

***
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AS PROMISED, MICHAEL dropped his sister back at Grimm Investigations. She walked inside determined to narrow down the list of suspects. 

As for Michael, he restarted the engine and drove to Fairy Tails, trying to figure out what to say, all the while knowing nothing would be enough.

The guard let him through without hesitation. Michael climbed out of the car and rang the doorbell, letting the house key sit unused in his pocket. After a few minutes had passed, Michael pressed the bell again.

The door swung open on an unfamiliar face, but by his formal attire, Michael assumed he must be a butler.

“Hello, sir,” the man said. “I’m afraid the Cadals are not accepting visitors at this time.”

Michael deflated. “Oh, I see. Well, can you tell them Michael Grimm would like to speak to them—”

“Michael Grimm? Right this way, sir.”

He blinked at the sudden switch in hospitality but didn’t question it. Michael followed the man through a familiar hallway, past a staircase that would now haunt him in his dreams, and into the living room he and his sister had been messing around in only the day before.

Charles Cadal looked over his shoulder when he stepped in. Michael winced. The man looked a wreck. Dark circles under bloodshot eyes and pale as the imagined phantom they were chasing.

“Thank you, Nico,” he said hoarsely, waving away the butler. He gestured at Michael. “Sit down.”

Doing as ordered, Michael stepped around the couch and took a seat on the far end of the couch. He would have sat closer to Charles but spread out on the couch and taking up most of the space were dozens of tapes and DVDs.

Charles glanced up from the tape in his hands. “Do you have children, Michael?”

“No,” Michael replied. “But I would like them one day.”

“There’s nothing like it.” He wasn’t speaking louder than a whisper, yet his raspy voice seemed to echo through the room. “They are these perfect, wonderful little things and everything they do fascinates. Seeing them walk is the best day of your life even though millions of people walk everywhere and all the time. All that matters is that your child is doing it. They are walking, they are talking, they are growing into the person you always knew they could be.”

Charles abruptly stood. He went over to the player and pushed the tape inside. The television came on next.

Michael watched silently as a grainy picture began to form. The camera wobbled, and then suddenly stilled and zoomed in on a pretty, young woman lying in a hospital bed. It took Michael a second to realize that woman was Claudia Cadal.

Young Claudia looked tired, and her hair was going off in all directions, but she beamed at the camera as she held a small, wrapped bundle.

Michael started when Charles suddenly spoke again. 

“My father was a hard man to love. I was a project or problem to solve, never just his son. But with Beauty, I was going to do it right this time,” he said. Charles sat down next to Michael. “I was going to be the father Beauty deserved.” Crumpling, he put his head in his hands and sobbed, tears and spittle flying onto his lap. “I f-failed! I failed my little girl again!”

Michael didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know what to say.

So he just placed his hand on Charles’s shoulder, and let him cry.
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“THIS WAS HER FOURTH grade Christmas recital,” Charles said as he ripped open another case and shoved the tape inside. “She played ‘Jingle Bells’ on the piano and it was awful.” He spared a tiny chuckle. “But that was the year she dreamt of being a pianist and she refused to hear that she couldn’t.”

Michael smiled. He hadn’t planned on spending the day watching old movies of Beauty Cadal, but Charles’s face had fallen when he hinted at leaving, so he decided to stay put. The man was grieving the loss of his only child. The least he could do was watch a few home videos with him.

“Seems like Beauty had a lot of dreams,” Michael remarked, thinking of the piano phase, the chef phase, the model phase, and the engineer phase.

“She does,” Charles said fondly. “She wanted to be an actress for a while. I even cast her in a few small roles in my films, but that wasn’t what called to her either. She always kept coming back to fashion. She wanted to have her own company, her own line.” He sniffled. “My daughter had big dreams.”

Michael sensed the tears returning, so he tried to distract him. “Beauty was in Kingdom Films,” he repeated. “That’s awesome. Which ones? Maybe I’ve seen them.”

Scrubbing his face, Charles cleared his throat. “Have you seen His Bite is Worse than His Bark? The zombie dog movie? She was in that one and the two sequels.”

“I have heard of them, but no,” Michael said. “I haven’t seen those movies, but I will now.”

Charles perked up. “I have them all on DVD. We could watch them now.”

“Great,” Michael said, fighting to keep the smile on his face. “Let’s do it.”

There was a simple reason why Michael had never seen any of those films, and it was because he hated horror movies with a passion. 

Michael sighed and leaned back to get comfortable. Maybe Charles wouldn’t notice him watching the whole movie from between his fingers.

Charles queued up the DVD. “I always thought it was a shame that Beauty gave up acting. She has such a presence—”

“Ma’am, I really must insist—”

Charles and Michael turned to the door at the sounds of raised voices on the other side.

“It’s quite alright, darling,” a familiar voice said. “Charles and Claudia will want to see me. They need their friends during this time.”

Malia Diragoni burst into the living room, the butler trailing helplessly behind her. Michael looked her up and down.

She’s a big fan of black and purple.

Purple heels, black pants, purple top, and the same black headwrap she always wore.

“Darling,” she cried. She rushed Charles and threw her arms around him. “I know what you’re going through, and I want you to know I’m here for you. Both of you. Just tell me what you need.”

“Thank you.” Charles stepped out of the hug instead of returning it. “I appreciate that.”

“Where is Claudia?”

“She is upstairs in bed. She wanted to be alone.”

“Well, that just won’t do. The last thing she needs is to be alone. Now you just sit, and I’ll make you both a nice hot cup of tea.”

“You don’t have to—”

But she was already marching out the door. 

Charles turned on Nico, glowering. “I told you no visitors,” he said coldly.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Nico replied with a bow. “She was most insistent.”

“Next time don’t answer the door!”

Nico took his dressing down in stride. “Yes, sir.” He backed out of the room and closed the door with a soft click.

Charles sat at the same moment Michael rose. 

“Where are you going?” Charles asked.

“You have guests,” he said. “I should give you some privacy.”

“Don’t worry about that. It’s just Malia.” He grabbed Michael’s hand and dragged him back down. “You haven’t even seen Beauty’s movies yet.”

Accepting his fate, Michael kept his groan to himself and settled in to watch. He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
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Chapter Four
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Michael was accosted the second he stepped into his office the next morning.

“Michael Cornelius Grimm,” Monica said as she took his hand and pulled him inside. “Why are you not answering your phone?!”

“Easy with the middle name,” he griped, freeing himself. “I was at the Cadals’ all day yesterday. My phone died about halfway through, and when I finally got home, after midnight I should add, I crashed.” He lifted his brow. “Why? Do you have something?”

She grinned. “We have something, bro. A little thing we like to call: suspects.”

His keys slipped out of his hands and clattered to the floor. “Who?” 

“I’ll show you.” Monica flapped a hand at Ella and she popped out of her seat. “In the breakroom.”

Michael’s jacket joined his keys on the floor and he hurried into the next room, grabbing a seat in front of the board. 

There was a blanket over the whiteboard and Ella and Monica gathered next to it looking pretty proud of themselves. 

Monica made a show of clearing her throat. “First, you should know my friend got into the computer, the blog, Beauty’s emails, everything, and the picture gets even clearer.”

Michael was on the edge of his seat. 

Ripping off the blanket, Monica pointed to the top of the timeline they had charted. “Three months ago, Beauty Cadal is contacted by a representative of the famous magazine, Mirror, Mirror. The rep sent her a message through the contact page on her blog. The message is still there, saved in her inbox, unlike all the other angry ones she deleted.

“The rep gives her his email address and tells her to contact him if she is interested in being featured in the magazine. Naturally, she is, and their conversation is moved off the blog to Beauty’s email account.”

Michael nodded along. “Okay. Gotcha.”

Moving down the timeline, Monica pointed to the next bullet. “The emails go back and forth for months, starting from when the rep first made contact. The two of them were speaking almost every day.”

Michael screwed up his face. “Every day? About the article?”

Grinning wider, Monica shook her head. “They started out talking about the article, but as the emails progress they take on a... flirtier tone.”

Michael’s brows disappeared into his hairline.

“The rep starts going on about how beautiful she is, how smart, and what a good eye she has for fashion. He sent her pictures of himself: a handsome, blue-eyed, young man, and Beauty basks in it. She flirts right back and soon the emails aren’t about the article at all. She sends a few pictures of herself and she’s missing a couple things... like clothes.

“Like I said, they go back and forth like this until a couple weeks ago. At that time, the rep, a man named James Spindle, asks her if she wants to take their relationship off email and exchange phone numbers. He gives his and that’s the last email in the chain.”

“Cheese on bread,” Michael cried. “This James guy, have you been able to track him down?”

Grin still firmly in place, Monica turned to Ella.

Ella stepped forward, ready for her cue. “I called Mirror, Mirror yesterday and spoke to a member of their editorial staff. Not only are they not featuring an article of young, entrepreneurial fashion bloggers, but no one there has ever heard of James Spindle.”
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“THIS IS HUGE.”

“I know.”

“I mean, this is big!”

“I know,” Monica repeated herself.

Their positions had switched. Now it was Monica and Ella on the couch while Michael paced in front of them.

“This can’t be a coincidence,” Monica mused aloud. “A silent phantom lurks near Beauty, biding their time, and then all of a sudden this catfish pops up, making up identities and fashion articles just to get close to her. Could they be the same person?”

“It would make sense if it was, and it would explain a lot of things,” Michael said fervently, gesturing at the timeline. “We’ve been looking for the who, and that who must be this catfish, hiding behind the fake Spindle persona. It also explains why the phone was taken. If James Spindle was at the party, and he met Beauty at the top of those stairs, then he might have taken the phone, so no one could trace the message that lured her out of the ballroom.”

Michael halted in his tracks. “We need to call Samira.”

They wasted no time in getting Samira on the phone.

“What is it, Mikey? I’m buried in paperwork.”

“Can you come over today after work? We’ve been looking into Beauty Cadal’s fall. Every rock we’ve kicked over comes up as not an accident. We think we have a suspect and an explanation for why the phone was taken.”

“We’ll be there at six.”

Michael hung up and flopped onto the couch. “That’s incredible work,” he said to Monica and Ella. “Now, we just have to figure out if someone at the party was posing as James Spindle.”

“And why?” Ella shivered. “It’s so creepy, the thought of someone close to you deceiving you like that. Who would do that?”

Michael recalled what Monica said the very night of the party. “Someone who was watching her, following her around, and biding their time,” he repeated. “Someone who wanted to make sure she wouldn’t walk away from another supposed accident. We knew this killer was patient, and we knew they were smart. They had Beauty fooled, and they may even have us fooled too. We might have already met James Spindle and didn’t know it.”

That disquieting statement made both Ella and Monica shiver. 

“So creepy,” Monica echoed. “Beauty didn’t seem to be the nicest person, but she didn’t deserve this. Nor do her parents deserve the pain they’re going through right now.”

Michael thought of Charles Cadal, sitting in a dark room crying alone over videos of his daughter. “No, they don’t.” He sighed. “But, the only way to help them now is to find the killer. Ella, did you have any luck with the list of party guests or employees?”

“I looked into all the names on Diragoni’s list. The decorators came and went before the party even started. The three guys who rigged up the electronics had another gig that same night and were gone long before Beauty was pushed. That only leaves the servers and the caterer. The caterer is a sixty-year-old woman who brought the food to the venue and then left the rest to the servers. While the servers themselves don’t have any connection to Beauty or the Cadals. They all live on our side. None of them go to CRU, and they have no mutual friends with Beauty on social media.”

“What about the guards?” Michael questioned.

“I did have more luck there,” Ella said with a smile. “Marcus Pepper finally got back to me, and he agreed to meet with you both in the town square tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks, Ella.” He glanced at his watch. “You should get going. Don’t you have a class before noon?”

She nodded. “I’ll see you both tomorrow. Have a nice dinner.”

“Dinner?” Michael inquired.

“So, bro,” Monica cut in. “Any guesses on who Spindle could be?”

Michael took his attention off Ella and back on the case. “I’ve been thinking about that and...”

They spent the rest of their day going through their rather short suspect list and tossing around ideas. By the time six rolled around, they were no closer to learning the identity of James Spindle.

Michael looked up from his laptop when the door flew open. He smiled. “Hey, Samira. Good to see you. How was work?”

Michael didn’t bother to greet Spencer, and the guy made no move to acknowledge him either. Spencer made a beeline for his sister.

Samira smiled, all of her teeth on full display. “It was a slow day, but I hear you’re going to change that.”

“Yes, we have more information in the story of Sleeping Beauty, Spindle, and the accident that wasn’t an accident.”

They stood grinning at each other until Monica drifted behind Samira’s back, and gave him a knowing look over her shoulder. 

His grin disappeared. “So anyway,” he said quickly. “Sit down, and we’ll fill you in.”

“Better be good, Grimm,” Spencer said grumpily. “It’s a crime to waste police time even when they’re off work.”

“Oh? Am I wasting your time, Sir Ribbit?” Monica said, hands on her hips.

Michael tuned out whatever simpering nonsense Spencer said in response and took a seat next to Samira.

“So this is what we know...”

Michael filled her in on everything they had learned over the last few days. All the conversations they had, the rooms they had snooped in, and the computer they broke into. Spencer joined in halfway and listened intently as Michael and Monica explained James Spindle, and how the man most likely did not exist.

“What do you think?” Michael asked. “Are things not looking pretty foul now?”

Samira’s brows were furrowed in thought. She took her time before answering. “So your theory is the phone was taken by whoever posed as Spindle.”

“We think so,” Monica said.

“That they may have asked Beauty to meet them somewhere quiet and when she showed up, they pushed her.”

“Can’t know that for sure until we see the phone, which just feeds into our theory about why it was taken in the first place.”

“Any idea who Spindle is?”

Michael took this one. “Not yet. We have friends that despised her. A boyfriend that says their relationship meant nothing, and all the people she may have pissed off with her blog. We’ve crossed the party staff off the list, but we’re still working through the guests.”

“Have you been working on how they could have pushed her without leaving the room? I agree that this Spindle character and the way he wormed his way into her life is suspicious, maybe even sinister, but until we find out how the killer managed to be in two places at once, we still have nothing.”

Most people would have been discouraged by her word choice but there was one word in particular that Michael latched on to. 

“You keep saying ‘we,’ Mira,” he said with a grin. “Does that mean you’re on the case?”

She heaved a sigh, but he could see she was hiding a smile. “Yes, Grimm. The CRPD is now on the case. Ready and willing to do most of the work for you.”

His laughter was cut off by the sound of the door opening.

“Hello?” Michael called. “We’re closed. Please come back tomorrow.”

“You’re never closed to your mother,” came the stern reply.

“Mom?” Michael stood and hurried out of the breakroom. “What are you doing here?”

She planted her hands on her hips. “I’m here for dinner, of course. Are you and your sister ready?”

“Not yet, Mom,” Monica piped up from the other room. “I just have to change.”

She zipped past him, snatched up her purse, and disappeared into the bathroom.

Michael turned back to Kimona. “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t realize we had plans tonight.”

“What are you talking about, baby? Monica said you planned it together.”

“We did?”

Michael was the definition of confused, but his mother just patted his cheek and wandered into the next room. He heard her greet Samira warmly, before he sidled up to the bathroom door.

He knocked. “Monica? What is Mom talking about? What dinner did we plan?”

“You know,” she replied. “At the hospital? We told Dad we would have dinner together, tonight.”

“What?! Monica! You’re the one who told him we would have dinner,” he hissed. “I never agreed.”

“Too late for that.” Her voice was muffled, but Michael could hear clearly that she was far from apologetic. “Daddy is on the way, and Mom is already here. You can’t cancel now.”

He cycled through many emotions as he tried to think of an argument, but she was right. He was stuck. “You did this on purpose,” he said irately. “You knew I forgot and waited until I had no way out.”

“Yep,” she said cheerily. “Had to do what I had to do.”

The door swung open, and Monica stood before him in a wraparound dress, boots, and a Cheshire grin. “How do I look?”

“Like the trickster you are.”

She threw her head back, laughing. “You’re so dramatic, bro. It’s not my fault you forgot. You were standing right there when I told him.”

He sniffed, then twisted around. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Monica’s smile would not be dimmed. She snuck up behind him and snagged his arm, hooking it through hers. “Ready to go, Mom,” she said happily.

Kimona clapped. “You look so beautiful, princess.”

“Beautiful,” Spencer breathed, eyes lighting up.

Monica giggled and sent him a wink. 

“Samira,” Kimona said. “Are you joining us for dinner?”

“No, not tonight, but you all have fun.”

“Such a shame. I feel like we haven’t spoken in so long.”

Samira tsked. “It’s true, I’ve been busy. How about we go out for lunch sometime this week?”

Wait. What?

“That would be lovely. I’m retired now, so I’m free for lunch whenever you are.”

“Thursday works for me.”

Michael figured it was time to step in. “I’m also free for lunch Thursday. The three of us—”

“No.” The refusals came from both lips.

“Samira and I would like some girl time. Just us.”

“That’s right, Michael,” Samira teased. “Although, I’m sure that terrifies you.”

He gave a shaky laugh. “Why would it scare me?”

It absolutely terrifies me.

He slipped out of Monica’s arm, and began backing out of the room, going for his wallet and keys. “Just my mother and my ex-fiancée going out to lunch alone. What about that is scary?”

“Exactly, Michael,” his mother called after him. “We’re just going to talk about work, life... my future grandbabies.”

Michael came running back. “That’s it, I’m coming!”

The four of them laughed themselves sick at his expense, and after a while, Michael let out a chuckle of his own. He almost started to forget what he had been so mad about—

“It seems I missed the joke,” said someone directly behind him. “Care to let me in on it?”

Michael’s laughter evaporated faster than a mirage in the desert. 

“Hello, everyone.” Michael felt a hand on his shoulder. “Hello, son.”

“Hi, Dad,” he replied stiffly, while Monica came up to give Glenmore a hug and kiss. 

Michael stepped out of the doorway and looked toward his mother. Tight with nerves, he watched as Kimona calmly stood, smoothed out her pantsuit, and stepped into the spot he had just vacated, right in front of her estranged husband of twenty-three years.

“Hello, Glenmore,” she said coolly, holding out her hand. “You look well.”

“Kimona.” His father was all smiles as he took his mother’s hand and brought it to his lips. “You look lovely as usual.”

His mother harrumphed but did not pull her hand away. 

Why wasn’t she pulling her hand away?

“How have you been?” she asked. 

Monica was watching the exchange with the same rapt fascination that he was. She tiptoed over to his side. 

“I can’t complain,” Glenmore said. “The company is expanding, and we are set to build a new park in Fairy Tails. How have you been?”

She lifted her chin. “I’ve been well. I’m retired now, so I have more time to read and cook and take walks through town. I have wonderful friends that I spend time with regularly, and of course, our two perfect children are so good to me. They make sure I’m never without their company.”

“We are quite blessed to have them,” Glenmore replied. He still hadn’t let go of her hand.

Michael loudly cleared his throat. “Well, I’m starved. We should get going.”

His parents finally stepped away from each other. Michael grabbed his belongings before ushering everyone out the door. 

Samira hung back while he locked up. “We’ll start digging, Mikey. Do our search of the Cadal Manor. I’ll let you know if we find anything. Especially about this Spindle.”

“Thanks, Mira,” he said while bent over the doorknob. “I appreciate that.”

He felt a cold hand on his cheek, drawing his head up.

Samira cupped his chin. “I had a great time the other night. I hope we can do it again, soon.”

He smiled. Michael and Samira had spent the entire night eating Chinese food, watching old movies, and just talking about everything and anything. It was just like the old days when they were young and broke and all they had was a tiny apartment and each other.

“I hope so too,” he said softly. “But first I have to survive tonight.”

Samira laughed. “Good luck.”

Michael waved her off, then jogged to catch up with his family in the parking lot. “Whose car are we taking?” Michael asked.

“I thought we would take my car. It’s parked on the next street,” replied Glenmore. He set off and the three of them trailed behind. 

“Dad, please tell me you didn’t bring the”—they rounded the corner—“limo.”

The elegant stretch limo looked entirely out of place in the alley between a donut shop and a sneaker store, but his dad strode to the car and slid inside when the driver opened the door. 

Monica elbowed him when she caught Michael pinching the bridge of his nose. “Michael, stop being so sour. This is the first time in years that the four of us have had dinner together. We’re going to have fun. I promise.”

“I’m holding you to that promise.”

Michael stepped into the limo after her and the door slammed shut. This was it. No way out.

“Where are we going for dinner?” Monica asked.

“I’ve been hearing great things about a new place called Gracie’s. I booked us a reservation, but we could go somewhere else if you like.”

“That’s perfect,” Monica said. “Gracie is a friend of mine.”

His family launched into an easy conversation, while Michael leaned his head back and kept silent. After a few minutes, he felt a hand on his.

“Baby, are you okay?”

“Fine, Mom,” he said softly. “Are you?”

She smiled. “I’m always okay. You don’t have to worry about me.”

Michael got the feeling there was a separate meaning behind that response, but he couldn’t puzzle it out. 

The ride to Gracie’s was short. Soon the driver was opening up their door to let them out again. 

“Grimm family. Party of four,” his father announced to the host.

“Right this way, sir.”

Michael looked around as they were led to their table. It was hard to believe he had been here only a few days ago. A few days ago, he was worried about how he would keep the doors of Grimm Investigations open. A few days ago, Samira wanted nothing to do with him. A few days ago, Beauty Cadal was alive and well.

The waiter led them around a pillar and seated them at a table in the back. They took their menus with thanks and quietly studied their options. 

Their father was the first to put his menu down. “Anything tempt you?”

“I’m going to get the cream pasta.” Monica dropped the menu on the table and reached for her glass of water. “What about you, Michael?”

“The steak.”

Glenmore turned to his mother who was sitting on his right. “And you, Kimona? It’s my treat, so please get anything you like.”

His mother worried her lip as she studied the menu. “Thank you, Glenmore, but I think I’ll just have a salad. I don’t want anything too rich.”

Frowning, Glenmore shifted in his seat and took her hand. 

Why did he keep taking her hand?!

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I know your health isn’t—”

“It’s not the cancer, Glenmore.” Michael gripped the menu tighter. “I’ve been in remission for a while now, and I’m doing much better. I don’t want anything too rich because I had a big lunch. That’s all.”

“I’m relieved to hear that.”

Michael’s eyes narrowed. He sounds sincere, but really who could tell with this guy?

“Do you still make the best oxtail this side of the coast?” his father was saying. 

Kimona laughed. “Of course, I do. I’ve yet to meet another person who could hold a candle to my oxtail, although our son is giving me a run for my money.”

“Ah, you’ve taught him everything you know.”

“That I have.” 

The two dissolved into laughter.

Michael abruptly got to his feet. “I have to go to the bathroom.” They did not seem to hear him and he fled.

Michael rushed into the men’s room, splashed some cold water on his face, and took a deep breath. This was too bizarre. It was like the last twenty-odd years had been erased from everyone’s mind, and he was the only one who remembered.

He took a minute to collect himself, then came back out and headed for his table. The sound of his mother’s laughter floated over the tables and reached his ears. He pulled up short and stepped behind a pillar, watching the three of them interact. 

He didn’t know how long he stood there watching, but at some point, Monica stood and walked away from the table.

She caught him as she passed by the pillar. “What are you doing?” she said, goggling at him. 

“Shh!” Michael grabbed her hand and dragged her next to him. “Look at them.”

Monica peered around. “What am I looking at?”

“Mom and Dad.”

“And why am I looking at them?”

“Look at what Mom’s doing,” he said impatiently.

Monica looked again. She screwed up her face. “What? Laughing?”

“Exactly,” he hissed. “Why is she laughing? Since when is Dad funny? Dad was never funny.”

“Mom clearly thinks he’s funny.”

“What is happening here? They have been separated for decades. They don’t like each other. They never liked each other.”

“They liked each other at one point, brother dear, or else you and I wouldn’t exist. But if you ask me, I’ve always thought they were both still in love with each— Oh my goodness.”

Before their very eyes, Kimona lifted her hand and placed it on Glenmore’s. She leaned in to whisper something in his ear.

Michael’s eyes bugged out while Monica gasped. “That’s the move. Mom just gave Dad the move.”

“No, she didn’t. There was no move. You can’t prove there was a move,” he replied, shaking his head furiously.

Monica would not be dissuaded. 

Squealing, she grabbed Michael’s arm and shook him. “What if Mom and Dad get back together?”

“We don’t want them to get back together,” he snapped.

Monica rolled her eyes. “Speak for yourself. I’ve been hoping for this since I was four.”

“You knew this would happen,” he accused. “This was your plan all along.”

Laughing, Monica gave him a look that was part amused and part sympathetic. “It’s official. You’re cracking up, bro.”

She strode off to the bathroom, shaking her head all the way. 

Michael smoothed out his scowl, before returning to the table. His parents looked up when he approached. 

“There you are, Michael,” his father said. “The waiter came, and I ordered your steak.”

“Thanks,” he said stiffly. 

“Kimmy and I have just been talking about your private detective agency.”

Kimmy?

“You’ve been making quite a name for yourself. I’m proud of you.”

Michael inclined his head in acknowledgment of the praise. 

“I worry about my babies though,” Kimona said. “Chasing down killers and poisoners. Michael has already been attacked once.”

Glenmore’s gaze sharpened. “You’ve been attacked?”

Michael held up a hand. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. There was a cat and a... hose. My point is that it wasn’t a big deal.”

“Can’t blame us for worrying. You are our children.”

“Monica’s got my back, and I’ve got hers. We will be fine, Dad.”

“I know you’re both determined to make it work, and I support you. You can come to me whenever you need help. I’ll do what I can.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Dad. But saying you’ll support us, and actually showing support are two different things.”

“Michael,” his mother said warningly, but his father’s smile did not go anywhere.

“That is absolutely correct, which is why I was more than happy to loan you the money you needed for the business. I wanted to show my support.”

Maybe it was the dull roar that had suddenly sounded in his ear, but Michael found himself saying, “What did you just say? Loaned me money for the business?”

He nodded. “Yes, and I was glad Monica called. It was always your dream to be a police officer and work in law enforcement. Helping you—”

Michael stood up so fast his chair tipped over and toppled to the ground. 

“Michael?” his mother questioned in alarm. 

“I’m sorry, Mom,” he said dully. “But something just came up. I have to go.”

Michael righted the chair, ignored his parents’ protests, and marched away from the table. He passed Monica as she came out of the bathroom.

“Hey, Michael, what’s— Wait, where are you going?”

Michael blew past her without responding. Escaping the restaurant, he burst out into the cool night air and he did what he always did, when his mind was too jumbled for anything to get through. 

He ran.

***
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MICHAEL RAN UNTIL HE reached the square and then he jogged his normal route leading back to his apartment. 

Feet aching and heart pounding, Michael trudged up the stairs to his apartment. Someone was waiting for him in front of his door.

Monica turned her glare up to maximum when she laid eyes on him. “There you are! What happened? I had the driver rush over here to meet you. Why did you just take off like that?”

Michael glanced at her, then turned to put his key into the lock. “I just needed some air. So, I left.” He said this with the emotion of a mannequin.

She scoffed and pushed through into his apartment the moment he got the door open. 

“Just needed some air? This is because of what Dad said, isn’t it? You’re mad because I borrowed money from him.”

Michael felt his anger trying to break through, but he stamped down on it. He moved into the kitchen with his sister trailing him. Tossing his wallet and keys on the counter, he schooled his expression before turning back to her. “Didn’t you know it would upset me? Isn’t that why you did it behind my back?”

She winced. “I wanted to tell you. I should have told you, but I’m the one who balances the books, Michael. You have no idea how close we’ve come to having to shut our doors. We would have lost everything. It’s not just us we have to think about. If we can’t help Mom with the bills, she’ll have to come out of retirement. If we can’t pay Ella, she’ll have to go back to working three jobs. I had no choice.”

“You had a choice, and you chose to go to Dad instead of coming to me. I could have—”

“Could have what?” she cried. “What could you have done that you weren’t already doing? You work yourself to the bone, falling asleep at your desk most nights, all for Grimm Investigations.”

“I could have worked harder. I could have fallen asleep at my desk every night, or taken on more cases, or gotten another job. I would have done a million other things... before I went to Dad. I don’t want his money. I don’t want him in my business.”

“Now it’s ‘your’ business? Funny. I thought it was ours.” Monica crossed her arms. “I won’t apologize for what I did. I did what I had to do for the four of us, and one day, when you put old grudges aside, you’ll see that.”

Michael stiffened. “You want to make this about me, but the fact is we’re partners, Monica, and partners don’t go behind each other’s backs. I thought I could trust you.”

She reeled back like his words were a physical blow. “Michael,” she said, eyes filling with tears. “You can trust me. You know you can.”

Shaking his head, he peeled himself off the counter and headed for his room. “Lock the door when you leave.”

He shut his door with a firm click.

***
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THE ATMOSPHERE WAS frosty when Ella came in the next morning, but she did not remark on it right away. Placing her things on her desk, she held up a box. “I brought donuts again. I thought you would like something to eat before you speak to Marcus Pepper.”

Michael mumbled a “thanks.” Monica just gave a grunt.

“Is everything okay with you two?” Ella finally asked.

“Yep.”

“Fine.”

“Okay... if you’re sure.”

When the clock read nine, Michael turned off his laptop and pushed away from his desk. Monica stood as well, and they both tramped out of the office and into his car without a word.

The ride was made in complete silence. They had gotten into fights before. They have given each other the silent treatment before. But never like this.

Michael turned out of the roundabout and parked his car in the tiny lot next to the square. They stepped out and approached the lone figure sitting on a bench.

“Marcus Pepper,” Monica said, easily slipping into her role of investigator. “Thank you for meeting with us.”

He stood to shake their hands but did not retake his seat. “Sure, but I don’t know if I can be of much help.” His voice was like crunching gravel. It added to his intimidating presence, not that the bulging muscles and significant height differences weren’t intimidating enough. He was taller than Michael and Michael wasn’t short by anyone’s definition. 

Michael studied him and quickly let go of any notion that the killer could have gotten past him. 

I wish they had tried. They would have ended up wailing in a headlock, and Beauty would still be alive. But if they didn’t get around Marcus, then how did they do it?

“Anything you can tell us would be helpful at this point,” Michael said. “Can you explain the security setup for the party?”

He shrugged. “Sure. As I said before there were three of us. Two posted at the door of the ballroom and one walking the room, making sure everything was in order. If someone didn’t know their way around or needed to leave the room to go to the bathroom or kitchen, James or I would escort them to and from.”

“So between the three of you, at least one person was at the door all night?” Monica asked.

“That’s right, ma’am.”

“How long have you been providing security for the Cadals?”

“James and I have been working for the Cadal family for a year. Ever since the studio light at Kingdom Films almost fell on Miss Beauty.”

“You were hired before the strawberry juice incident. What happened with that? Did you see anything?”

Marcus straightened. “All I know is the friend, Emma French, ordered the drinks for the group. She walked away, and then came back to pick up the tray from the bartender. They both claim they didn’t see anyone go near the drinks, but we can’t be sure. We weren’t at the club that night.”

“Why not? Weren’t you hired to follow her around?”

“Yes. Her parents hired us, but Miss Beauty was still an adult. We backed off when she told us she didn’t want us on her tail. Then we would come back to do it again.”

“And is that what happened the night of the party? She left the room ordering you to stay put, and that was the last you saw of her, until you found her at the bottom of the stairs.”

“Yes.”

“No one was out of the room while she was?”

“Several people went in and out,” he said matter-of-factly.

Michael blinked at him. “Wait. You said on the night of the party that no one left after Beauty.”

He shook his massive head. “No, I said that no one left with Beauty. She left the room alone, but a few people came before and after.”

Michael turned toward Monica to share their signature look, but he halted when he remembered they were in a fight. He twisted back. 

“Who left the ballroom?” Monica asked.

He rattled off the names. “The boyfriend went out for a bit. Then that girl Emma. The party planner. A woman in a green dress and mask. Mrs. Cadal and Mr. Cadal. They all stepped out for a while, and most of them returned before nine o’clock, when we went looking for Miss Beauty.”

“Most of them?” they asked at the same time.

“What do you mean most of them?” Michael questioned, zeroing in. “You told us all the guests were back in the ballroom before she fell.”

“All of the guests were,” he said simply. “But Mr. Cadal wasn’t a guest. He left again to go get the cake. He was going to wheel it in after the big show, when everyone was set to sing ‘Happy Birthday.’”

“You should have told us this before,” Michael said through gritted teeth.

Marcus stared down at him, face impassive. “You didn’t ask before.”

Michael was tempted to tell this overly literal bodyguard what he thought of that response, but he knew it was just his anger at Monica and his dad riling him up.

“Thank you for your help, Mr. Pepper,” Monica said, saving him from having to respond. “That’s all for now.”

The Grimm siblings said their goodbyes then walked back to their car. 

It was looking to be another drive in oppressive silence until Monica burst out, “Michael, why didn’t Charles tell us he wasn’t in the room?”

“Maybe it’s like Marcus said... we didn’t ask.”

“It’s strange that he would hide that from us. We’ve been wracking our brains trying to figure out how someone got past the guards, and he was past them the whole time.”

“I know what you’re thinking, but what motive would he have to push his own daughter down the stairs?”

“I don’t know, Michael. We never asked.”
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Chapter Five
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Michael and Monica went back to the office to chart suspects and alibis, but they didn’t do it with the whiteboard nor did they do it together.

They each sat at their desks, and the only sounds they made were the faint tappings on their keyboards and the occasional scratchings of a pen. Every now and then, Michael saw Ella toss them a worried look, but he didn’t address it. 

“Bye, guys,” Ella said as she packed up to leave for class. She paused in the doorway. “I hope you guys work out whatever is wrong.”

“Bye, Ella.”

Michael glanced at Monica to see she was looking back at him. 

He took a deep breath. “Truce?”

Monica broke out into a smile. “Yes. Truce.”

Jumping out of his seat, Michael ran over to give her a hug. Monica was already up with her arms out. He hated fighting with her. As sad as many people told him it was, Monica was his best friend. They had been through the worst together. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered into his shoulder. “I shouldn’t have gone behind your back.”

“No, but you had a good reason. You were right. It’s not just us who will be affected if Grimm Investigations fails.”

Monica stepped back, chuckling. “I was right? There was a time when you never would have admitted I was right when it comes to Dad. Maybe you are maturing.”

He grinned. “I am in my thirties now. It had to happen sometime.” His grin faded. “Besides, the work we’ve been doing has opened my eyes to truly terrible parents. Dad and I may have our issues. but at least he never threw me down a flight of stairs.”

Monica’s smile fell away too. “Are we really doing this? Looking at Charles Cadal as a suspect?”

“We’re going to look at everyone as a suspect from now on. We need to start asking the right questions.”

“Where do we begin?”

He jerked his head toward the breakroom. They moved inside and took up their usual seats. 

“I have nothing but feelings right now,” Michael said. “That Gabe is holding something back. That there was more to Emma’s toxic relationship with Beauty than she let on. And, that we need to peel back the grieving parents mask and see if there is anything underneath. But, most importantly, we need to find out who James Spindle is.”

“Your feelings are usually spot-on, but there are a few issues. I don’t think we are going to get any more out of Gabe than we have already. Without Beauty’s phone, we have no idea how to figure out who James Spindle is, and the Cadals hired us. If they find out we are investigating them, we’ll be fired quicker than you can say bippity boppity boo.”

Michael snorted. “I can’t say that at all, so we are in trouble.”

They laughed but not for long.

Leaning back into the cushion, Michael chewed his lip as he thought. “I agree with you about talking to Gabe. While he’s insisting that he didn’t have strong feelings for Beauty and talking in cryptic riddles, it’s just a waste of time. We’re going to have to get creative where he is concerned.”

“Ooh, I’m intrigued.”

“We can’t do anything about the phone except keep looking for it and hope the killer didn’t fling it into Siren Woods, never to be seen again.”

Monica clicked her tongue. “Entirely possible they did. Plenty of party-goers refused to be searched that night. They could have hightailed it out of there with the phone safely in their pocket and then got rid of it.”

“That’s what I would have done,” Michael said tiredly. “As for the parents, we need to dig deeper into their relationship with Beauty without them knowing about it.”

“How do we do that?”

Michael struggled to his feet. “We talk to the people with the perfect view of their family life, always standing off to the side listening but not joining in.”

Monica smiled. “The staff.”

*** 
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IT WAS A QUICK CALL to Mary that informed them that neither one was at home. The three of them were together in one place.

Beauty Cadal’s apartment.

Monica slammed the car door shut and looked over the hood at Michael. “I don’t envy their job. Having to pack up Beauty’s belongings, because the Cadals can’t face it.”

“Me either.”

They climbed the stairs and knocked on the door. Donna opened the door a few seconds later. She was wearing blue jeans, a blue blouse, and a blue apron. 

“Hello,” she said, beaming away. “Mary told us you were coming by to talk to us again. How can we help you?” 

The smell of homemade chocolate chip cookies wafted out of the apartment and Michael remarked on it. 

“You’re baking?”

She stepped to the side to let them through. 

“Yes,” she answered. “We have been here for most of the morning and it’s almost lunchtime. Would you like me to make you something as well?”

Michael smiled at Beauty’s former cook then shook his head. “Thank you, but we’re fine.”

“Speak for yourself.” Monica snorted. “I would love to try whatever you’re baking, Ms. Donna. It smells lovely.”

Donna giggled. “They’re my own recipe. Chocolate butterscotch cookies. You sit down, and I’ll get you a couple with a nice, cold cup of milk.”

She hurried away and Michael turned to his sister. “Really?”

“What? I’m hungry.”

They stepped into the living room to find Mary and Dora poring over cardboard boxes, a half-dozen items wrapped in newspaper were at their feet.

“Hello, ladies,” Michael said with a wave. “I hope you don’t mind us interrupting to ask you a few questions.”

“No problem at all,” said the woman in a pink cardigan and pink pants. Mary placed a wrapped bowl on the floor and cleared away newspaper and packing tape to make space on the couch. “We would take any excuse for a break.”

Dora dusted off her hands and joined them. “So what would you like to talk to us about, Mister...?”

“Michael,” he supplied, “and this is my sister, Monica.”

“Oh, a family operation,” Mary said. “How sweet. Us too.”

“You three are all related?” Monica asked.

“Donna is my sister,” Mary explained, “and Dora might as well be my sister.”

“Does it ever get tough working with family?” Monica asked. “I know it does for me.” She bumped Michael’s shoulder.

Michael clutched his chest. “That hurts, baby sister. That really hurts.”

Dora and Mary laughed. 

“No, you two are adorable,” Dora said. “I’m sure you get along just fine. Just like the three of us do. Family is everything.”

“Speaking of family,” Monica said, steering the conversation to the point. “I can’t imagine what the Cadals are going through, after losing their child.”

“Such a tragedy.” Mary tsked. “I have never seen such devoted parents. Beauty was their entire world.”

“So Beauty had a good relationship with them?”

Mary lifted her shoulders. “They loved her to bits.”

“But, what about Beauty?” Michael pressed. “How did she feel about her parents?”

“One shouldn’t gossip,” she said firmly, but all the same, she lowered her voice and leaned in. “But in my opinion, Beauty did not appreciate what she had in them. Two loving parents willing to give her everything and anything she wanted, but all she could find the time to do was complain.”

“Mary,” Dora chided. “We shouldn’t speak ill of her now that she is gone.”

“Now, Dora, you know I don’t like to gossip,” Mary replied as she joined them on the couch. “But there is no point in lying. Beauty went from a sweet, loving child to a petulant teenager, and then finally into an abrasive, spoilt adult. She was snappish with everyone, and I could not for the life of me figure out why.”

Dora sighed. “It’s true she changed,” she said reluctantly. “But that may have been inevitable. Giving into a child’s every whim and tantrum does not result in a kind, patient adult.” 

“You’ve both known Beauty since she was a child?” Monica cut in.

“Oh yes,” Dora said. “The three of us have worked for the family since Charles was young. That’s why he asked us to look after Beauty after all the trouble they’ve had recently. He wanted people around her that he could trust.” Dora looked down at her clasped hands. “No one loved Beauty as much as Charles did. He would have done anything to protect her.”

“Anything,” Mary echoed. She leaned into Michael’s shoulder. “I don’t like to gossip.”

Oh, but you clearly do.

“But you should have seen the scene he caused when Beauty first started dating that boy. Gale? Gavin? Something or other.” 

Screwing up her face, Monica questioned, “A scene? When was this?”

Mary nodded enthusiastically, eyes sparkling with a glee that bordered on malicious. “Yes, it was months ago, maybe seven or eight. I was returning from picking up Beauty at school, and her father was waiting here for us. Gareth pulls up soon after we get out of the car. He climbs out, and Charles suddenly goes crazy. He started shouting at him and telling him to stay away from his daughter. He even tried to hit him.”

Monica’s eyes went round. “What? Why?”

“I have no idea. As far as I know, they never met before. The whole thing was very bizarre.” She tossed her head. “I went inside of course and left them to it, because one should not eavesdrop, but the three of them were out in the parking lot shouting it out for a while.”

“Charles is just very protective,” Dora said quickly, rising to his defense. “He’s been through a lot, the poor man. His father was a task-master. Clark Cadal clawed his way to the other side and was determined to be seen as an equal among the Fairy Tails community. He put untold pressure on Charles and it all got to be too much. Charles fell in love and ran away when he was young and then things went tragically wrong with Malia too.”

Wait? What did she just say?!

“I think when Beauty came into his life, he was so determined to be a better father and show how much he loved her that he—”

“Excuse me,” Michael said, leaning around Monica. “Did you just say Malia? Malia who?”

She blinked at him. “Malia Diragoni, of course.”

“Yes, dear,” Mary sounded in his ear, making him jump. “Didn’t you know she was his ex-wife?”

Michael’s jaw was working, but no sounds were coming out.

“No, we didn’t,” Monica said, looking just as flabbergasted as Michael. “We had no idea they used to be together.”

“Well, of course not, dear,” Mary replied. “No reason you should know. One shouldn’t—”

“—gossip,” Michael finished. “Right you are, Ms. Mary, but now that this is a murder investigation, it’s important we know all the details, even the ones that seem insignificant. That is why I’m so thankful to you all.” He slipped his hand into Mary’s. “We appreciate you sharing all this information, even though it makes you feel uncomfortable.”

Mary’s cheeks reddened. “Oh, it’s no trouble, Michael,” she purred. “We’re happy to help you, however we can.” She released Michael’s hand and got to her feet. “I should go see what’s taking Donna so long in the kitchen.”

She left the room and Michael, Monica, and Dora remained.

Dora sighed. “We truly do want to help,” she said softly. “Beauty could be trying at times but underneath all that was the sweet girl I knew. The thought of someone pushing her... down the—”

Tears sprang to her eyes as she choked up, not able to continue. Monica scooted closer to her, and rubbed her back, murmuring quietly to her until her tears slowed.

“I’m sorry,” she said. Dora lifted her head peering at them with red, puffy eyes. “This is all so horrible.”

“Maybe we should come back another—”

She cut Monica off. “No. You’re hunting down a murderer. Time is precious. I won’t be the reason the investigation is delayed.” Dabbing her eyes with the sleeve of her green sweater, she straightened her shoulders. “Ask your questions.”  

“Okay,” Monica said with a hint of reluctance. “Then if you wouldn’t mind, tell us more about Malia and Charles’s relationship. You said things ended tragically but they seem to be on good terms now.”

Dora looked away which Michael noted immediately. He had been studying her face the entire time, as he did with all interviews no matter how visibly uncomfortable people got, and as he did, Michael was struck by a strange sense of familiarity. He couldn’t quite put his finger on—

“There isn’t much to tell. They were young, in love, and didn’t want to hear anything about it. Charles’s father wasn’t thrilled with the arrangement. She lived on our side, and he wanted his son to make a better match. So Charles did the only thing his seventeen-year-old brain could think to do. He ran away with her.”

“But things didn’t work out?” Monica pressed when she didn’t go on.

Dora shook her head. “They ran out of money and had to come back home. Forced to live under his father’s rule once more, Charles started drinking and that soon spiraled out of control. The two of them were desperately unhappy, and then...”

She trailed off once more but another voice was quick to pick up the thread. 

“And then he met Claudia,” Mary said. She was carrying a plate of sandwiches while her sister, Donna, trailed behind her with the cookies. “You can imagine what happened. He fell in love with her, and left Malia high and dry. The poor girl did not take it well. She showed up at a party at the Cadals’ home and made a very dramatic, and I heard embarrassing, scene. She had to be physically removed.” 

Michael whistled. He couldn’t help himself. “How do you become friends after that?”

“Malia went away for a while,” Donna said as she plated a sandwich then handed it to him. “I’m sure you know what that means.”

Michael nodded at her knowing look. She went away to get help.

“When she came back,” Donna continued, “she had changed and so had Charles. Claudia was pregnant with Beauty at the time so he sobered up. As for Malia, she wanted no more negativity in her life. You know that whole sunny personality of hers with the ‘darling’ this, and ‘hello, love’ that. She was committed to moving on from the past and only focusing on happiness, hers and others.”

“So she opened Year of the Dragon,” Mary cut in, not to be outdone by her sister. “She said what better profession than spending your days making people laugh and dance and smile.” She rolled her eyes. “Although, if you ask me, she came back from that holiday too soon. Do you see those ridiculous getups? The woman looks like an overgrown bat.”

“Mary, really,” Dora scolded. “That is not nice.”

Michael looked up, the sandwich halfway to his lips, catching Dora’s frown. His lunch almost slipped from his fingers as it finally smacked him full in the face.

“—right, Dora,” Mary was saying. “One shouldn’t be catty. I—”

“Dora,” Michael burst out, startling them both. He put the turkey on rye back on his plate. “Dora, do you have children?”

She blinked at him. “Why, yes, of course. My daughter’s name is Emily.”

Michael shook his head. Of course. The two of them didn’t resemble each other in any obvious way, but that frown is the same. Funny the things we pass down.

“Does Emily go by Emma? Emma French?”

Dora nodded. “Yes, she does, but you knew that already, Mr. Grimm. Emma told me you have spoken to her multiple times.”

Monica goggled at them as she caught up with the conversation. Her lunch also ended up back on her plate. 

“We actually had no idea, Ms. Dora. We never got your last name, nor did we ask Emma who her parents were. So, Beauty and Emma really did grow up together.”

“They did and my Emma is devastated,” Dora said, her hands tightening on her plate. “They have known each other almost their whole lives. I worked as a housekeeper in the main house for Charles and he let me bring Emma over to play with Beauty. They were inseparable from the start. I don’t know how I’ll get her through this.”

“This is a tough time for all of us,” Donna said. “But, we have each other.”

“What will you all do now?” Monica asked.

Donna blew out a breath. “We will have to resume our earlier positions. I will go back to working in the main house as the cook. Dora, the housekeeper. Mary, the gardener.”

Dora raised her head, looking off somewhere above Michael’s head. “Yes, we just go back to our old lives like... nothing has changed.”
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THE GRIMM SIBLINGS said their goodbyes and headed out to the car. Monica slid into the driver’s seat and threw her container of cookies onto the back seat. 

“I don’t know about you,” Monica said, “but I found that conversation very enlightening.”

“Malia is Charles’s ex-wife. Emma French is Dora’s daughter.” Michael threw his hands up. “What’s next? Marcus Pepper is Claudia’s secret illegitimate half brother? There are so many mixed-up relationships in this case, I can barely keep track.”

“I hear you,” Monica replied as she pulled out of the parking lot. “Although, thanks to our non-gossiping friends, we might have a better idea of these mixed-up relationships. Like Beauty’s relationship with her parents.”

“Sounds like the Cadals gave Beauty the world and she appreciated none of it. I would also like to know more about this fight Charles got into with Gabe. He never mentioned having a problem with him before.”

“I think at this point, we can say the Cadals didn’t mention much of anything. To be fair, they were preoccupied with Beauty and needed to be by her bedside, but it’s becoming clear that we have to speak with them properly. We need to be sensitive though. They are grieving, and we work for them. We can’t let on that we’re treating them as suspects.”

“Sensitive is my middle name.”

She laughed. “Nope, that would be Cornelius. Sorry, bro, but you can’t come out from under that one.”

“Do you really want to go there, Caroline?”

Monica’s laughter dried up in a hurry, while Michael’s came rolling out of his chest in full force. 

Through gritted teeth, she said, “Alright, truce.”

He wiped away a tear. “Deal,” he said between chuckles.

“Two truces in one day,” Monica grumbled. “Maybe we should take some cues from Malia on repairing our brother/sister relationship.”

He chuckled. “I don’t know about that, but I would like to talk to Malia. It seems like she knew a different side of Charles. I would like to know who that side was.”

Monica didn’t look away from the road. “The side that blows up on a guy he barely knows. Or maybe the side that wasn’t in the ballroom when Beauty fell.”

“Yes,” he said gravely. “That side.”
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PRIVILEGES STILL FIRMLY in place, the guard to Cadal Manor let the Grimms in without question. All the same, they hesitated before getting out of the car. They sat there for so long, the front door opened and Nico peered at them from the welcome mat.

“Let me do the talking,” Monica said.

“I always do.”

They finally clambered out.

“Hello, Nico,” Michael said as they approached. He introduced Monica to the butler, and they shook hands.

“Hello, Miss Grimm. Please come in. The Cadals are expecting you.”

They trailed behind him, stepping through a front room, a hallway, a different living room, and then to the door of the dining room. 

“The Cadals are having a late lunch. You are free to join them.”

He opened the door and stood aside to let them enter. The Cadals rose from their seats the moment they did.

“Michael. Monica.” Claudia abandoned her untouched bowl of soup and raced over to Monica. She gripped her hand, rather tightly, if Monica’s wince was anything to go by, and dragged her over to the seat next to her and her husband. Michael followed at a slower pace, glancing around the dining room.

It was a massive space and still the dining table took up most of it. It was one of those tables meant for gleeful Christmas parties and family reunions. Not for two people.

Michael sat and smiled into their worn, pale faces. “It’s good to see you both. How are you doing?”

Claudia’s chin trembled. “We have been organizing the funeral, but it’s been difficult because we don’t know who to invite. All the people we would ask to be there, we invited to our daughter’s twenty-first birthday, and among those people is her killer.” Claudia looked at them pleadingly. “Please tell us you have something.”

“We do have something,” said Monica.

Michael’s eyes widened a fraction, but he did not say anything. He trusted his sister.

“We found out Beauty was talking to a man she met through her blog. His name is James Spindle. Had Beauty ever mentioned him to you before?”

“No, never.” Claudia twisted around to look at her husband. “Charles, have you heard of him?”

He shook his head as well. “Why? Does he have something to do with her death?”

“He does not exist, Mr. Cadal. James Spindle was an alias, a catfish as we call them, who pretended to be someone else online to get involved with your daughter.”

Claudia gasped, clapping her hand over her mouth. “Why would someone do that?”

“We don’t know,” Monica admitted. “But we have a theory, a thin one, that it may be the reason why her phone was taken. We think Spindle was at the party, and he asked Beauty to step out to meet him. He then took the phone, so the cops wouldn’t see the message and realize it wasn’t an accident. He wasn’t expecting you to raise the alarm so soon.”

“At the party?” Charles repeated. “But that is not possible. It would mean this Spindle is one of our friends or family.”

“Maybe not,” Monica said. “Is it possible he came from the outside? Snuck in among all the people going in and out during the set up?”

Claudia shook her head firmly. “No, it’s not possible. The police asked us the same thing this morning when they searched the manor, and this is what we told them. We have concrete walls around the property. We employ a guard who checks everyone in and out. We also have security cameras throughout and over every door. Everything those cameras recorded on that day we handed over to the CRPD detectives this morning. There is no way an intruder got into the manor. This is Fairy Tails for heaven’s sake.”

Not surprising, but we do need to be sure.

“If you say there was no way someone could have gotten in, then this confirms it. If Spindle was there, he had to be one of the guests. Can you think of anyone it could be?”

“We told you no!” Claudia cried, stress making her voice rise. “If we knew who did this, I would have pushed them down the stairs!”

Her snarl made Michael blink and he quickly amended his view of her.

Claudia Cadal.

Quiet. Unassuming. Rage hiding beneath the depths.

“I meant more along the lines of, did you have a feeling about anyone? Anyone in your daughter’s life that you weren’t sure of? Like her boyfriend, for example.” Monica zeroed in on Charles. “We heard the two of you got into an argument, Mr. Cadal. What about?”

Furrowing his brow, Charles scanned her face before answering. “That was ages ago. It was nothing. A misunderstanding.”

“Tell us about it.”

Charles’s eyes widened. “Do you think he did it? That slimy piece of—”

“We don’t know anything yet,” Monica interrupted. “We’re still trying to figure Gabriel Silva out, so anything you can tell us about him would be helpful.”

Charles had risen halfway out of his chair in righteous anger, but now he settled back. “It was nothing, as I said. We were all on edge after Beauty was run off the road, so when she was almost hit by the studio light, I had a bad feeling. I checked the cameras. They are trained down, not up, so I couldn’t see the light itself, but I did see a strange face loitering around set that day. Imagine my surprise when that face appears outside my daughter’s apartment claiming to be her boyfriend. I overreacted, but it was to protect her. Beauty set me straight and everything was fine afterward.”

“So what was the truth?”

“Gabriel had snuck on set hunting for autographs. He’s not the first and he certainly won’t be the last.”

She inclined her head. “Is there anything else you can think of? No matter how small it may have seemed at the time.”

“No,” Claudia replied softly. “There really is nothing. Beauty was doing well in school. She had a nice boyfriend and great friends, and she never said the name James Spindle to us. We truly want to help you, but we don’t understand how this could have happened. We don’t know why.” 

Monica tapped Michael’s elbow and stood. “You have been helpful, both of you. We wouldn’t have gotten this far without your help. When is Beauty’s funeral?”

“It’s... in three days,” Claudia replied. “Why?”

“Because we will have the killer unmasked and in handcuffs by then. Invite your friends and family without worry.”

They thanked them profusely as the siblings backed out toward the door and into the hallway. 

Michael hissed at Monica the moment they were far enough away. “Why did you do that? What if we can’t solve this in three days?”

“We will,” she said firmly. “We have to, so get that brain of yours working and tell that flash of insight it’s on notice. The very idea of them standing over a casket alone breaks my heart. There is a strong possibility that a familiar face is their daughter’s killer. They deserve to know who that face belongs to.” Monica picked up the pace and Michael hurried to catch up. “You know, this phantom is really starting to piss me off.”
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MONICA’S WORDS WERE ringing in Michael’s ears that night as he set up his tiny dining room table. 

This phantom is pissing me off too.

A knock on the door made Michael drop the forks to go answer it. Samira stood on his welcome mat with a grin and a bag of something that smelled delicious.

“Hey, Mikey.” She handed him the bag. “I brought Thai food.”

“Bless you.” 

She came in and immediately made herself at home. Kicking off her shoes, throwing her purse on the couch, and heading straight into the kitchen for the—

“Got it,” she said happily. “Michael, where is the corkscrew?”

Wine. 

Michael laughed, joining her in the kitchen. “Same place it’s always been.”

“Naturally,” she replied with a fond smile. “You’ve always been stuck in your ways. You were an old man before you turned twenty.”

“Hey!” he cried but was laughing along with her. “You know you tell me I’m an old grump at heart, but Monica is always saying I’m immature. Which is it?”

“A little bit of both I expect.” She handed him a glass. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.”

Michael took a sip before gesturing at the table. “Ready for dinner?”

“More than ready. Today was a long day.”

“Tell me about it.” Michael pulled out her chair before taking his own seat. “Mine did not go any better.”

“You first.”

Michael filled her in as they scooped green chicken curry on to their plates and spicy shrimp soup into their bowls. 

“... so now we have three days to find the killer, and we are still no closer to knowing the identity of James Spindle or even if he’s connected to her death.”

Samira swirled her soup with her spoon. “You are looking for a phantom. This Spindle guy sounds like one to me.”

“No arguments there.”

She hummed. “It must have come as a surprise to hear Malia Diragoni was Charles Cadal’s ex-wife. I knew of course, but the look on your face when you were blindsided by the gossipy driver must have been priceless.”

“You knew? How?”

“I’m a detective with the CRPD, Mikey. We have access to all sorts of records you private eyes can only dream about. I know that Charles Cadal has been busted for a D.U.I. And, I know Dora French, Donna Woods, and Mary Woods opened a bed-and-breakfast a few years ago that quickly went under.”

She laughed at his sour expression.

“It’s still hard to believe,” he insisted. “This whole Malia and Charles thing.”

“What? That exes can be friends?” 

She gave him a small smile which he returned.

“No, not that. I believe Malia could have returned to Castle Rock with a new outlook, but I can’t believe that’s the whole story. I had a feeling Dora was holding something back.” He sighed, dropping his spoon in the bowl. “I have a feeling everyone is holding something back. Emma, Gabriel, Dora, Marcus, Malia, and Charles. This is a murder investigation, but despite how much everyone claims they want the killer found, no one will be upfront with us. The only one I’m not looking at suspiciously is Claudia.”

Samira bit her lip. “About that...”

He cursed. “Oh no. What is it now?”

“I guess it’s time I tell you about my hard day.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, MICHAEL dragged his grumpy sister to his car and shoved a cup of coffee and a croissant at her.

“I know it’s early,” he said as he started the car. “But Samira’s chief doesn’t like them working with us. We have to go in before she comes to work, so Mira can show us what she found.”

“Why can’t you just tell me what it is?” she griped as she tore into the flaky goodness.

“Because I don’t know. She said we have to see it for ourselves.”

“Ugh, fine. Let’s go.”

Monica spent the ride finishing off her breakfast and sighing dramatically, making sure Michael knew she wasn’t pleased.

He almost sighed himself when he turned the corner and saw the police station, but his would have been one of relief.

The Castle Rock Police Station wasn’t a big operation. They were a large community, but there wasn’t enough crime to justify more than a handful of uniformed cops and two detectives, Samira and Spencer.

The station was a simple two-story brick building. They walked inside to find Samira ready and waiting in reception. “Come on.”

They followed her through the door and into where the action happens.

Okay, maybe not action.

The room wasn’t empty. There were loads of desks scattered about the place. The issue was only two of them were occupied. Spencer leaned all the way back in his chair, head tilted to the ceiling as he swiveled around and around.

But at least he was conscious, the officer at the desk across from him was slumped over, snoring ferociously.

“I feel safer already,” Monica mumbled. 

Samira chuckled. “Over here. I’ve got it queued up to the part you need to see.” She led them over to her desk—a neatly arranged, pristine paradise—and woke her laptop.

“What is it?” 

Spencer suddenly came to life, the siren call of Monica’s voice had him springing out of his seat and racing to her side. 

“Monica,” he said, breathing harder. “How are you?”

“Tired,” she replied, “but curious. So tell us, Mira, what are we looking at?”

“The Cadals handed over their security tapes from the night of the party,” she began. “It was only one day’s worth, so it didn’t take us long to find this.” She turned the screen around so they could see and hit play.

The siblings leaned in for a closer look. Claudia Cadal was standing outside on what must have been her porch. Dressed in her costume for the festivities, she relaxed against a post, looking out at something the camera couldn’t see.

Michael watched as she straightened, then turned to face someone. Beauty appeared on the scene, dressed in full attire, mask in place.

Obviously, Michael could not tell what they were saying, but he could read their body language loud and clear. Beauty was upset. Arms waving, feet stamping, and she most likely had a raised voice to match.

Claudia in comparison seemed calm, supplicating. But, whatever she was saying wasn’t working on her daughter, because three minutes in, Beauty rips the mask off her face and flings it at her mother.

Claudia staggers back when it hits her in the face but recovers quickly. She advances on Beauty, hand raised, and in one smooth move she—

“Whoa!” The Grimm siblings reeled back, wincing like they could feel the echo of that slap.

“Dang, Mama,” Monica tsked. “I think Beauty’s head went all the way around on that one.”

“I’m going to guess,” Samira began, “that Mrs. Cadal did not tell you about this.”

“Your guess is correct,” said Michael.

“You going to speak to the Cadals again?”

Michael shook his head. “I’m done talking. Talking isn’t working. It’s time to try something else.”

“What does that mean?”

“Thank you for this,” he said instead of answering. “I’ll talk to you later.”

“Michael,” she called at his back. “What does that mean? You know it’s never good when you get that Grimm mischief look on your face.”

He chuckled but didn’t slow down. Waving over his shoulder, he left the station. 

There would be no more talking. People kept spinning him fairy tales, and even with his keen eye, he wasn’t picking up on everything. At this rate, they would not find the killer at all, let alone in three days. He would have to try something else. Something that was less straitlaced private eye, and more Grimm.
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“I’M LOVING THIS PLAN,” Monica gushed.

Michael rolled his eyes. “I thought you might.”

They were back at their office. 

It was an hour before they opened, so no Ella around to hear their plans.

“This is why I signed on for the job,” said Monica. “For chasing down criminals and uncovering hidden secrets, not chasing down papercuts and uncovering mold in our kitchenette.”

Michael snorted. “Sorry the job hasn’t lived up to your expectations till now.”

“It’s okay,” she said sunnily. “It does now. So when do we go?”

He shook his head at her eagerness. “After we talk to Ella and see if she knows anything that can help us. After that, we break into Gabriel Silva’s dorm.”
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“I THINK THE OUTFIT is over the top,” Michael protested. “You just have to spin the resident assistant a story, you don’t need a costume to go with it.”

They had hopped in the car and were headed to Castle Rock University when Monica insisted on making a pit stop.

“I can’t talk to them in my work clothes,” she said calmly. “I have to sell the college student act.”

Michael glanced at her ankle-high boots, skirt, off-the-shoulder top, and silver hoop earrings. “I think you nailed it.”

She beamed. “Thanks. They will let me into his dorm for sure.”

“I love the confidence, but this entire plan is flimsy. Ella doesn’t know anything about him, and can’t look up his class schedule. He might not leave his room for hours. He could have roommates. He could—”

“Whoa, what happened to the cool Michael from an hour ago? Don’t go soft on me now, brother. Not before we commit our first felony.”

Michael’s grip tightened on the wheel. “Don’t say felony. Why would you say felony?!” He was officially spinning out. “What if we get caught and they call the police?”

Michael saw her grin out of the corner of his eye. “Then, you’ll flash that smile and Grimm charm on Samira and we’ll dance right out of the station. The same puppy dog eyes you use on single old ladies like Mary.”

Lifting his chin, Michael said, “Just for that, I’m calling the cops on you myself.”

Her laughter filled the car as he drove through campus and found a parking spot near the dorm. 

“We’re lucky Ella lives in the same building as him.”

“We’re even luckier she knows the resident assistant has a weakness for a pretty face,” Monica replied.

Michael bit his lip. “Darn it, that’s true. Maybe I should go instead.”

Monica promptly smacked him upside the head. 

Howling, Michael watched as she climbed out of the car and marched toward the nondescript three-story dormitory. 

His sister paused at the door and tossed him a thumbs-up before going inside.

Fingers drumming on the wheel, Michael waited in nervous anticipation.

What if he turns her away? What if we don’t find anything? What if Gabriel comes back and catches us? Why did I come up with this in the first place?! This was stupid. I’m going in there and getting Monica out.

His hand was on the door, ready to go, when the phone rang. Michael scrambled to pick it up.

“Monica, get out—”

“Bro, I’m in! They should really fire that R.A. It’s almost criminal how easy that was.”

“It is criminal!” He shook his head. “This was a mistake. We should go.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Do you know how pinchy these shoes are? I didn’t go through all this pain for nothing. Now, unless you see Silva coming, I want you to get your butt out of that car and help me look.”

Michael grumbled under his breath the whole way through the doors, hallways, and up to the second floor. 

Monica poked her head out of a door at the end of a beige hall. “Over here.”

Picking up the pace, he jogged down the hall and slipped into the room, closing the door firmly behind him. He twisted around and scanned his surroundings. Two beds on opposite sides of the room. At the foot of them sat two desks equally loaded down with textbooks, papers, pens, and pencils. It wasn’t difficult seeing which side of the room belonged to Silva. They went straight for the one with the giant blown-up picture of him over the bed.

“Could this guy be any more in love with himself?” Monica muttered.

“I doubt it,” he replied, scoffing. “So what did you say to get in here?”

Monica turned to him with a grin. “I told the R.A. I spent the night here and forgot my keys. I whined about needing to get into my room and get my project, because I had a huge presentation in twenty minutes and etcetera, etcetera, sob, sob, sob. He moved pretty fast when the waterworks came on.”

“Sometimes you scare me, Monica Grimm.”

She shrugged lightly. “Sometimes, I scare myself.”

He chuckled and pointed at the window. “His room faces the entrance, so you should be able to see if he comes back from class. Keep watch while I’ll look.”

“Gotcha.” Monica took up her position by the window. “So what are we looking for again?”

“I don’t know,” Michael admitted while rifling through the papers on Gabriel’s desk. “I just have a feeling that there is more to this guy and after yesterday it has intensified. He just happens to be wandering around Kingdom Film Studios the day Beauty almost got hit by a studio light. That is supposed to be a coincidence?”

“It would have been before they started dating,” Monica added. “Which makes it doubly weird.”

“Ella can’t find much on him, except that he is a hospitality major who grew up in another town, and he has been pretty good at not sharing much about himself. I need to know what makes this guy tick.”

Michael booted up the laptop while he searched through the desks. 

“It always did make you crazy when you couldn’t figure someone out in five seconds.”

“Most people aren’t that complicated,” Michael said absentmindedly. He pulled out a stack of magazines to see if there was anything hidden between or underneath. “The motivations for murder are always the same. Rage, jealousy, money, or psychopathy. We need to know what could have motivated Gabriel Silva.”

“Do you see anything?”

“No.” He carefully put everything back the way he found them and moved to the bed. In one smooth move, Michael lifted the mattress in one hand and felt around with the other. “Nothing here either.”

“Check under the bed.”

Michael let the mattress fall, then got down on his hands and knees. Dropping his head, he squinted as he looked around, but he didn’t need more light to tell him there was nothing there. The only things under this bed were dust bunnies.

“I’m going to check the closet,” Michael announced as he got to his feet. “Do you see anyone coming?”

“Not a soul, bro. You’re good to go.”

Michael moved past the desk and slid the closet door open. He whistled. “He and Beauty might have been a match made in heaven. The amount of designer clothes in here is staggering.”

“Not everyone shops off the sales rack, dear brother.”

“They do if they grew up in a place like our side. I think we can safely say Gabriel Silva has money.”

Monica shifted away from the window and turned to meet his eyes. “But if that’s true, why is he sharing a dorm on a college campus instead of getting his own place? Why can’t we find anything on him? A rich daddy CEO or a mom who invented billion-dollar tech.”

“That’s a good question,” Michael said. “A very good question.”

Michael turned back to the closet and pushed the clothes inside. 

Nothing.

No door leading to a hidden panel behind the wall. No one waiting to pop out and yell “boo.” Just a blank white wall.

He reached up to the shelf overhead. Stacked to the ceiling were rows of shoe boxes, and based on the labels, the combined cost of these shoes was worth more than his month’s rent.

He shifted a stack to the side reached in between. It was a long shot, but maybe there was something in or behind the boxes that would—

“Michael, he’s here! We have to go!” 

Michael jerked. He snatched his arm out and that’s where it all went wrong. 

His sleeve caught on one of the shoe boxes, and he went down with a shout when the stack tumbled down onto his head. 

“Michael!” Monica rushed to his side and helped him to his feet.

“I’m fine,” he mumbled, rubbing his forehead where a loafer bonked it. He could already feel the lump growing. “We have to clean this stuff up quickly.”

Monica wasn’t looking at him. Eyes wide, she gazed down at her feet. “Yes, but what exactly is this stuff?”

Michael looked down and his breath caught. Scattered among the shoes were photographs. Of various sizes and shapes, but like the ones that adorned the walls of Cadal Manor. They were all of one particular person.

“What in the world is this?!” Monica exclaimed. 

“I don’t know, but he’s coming back. We have to put everything back, now.”

They jumped into action. Monica haphazardly flung shoes into boxes with no care to matching pairs or labels, while Michael scrambled to pick up the photographs. They had fallen out of a box that had upended. He lifted it and found even more pictures underneath and some cut-up pieces of paper. 

Scanning them quickly as he threw them inside, he felt the seconds scuttling up his back and latch onto his ear screaming, “hurry, hurry, hurry!”

“Michael, he must be stepping into the hallway right now!” she hissed as she roughly shoved the boxes back. “How are we supposed to get out of here?”

Michael shoved their creepy find at her and raced to the window. “We have to jump.”

“Are you insane?! We’re on the second floor!”

“It’s not that high. I’ll go first and catch you.”

Michael yanked the window open. It gave way with a loud screech that Michael prayed couldn’t be heard outside the room. 

There was no time to think. Michael lifted his leg, stuck it out the window, then his head and other leg followed.

He leaned forward—

—and choked when a hand caught his collar and dragged him back.

“Michael, you’ll break your foolish neck,” Monica hissed. “Stop this. We’ll explain what happened. Convince him not to call the cops.”

“Monica,” he wheezed in her stranglehold. “You’re the one who is going to break my foolish neck.”

She quickly released him. “I’m sorry. Now come back in—”

Michael took his chance and jumped, his sister’s scream following him all the way down.

He hit the ground hard, crumpling in the grass and rolling a few feet from the window, but he didn’t have time to check for broken bones. He scrambled back and looked up into Monica’s frantic face.

“Are you okay?” she cried.

“I’m fine but, Mo, you have to jump now. He might have heard you scream.”

Her head whipped around. “Michael, he’s opening the door!”

“Jump now! I’ll catch you.”

Monica’s head disappeared and her legs came out the window. Michael barely had time to blink before two ankle-length boots came hurtling at his head. 

He caught her and they collapsed in a heap on the floor, all the air rushing out of him with an oomph.

They clambered to their feet and made a run for it. Full-out sprinting to the car, throwing themselves in, and peeling out of the parking lot with tires squealing.
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“WE ARE NEVER, EVER, ever doing anything like that again!”

Michael’s head lolled as his sister grabbed him by the collar and shook him. She had pounced on him the moment he parked the car in front of the Little Pigs. “Never!”

“Did you forget that I was the one who wanted to chicken out,” he protested as he freed himself. “I thought this was what you signed up for.”

“I didn’t sign up to have you throw yourself out of second-story windows. You could have gotten seriously hurt.”

She crossed her arms and threw herself back into her seat. With a start, Michael saw tears forming in her eyes.

He softened his voice. “I’m okay, Mo. Really. I’ve got a scraped elbow and a small lump on my forehead. No big deal.”

She sniffled. “Don’t do that again.”

“I won’t,” he promised. “Next time, I’ll happily be hauled away by the cops.”

“Good.” She granted him a small smile and he knew they were good again. “So, what now?”

“Now, lunch,” he said firmly. “We can figure everything else out after.”

“That’s the best plan you’ve had all week.”
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Chapter Six
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“I guess this means we’re back to talking?” Monica asked as she picked a pickle from her burger and popped it directly into her mouth.

“That seems the safest option.” Michael took a bite of his own burger before continuing. “I’d like to know more about the argument Claudia and Beauty got into the day of the party.”

“I would like an explanation for that as well. She smacked the mess out of that girl.”

“And then there’s Malia Diragoni.”

“And we can’t forget—”

“Gabriel,” they said at the same time.

“Those photos seemed creepy,” Monica said. “But could Beauty have posed for them? She clearly liked getting her picture taken.”

He shook his head. “I was rushed, but from what I could tell, they were long-distance shots and she wasn’t looking at the photographer in any of them. She didn’t know someone was taking her picture.”

Monica shivered. “This just gets weirder and weirder.”

Michael couldn’t argue with that. “Do you have Malia’s number?”

“I have her business card, but Ella should have the number of her personal secretary.”

“Have her call and arrange for us to meet with her, as soon as possible. We’re halfway through day one and we only have more questions instead of answers.”

“I’ll call her right now.”

Michael went back to his meal as his sister spoke to Ella, but his thoughts weren’t on his food. The waiter could have switched his burger for a mound of clay and he wouldn’t have noticed. The only things that penetrated his brain were statements, motives, and alibis. They all swirled around, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make it all come together.
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“SO AM I EVER GOING to find out what you meant this morning by ‘no more talking’?” Samira asked.

Michael chuckled into the phone. “For my sake, it’s better that you don’t.”

“Goodness, Mikey.”

“Don’t worry, I don’t plan on doing anything like it ever again.” He absentmindedly rubbed his elbow. It was still smarting from the fall.

“Well, that’s probably for the best, so I’m glad to hear it.”

A tap on the window drew Michael’s attention. He waved to his mother. “I’ve got to go, Mira. I’ll call you later.”

“Hey, Mom,” he said as she climbed into the car. “How did the appointment go?”

Michael’s mother had regular doctor appointments but no car. So Michael and Monica took turns picking her up and dropping her back home.

“This old body is still in working order.”

“Nothing old about you, Mom.”

“Aw.” She reached over and patted his cheek. “Such a sweet boy.”

Michael cried out when the same hand popped him over the head. 

“That is why it was such a disappointment when you ran out of dinner the other night. Your father was only trying to help.”

Michael pressed his lips together, clamming up.

“And refusing to speak won’t work either. Michael, I know you and your father have your issues, but you two can’t go on like this any longer. You have to talk.” She moved her hand down to his shoulder. “Promise me you will?”

His phone went off at that precise moment and Michael answered rather than respond to his mother. “Yes?”

“Malia just called me back,” Monica replied. “She said we can drop by her house tonight after dinner. She lives in Fairy Tails on Brambles Street.”

“See you then.”

Michael hung up and turned the key in the ignition. “Mom, I have to speak to someone about the case, so I can’t stick around for dinner.”

“Michael Cornelius Grimm,” she said sternly, hands on hips. “I want you to promise me that you will speak to your father.”

“I promise,” he replied easily. “Please don’t get upset, Mom.”

She sniffed but she removed her hands. “Good. Now, what’s all this business about you not having time to eat dinner with your own mother?”

“It’s about the case.”

“You still have to eat.”

“It takes forty-five minutes to drive across town and get through the Fairy Tails gate. I have to get going if I—”

“You can’t skip meals, Michael.” 

They continued in that vein for the rest of the trip. Needless to say, Michael had dinner with his mother.
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“WHAT TOOK YOU SO LONG?” Monica asked as he climbed out of the car.

“Your mother.”

She laughed. “Mom refused to let you leave without dinner?”

“Pretty much.”

They strode toward the mansion. Michael whistled. “Wow, she really takes this all-black, dungeons-and dragons thing seriously.”

“Old money.”

Michael looked at her questioningly.

“Not hers,” Monica added. “She didn’t move here until Year of the Dragon took off. She bought the place from the last heir of an old Castle Rock family. So, you’ll have to blame them for the décor.”

The place truly looked like a castle with turrets, and arches, and steeple roofs. But this castle was built out of dark stone and woods. They climbed the front steps and Michael lifted his brow when he saw the door knocker. “Really?”

Monica tittered as they took in the massive dragon’s head positioned on the door. “Well, I’ll admit that one must have been her.”

Forgoing the knocker, Michael pressed the doorbell. 

Malia did not leave them standing on the doorstep for long.

“Hello, darlings,” she said brightly, sweeping out her arms. Her black, batwing blouse billowed with the gesture. “Welcome to my home.”

“Thank you for taking the time to meet with us,” Monica said, stepping over the mat and inside. “We know it’s late.”

“Late?” She laughed. “Darling, this is business hours for me. Not a lot of lavish parties are held at tea time. Come, come, come,” she said, flapping her hands. “Can I get you anything?”

“No, we’re fine,” Monica said.

They trailed behind her as she led them through into the living room. Michael wasn’t sure what he was expecting—actually, he did know what he was expecting and this warm, bright space with yellow wallpaper, seascape paintings, antique shelves, and hanging string lights wasn’t it.

He tried to keep the shock off his face as he sat down on an aqua-colored loveseat, but Malia smirked at him across the coffee table.

“Everyone is surprised when they visit my home,” she said to him. She threw him a wink. “You don’t have to hold back.”

Michael blinked at her. Usually, I’m the one reading people. Not used to it being the other way around.

“Your home is... lovely,” he finished lamely. 

“It is lovely,” Monica echoed. She was still up and walking around the room. She paused in front of the shelves. “These statuettes are adorable and—oh, hello. Who is this little beauty?”

Monica had gravitated to the second shelf. From his position, he could not see what she was looking at as the shelves were facing the opposite wall. Malia’s back was turned to Monica entirely, but all the same, she answered without turning around. “That would be my daughter, Alaina,” she said lightly.

“She’s beautiful,” Monica fawned. “Look at these cute pictures. Is she in a duck costume in this one?”

Malia rose the second Monica picked up the frame and appeared at her side. “Yes, she is,” she replied as she took the photo from her hands. “It was Halloween.”

Monica came over and took a seat next to Michael. “How old is she now?”

Malia did not answer right away. Carefully, she placed the photo back in its rightful place, then she sat down. “She was three years old,” she said, looking at them steadily. “When she died in a car accident off Siren Woods.”

Monica sucked in a breath. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

“It was over twenty years ago, darling. There’s no reason you should have known.” Malia crossed her legs and settled her hands on her knee. “So what did you want to speak with me about?”

“Your ex-husband,” Michael said. “If you don’t mind.”

“Oh, I see that particular cat is out of the bag,” she said, laughing.

“Was it a secret?”

She cocked her head. “No, why would it be? It’s just ancient history. We got divorced twenty-four years ago.”

“But you remained friends?”

She shrugged. “It took some time for us to become friends, but we got there in the end. Charles was my best friend long before he was my lover or husband. We didn’t want to lose that.”

“You’ve known him a long time.” 

It was a statement, but Malia answered it like it was a question. “Since I was fifteen.”

“Why did you two break up?”

Her smile morphed into a frown. “I’m sure that’s none of your business.”

Monica elbowed him and he fell silent. 

“We are not trying to be nosy,” Monica explained. “We just want to get a better idea of who Charles was.”

“Why?”

“Can I be straight with you?” Michael said, speaking up again despite the look his sister was throwing him.

Malia looked between the two of them before nodding. “I wish you would.”

“The issue from the very beginning of this case was: did Beauty Cadal fall down the stairs or was she pushed? And if she was pushed, how did the killer manage to do it while everyone was in the ballroom? We tried to work the case, ignoring that problem for the time being, while we focused on finding suspects who would want to hurt her in the first place, but we can’t ignore it anymore, Malia... because now we know that not everyone was in the ballroom at nine o’clock.”

She blinked at him. “You mean Charles? Well, of course, he wasn’t there. He went out to get the cake, so he could roll it in after the show. But what does that have to do with—” Her eyes widened as the implication hit her. “Wait, no! You can’t possibly think he would hurt Beauty.”

“We don’t want to think that,” Monica said. “But we can’t ignore that he’s the only one with no alibi for the time she fell.”

“That does not matter in the slightest,” said Malia firmly. “Alibi or no alibi, he would never hurt that girl.”

“The idea is unthinkable, but we do have to ask. Especially since we know he had a temper. He went after Beauty’s boyfriend.”

Monica conveniently left out that Gabriel was most likely a stalker but the words had its intended effect. 

Malia’s indignant expression slipped. “He did?”

Nodding, Monica continued. “Yes. First time he ever met him and he attacks him in a parking lot. You’ve known him for most of your life, has he ever gotten violent like that before... maybe when he’s been drinking?”

Malia flinched, her indignation had fled completely. “So that cat is out of the bag as well,” she said softly.

“I’m afraid so.”

Malia pressed her lips together, face pinched.

“Malia.” Monica leaned forward as Malia’s eyes fell to her clasped hands. “I know this is difficult, but we need you to tell us the truth. Did he have a violent side? Is there even the slightest chance Charles Cadal had a hand in Beauty’s death?”

Slowly, Malia lifted her head and met their gaze. “No,” she said clearly. “There is no chance Charles had a hand in this.”

“Okay, thank you for—”

“At least,” she went on like there was no interruption. “Not the Charles he is now. Not the Charles who gave up drinking, built a successful business, and has been a devoted husband and father for the last twenty-three years. That Charles could never have hurt a soul.” She took a deep breath. “But the Charles he used to be. The one who was loud, drunk, and possessive. The one who picked fights in bars and punched holes in walls.” Her lips trembled, the sunny disposition finally deserted her. “If Beauty met him on the stairs that night. I can’t... I can’t say for sure what could have happened.”

Monica and Michael’s silence filled the room. It was almost as loud as Malia’s soft cries.
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MICHAEL WOKE BEFORE his alarm the next morning. One moment he had been asleep and the other he was not. He lay there as it hit him. 

Today, he had to accuse a father of murdering his own daughter.

He and Monica argued about it the entire ride home. They had taken separate cars, but that didn’t stop Monica from calling him up and telling him they needed to go to the Cadals first thing in the morning to confront them with what they knew.

Michael didn’t disagree. He was the one who said they had to look at everyone as suspects, no matter how grief-stricken they seemed, but still something inside of him hesitated. 

He was no stranger to strained fatherly relationships, but how could this one have gone so wrong?
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MICHAEL WAVED TO THE Cadals’ guard, Dave, and drove through.

“You ready, bro?”

“Yep.”

“You able to handle doing all the talking?”

He cracked a smile. “I think I can manage.”

“Alright, then you distract the Cadals while I take another look around the house.” 

“Sounds good.”

“Then let’s go.”

Without another word, they hopped out of the car and knocked on the door. Nico let them in and led them straight into the living room before disappearing. 

Charles and Claudia rose from the couch. 

“Monica. Michael. Come sit,” Charles said. “We are choosing photos of Beauty for the funeral.”

Michael made for the couch but Monica stayed put. “Actually, do you mind if I go to the bathroom?”

“Go right ahead,” Claudia said. “Do you want us to call Nico to show you where it is?”

“Not necessary.” She slipped out of the room and it was just the three of them.

They made small talk for a bit. Michael asked them how the funeral arrangements were going and how they were holding up, but soon the conversation drifted back to what was truly weighting on their minds.

Claudia gave Michael a tentative smile. “I know you said three days, but I wasn’t expecting it to be so soon.”

“What so soon?” Michael asked distractedly. He was studying Charles’s every twitch, wince, scratch, and blink for the last half hour. That didn’t leave enough presence of mind to listen to her words too.

“You know who the killer is.” Claudia sniffled. Reaching down, she picked up a photo of Beauty and lightly traced her face. “You don’t have to hold back. Tell us who it is.”

The ferocity in her voice jolted him back to reality. He took his eyes off Charles to focus on her. Reluctantly, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I’m not here with a name. I’m here with more questions.”

“More questions?” she asked. “About what?”

“Claudia, you gave the security tapes to the police, so they could review what happened the day of the party. Do you remember what was on those tapes?”

She frowned. “On the tapes? I’m not following you.”

“Claudia, clear enough for everyone to see is you getting into an argument with your daughter and then striking her.”

She reeled back in shock and Charles jumped to his feet. “Now, hold on. Why are you asking about that? It had nothing to do with—”

“What did you fight about?” he asked Claudia. “And why did you not mention it before?”

“Because it wasn’t relevant,” she burst out. Then she gasped. The hand clutching a used tissue flew to her mouth. “You can’t possibly think that I—”

“No, Mrs. Cadal,” he interrupted. “I do not think you killed your daughter. I simply want to know what you fought about.”

The defensive fire slowly melted from her eyes and she relaxed. “I’m sorry. I’m a bit on edge.” She took a deep breath. “The fight was silly really. Beauty did not like her mask. She said it itched and told me to go and get her another one. I told her I couldn’t. The one we got her was custom-made and took days to make. If she wanted another, I would have to get one from a party store.” 

Claudia lowered her fist. “She did not like that option either. She got angry. Yelled. Saying ‘fine, then I won’t wear the stupid thing at all. I don’t know why you’re throwing me this lame masquerade party in the first place.’ Then she threw her mask in my face.

“I lost my temper. We had spent so much time and money trying to make her party perfect and she appreciated none of it. Before I knew what I was doing, I hit her.”

“Is that how she usually was?” Michael asked. “Demanding. Ungrateful.”

“No!” Charles sputtered, turning red. “Beauty was—”

“Yes.” Claudia gave her husband a hard look. “The fact is we spoiled her. We gave her everything she wanted and we were lax about disciplining her when she acted out.”

“Claudia, what are you saying?” Charles’s eyes were popping out of his head. “We loved her! We did our best by her.”

“We did love her, and we still do... but we did not do our best.” She shook her head as tears sprung to her eyes. “Maybe if we did, none of this would have h-happened.”

Charles quickly sat and put his arms around her. “Come on, Claudia, don’t do this to yourself,” he said fervently, his own eyes getting glassy. “You can’t blame yourself for what happened. It was no one’s fault but the trash who attacked her. Beauty was sharp-tongued and strong-willed, but she also stayed up late and watched old movies with us on the weekends. She donated old clothes to women’s shelters, even if they cost her hundreds of dollars. She let Donna live in her apartment rent free, when her business went under and she lost her house.”

The tears were coming in earnest. “Beauty was spoiled and temperamental, but she was also funny and smart and there for people when they really needed her. She was our little girl! She was our everything, and this was not our f-fault.” Claudia buried her face in his chest as she sobbed. “This can’t be our fault. We can’t be the reason she’s g-gone.”

Michael lowered his eyes. Watching Charles break down once was hard enough but witnessing both fall to pieces was unbearable.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am.” He stood. “I should go.”

“We can’t go, Michael.”

Michael jerked his head toward the door. Monica stood in the doorway, looking more serious than Michael had ever seen her. Her jacket was off and balled up in her hands.

“Monica? What’s wrong?”

“We can’t go,” she repeated, walking into the room. “I’ve called Samira and the police are on their way.”

The Cadals lifted their heads, their hiccupping sobs slow to fade. 

When Claudia had herself partly under control, she asked, “The police? I don’t understand. I thought you didn’t know who the killer was?”

“We didn’t when we came. We do now.”

Charles roughly scrubbed his face and scowled. “What does that mean? Stop talking in riddles and tell us who it is.”

Monica looked back at him, gaze steady. “It was you, Mr. Cadal.”

“What?” he whispered, blood draining out of his face. “What are you talking about?”

Monica lifted her jacket, and with a closer look, Michael saw two cellphones resting within the fabric. “I found Beauty’s phone. It was hidden right next to this one. The one you used to communicate with her... as James Spindle.”

Shakily, Claudia got to her feet. “I-I don’t understand.”

“There was only one person outside the ballroom at the time your daughter was pushed,” she said calmly. “The only problem was your husband had no motive that we could see... until now. Our theory was right, Claudia. James Spindle was at that party and he asked your daughter to come to the top of the staircase, so they could finally meet in person. Beauty came and he pushed her down the stairs.” She held out her arms. “It’s all here. I’ve read the messages. Beauty had a lot to say about the two of you. Mostly that you treated her like a child, and she was desperate to get out from under your thumb and live her own life.

“She says now that she’s in the sights of companies like Mirror, Mirror there was no reason for her to stay in Castle Rock. She told Spindle she was planning to drop out and move to Calchester to be near Mirror, Mirror headquarters, but most importantly, to be near him. That’s when the tone of James’s texts changed. He gets more and more insistent as he tells Beauty not to run away. At the very least, she should finish her degree. But Beauty’s mind is made up... that is until Spindle says she should hold off until after her birthday party. He tells her he’ll be there. He is going to surprise her.”

Claudia was shaking, pale as a ghost, while Charles just stood there. His jaw working but he remained speechless.

“B-but that’s not...” Claudia whispered. “Charles wouldn’t—”

“I found these phones in your husband’s office. Tucked deep in the drawer of his desk. I’m sorry, but it’s all here. The conversations, the texts... the nude photos.”

“N-nude—” She clapped her hand over her mouth as she gagged. 

“Spindle is Charles. He killed your daughter.”

Slowly, painstakingly, Claudia faced her husband. She was unsteady on her feet, swaying, and for a second, Michael thought she was going to collapse.

He moved to catch her just as Charles finally found his voice.

“Claudia,” he said, shaking his head frantically. “It’s not true. I swear it’s not tru—”

“Argh!” Claudia screamed. A deep primal, guttural scream that made Michael’s hairs stand on end. He rushed her, but it was too late.

Claudia launched herself at her husband.
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Chapter Seven
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“It’s not true!” Charles bellowed as the uniforms struggled to get him into the police car. “I swear, honey, it’s not true! I didn’t do it!”

His “honey” screamed obscenities at him from the doorway. Claudia fought ferociously in the hold of two cops, trying to finish what Monica and Michael had stopped her from doing when they pulled her off Charles. 

She smacked one of the women holding her in the face and Spencer hissed. “Ouch,” he said from their place in the driveway. “I can’t believe I ever thought she was meek.”

“She certainly isn’t that,” said Samira as she carefully took the phones from Monica and placed them in evidence bags. “Good job not touching them directly, Mo. We need clear prints off these, and we can’t have any of them being yours.”

“My P.I. course did teach me a few things,” she replied, eyes fixed on Charles and Claudia. “I still can’t believe it.”

“Neither can I,” Samira said. “I would like you to explain this to me again. You were rushing on the phone.”

“Huh, what?” Monica tore her eyes away. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. So it started when James Spindle asked to move their conversation to text...” Monica filled them in on everything she had found. 

Spencer shook his head. “So he was obsessed with her. An obsession that went past normal fatherly love, but he knows it’s the ultimate taboo.”

“So he creates a fake persona, and has a relationship with her through Spindle,” Samira continued. “But when she starts talking about leaving and saying she wants to be free of her parents, of her father, he snaps. He can’t be with her, and he can’t let her go.”

“So he pushes her down the stairs,” Monica finished. “We’ve had some difficult cases, but this must be the worst.”

Spencer nodded. “You were amazing tonight, Mo. You caught a killer and got a young woman justice. It’s hard right now, but this was a good day.”

Monica cracked a smile. “Since when do you call me Mo?”

He grinned. “Since you started kicking butt as an investigator.”

“Detective Gutierrez! A little help, please!”

Spencer jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “I should help them restrain Mrs. Cadal before we have another murder on our hands, but seriously, Monica, great job.”

Spencer turned to go but was pulled up when Monica caught his sleeve. 

“Thank you”—she rose on tiptoe and pressed her lips against his cheek—“Spencer.”

Spencer stumbled away, hand clutching the place her lips had been. 

Samira rolled her eyes. “Thanks for that, Mo. He’s going to be insufferable for the rest of the week now.”

Monica laughed.

“I have to go too,” Samira said. “Get Cadal back to the station and start processing him and the evidence, but I also want to say good job. I’m glad we can put this one to bed.”

She walked off and Monica and Michael were left standing on the front porch.

Monica looked up at him. “You okay, Michael? You’ve been quiet, and that’s saying something.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“About what? How you are going to celebrate me finding the slam-dunk evidence and closing this case?”

“No,” he said simply. “I’ve been thinking we have a big problem... because Charles Cadal is innocent.”
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“IT DOESN’T ADD UP!” Michael yelled. “There are still too many questions!”

Michael heard a groan followed by a slammed drawer. 

“What questions?! The question was who took the phone and we found out! That’s the only question that matters!”

Ella watched the exchange from her desk, sipping her tea nonchalantly. Michael and Monica had been arguing nonstop since the night before, with no signs of letting up.

“What about the stalker boyfriend?” Michael called into the kitchenette. “What about Emma French? What about all the accidents? What about—”

“What about the phone? What about James Spindle? What about the fact that the only person who could have done it was someone who was outside the ballroom?” Monica appeared in the doorway, hand on hips, eyes ablaze, and hair flying in a way that made her look like an avenging angel come to strike down irritating big brothers. “What about Samira calling you this morning and telling you the prints on Spindle’s phone matches Charles’s prints? What about that?”

“I-I...” He threw up his hands. “I don’t know how to explain any of that yet. I just know he didn’t do it.”

She stalked toward him. “How do you know that?”

“I just do,” he said firmly. “I can feel it. He’s innocent. He didn’t hurt Beauty; he would never hurt her. He loved her, and not in a creepy, incestuous way. She was his little girl and losing her broke him.” He grasped her shoulders. “He did not do this. Please... partner... you have to believe me.”

He could tell he was wearing away at her stubbornness as the tension slowly leaked out of her shoulders 

“You’re saying the perfect suspect with the motive, means, and opportunity is the one person who couldn’t have committed the crime?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

Monica sighed. “Then what do we do? It’s day three. Beauty’s funeral is in an hour. We got Claudia’s husband thrown in jail, and we still don’t know who the killer is or how they did it.”

He straightened, squaring shoulders. “We have to start over. From scratch.”

She slumped. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”
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THE SIBLINGS LEFT ELLA to hold things down while they took off for the Fairy Tails Funeral Home and Cemetery. It was a short simple service, but Michael fidgeted the entire time. Every time he looked at the framed photo of Beauty on the stage or heard her mother’s heartbroken wails, he was filled with shame at not having found the real killer.

The worst part was the word was already out. Michael could tell from the hushed whispers and half-pitying, half-suspicious looks thrown at Claudia, that everyone knew the famous owner of the one and only Kingdom Films had been hauled away from his home in cuffs. Disgraced and denounced as a sick man who murdered his own daughter. They knew all the horrid gossip, but they did not know what Michael did, what he saw. Charles did not do this.

He shook his head. Charles sits in jail, missing his own daughter’s funeral, while the actual killer is most likely in this very room.

Michael’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the sea of familiar faces. 

“One of you,” he whispered.

“What was that, bro?” Monica asked as she stood.

He shook his head. “Nothing. Just thinking out loud.”

“It’s time to go to the cemetery and say goodbye to Beauty.”

They joined the line of people leaving the home and stepped out into the sun. Michael blinked in the glare even while he clutched his jacket tighter. It was that time of year when the sun battled the chill in the air for dominance.

The crowd stood around Beauty’s grave, all clenching shawls, jackets, sweaters, and tissues. Emma French cried into her mother’s shoulder. Next to her, silent tears rolled down Gabriel’s cheeks and dripped onto blades of grass.

Michael did not cry, neither did Monica, but he did step forward when called and placed a rose on her casket. 

I’ll find your killer, he thought. I promise.

The ceremony soon ended, and people began to depart. Claudia approached them and grasped his hands. “Thank you for coming,” she said to them, her voice raspy from screaming half the night. “I want you to know I am not angry with you. You did your job and found my d-daughter’s k-killer.” 

Michael’s stomach twisted. Having Claudia, or the pale, trembling copy of Claudia, thank him for messing up was too much.

“Claudia, please do not thank me. I don’t deserve it.”

She blinked at him, eyes bloodshot. “What do you mean?”

He took her hands. “Claudia, your husband did not kill your daughter. Charles is innocent.”

“B-but the phone—”

“It was not him.” Michael raised his head, and his voice along with it. “Charles Cadal did not kill his daughter, and I’m going to prove it. You have been through so much, Mrs. Cadal. I won’t let you lose your husband too.”

She stood in stunned silence as Michael patted her hand and turned away. He looked down his audience. Minnie Choi peeked at him from under her parasol. Emma, Dora, Donna, and Mary stared at him impassively, while Gabriel sneered. 

“Okay, I think that is enough excitement for one day. It’s time for you to lie down, darling,” Malia said, stepping around Gabriel. She gathered a frail Claudia in her arms. “Come now, I’ll make you some tea.”

Monica tugged on his sleeve, and Michael let himself be pulled away.

They were almost to the car, when a hard shove sent Michael pitching forward. 

“Hey!” his sister cried.

Michael spun around and caught Monica’s arm, before she could knock Gabriel’s head off.

“It’s okay, sis,” he said coolly, dusting off his suit. “I can handle this.”

“You got some big ones, Grimm,” Gabriel hissed, face red. “Coming up in here, shouting about that perv being innocent. Beauty’s gone! She’s dead! And you want to keep raking this back up for what? Money? Media attention?”

“You seem mad, Silva?” Michael figured he would join in on the last names.

“Yeah, I’m mad!”

“That’s interesting because the other day you said you didn’t care about Beauty. You guys were just ‘hanging out’ and you couldn’t be bothered to visit her in the hospital.” 

He flinched. “That— That wasn’t—”

“How you truly felt? I know that. You cared about Beauty. You always have. Even before you started dating her.”

Gabriel took a step back, eyes darting around. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re quite the photographer, aren’t you, Gabe? And Beauty was your muse, whether she knew it or not.”

Gabe’s eyes bugged out. “Y-you— It was you! You were in my dorm!”

He shrugged. “I don’t think I was, Gabriel, but I know you were wherever Beauty was. Following her around, waiting, watching. What happened? When the studio light didn’t do the trick, did you decide you had to get closer to her, to make sure the job was done right this time?”

“The job?” He screwed up his face. “You think I killed her?! Are you insane? I loved her. I was trying to protect her.”

“Protect her from what?”

“Protect her from the person who actually dropped the light, you idiot! Honestly, you call yourself a detective.”

Monica scowled. “Why don’t you set us straight then?

Crossing his arms, he met their eyes defiantly. “The first time I saw Beauty was at the CRU open house. I knew from that moment we were meant to be together. She was unreal. A goddess among petty, jealous mortals, who could never measure up to her. I could never measure up to her.

“So I waited, hoping one day she would pick me. But then I went to see her at the studio, she was in the spot where she liked to practice her lines, and I watched her run through them.” His eyes became unfocused. “She was perfect. Such talent.” He shook himself. “Then out of nowhere, the light comes crashing down. Everyone called it an accident, but I thought I saw someone up there, just before it fell. After that, I couldn’t wait anymore. We had to be together so at least I could be near to protect her.”

Monica scoffed. “What a load of dirty laundry.”

“It’s true,” he protested.

“If you really loved Beauty like you claimed, why have you been pretending otherwise?”

“Because—”

“Because why?”

“Because of Spindle,” Michael cut in. He smiled as finally the picture of Gabriel came into focus. “You told us there would be no article in Mirror, Mirror because you knew all along that Spindle was a fake. I’m guessing you snooped through her phone and emails and discovered she was getting friendly with another guy. You looked him up yourself, but he didn’t exist. So what did you do? Nothing. You sat back in the shadows, watching and waiting for Beauty to receive a rude awakening. Her online lover boy was deceiving her, and she was about to give up her life, her friends, and the man who truly loves her, for a catfish. But why should you care? She deserves it.”

“I’m the one who loved her!” he exploded. “I protected her, but what does she say when I tell her how I feel? She says, ‘it’s only been eight months, Gabe. We’re just hanging out so turn the clinginess way down.’ That’s when I realized she wasn’t a goddess or anything special. She was just another silly college girl. 

“By then I knew I was wrong about someone tampering with the light. It had been over a year, and if someone was after her, they would have tried something. The only thing that happened was a random mix-up with her drink at a club, and that was nothing. She didn’t need my protection, and she didn’t deserve my love so, yeah, I said nothing about that Spindle guy. I wanted to see the look on her face when a person she thought loved her, made a fool of her.” He sniffed, balling his fists. “And when that happened, she would be sorry for the way she treated me. She would have seen that I was the only one for her. That was what was supposed to happen. Spindle wasn’t supposed to kill her. He wasn’t supposed to be her... dad.”

With that, Gabriel burst into tears. The Grimm siblings shared a look. 

Then Monica stepped forward. “It wasn’t her dad,” she said, patting his shoulder. “But you can help us find out who it really was.”

“H-how?”

“Tell us everything you saw that day at the studio, and every other day you followed Beauty around without her knowing. Maybe you ran across her other stalker.”

***
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MICHAEL MUMBLED TO himself as he erased the whiteboard and started again. He was almost through his new list of suspects, when the marker was snatched out of his hands.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

“I’m forcing you to take a break. We spent all morning and half the afternoon going through Gabriel’s creepshots looking for anyone who stood out. Then you came straight back here to obsess over your precious whiteboard.”

“I have to figure this out, Mo. Charles is sitting in prison right now with the world thinking the worst of him.”

“It’s nine o’clock at night. Accept that you won’t be getting him out of jail tonight and take a breath.” She grasped his arm and led him over to the couch. “Relax. Sit. Watch a movie with your favorite sister and your favorite assistant.”

“My only sister and assistant,” he grumbled. Ella marched into the room laden with popcorn. “What are you still doing here?”

“Monica and I have been wanting to see this film for a while. I rented it so we could watch together.”

“What is it?” he asked as he got comfortable.

“Killer Beach House 3.”

Michael lurched to his feet. “I really should get to work. An innocent man’s life is on the—”

“Sit down.” Monica laughed as she dragged him back. “I know you don’t like horror movies, but you can just cover your eyes for the scary bits.”

“How does that help if I can still hear the screaming, blood, and gore?”

“We’ll mute it too. See. Compromise. Now stop complaining and pass the popcorn. Ella, queue it up.” 

Michael sighed and accepted his fate. 

As predicted, half the movie had to be muted and watched through the cracks in his fingers. When it was finally over, Monica patted him on the shoulder.

“Go home, bro. Sleep. Try not to have nightmares.”

“The nightmares are a given,” he grumbled. “What are you going to do?”

She laughed. “I’m going to stay and watch the movie. I didn’t get to hear most of it.”

“Alright.” Michael stood to leave but paused in the doorway. “Anyone... want to walk me to my car?”

“Get out!” Ella and Monica laughingly pelted him with pillows and leftover popcorn. 

“I get no sympathy,” he griped as he gathered his things and headed for the door. “You forced me to watch the movie, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“I’ll remember this, Monica Grimm.”

He closed the door on their laughter with a smile on his face. Michael’s shoes were soundless as he walked through the hallway. 

Pushing through the doors, Michael shivered as the blast of cold air ripped through him.

Monica was right. What he needed was a hot shower, a plate of leftovers, and a good night’s sleep.

Michael fished his keys out of his pocket and strode to his car, already thinking of the leftover Thai food waiting for him at home.

Footsteps sounded behind him.

Chuckling, Michael said, “Come to apologize, Mo? I’m cool now. Made it to the car safe and—”

He turned his head just as something passed over his eyes and settled around his neck. He didn’t have time to think before it tightened.

Michael twisted, his hands scrabbling at his neck. 

In a panic, he threw himself backward and crashed into his attacker. They fell to the ground in a heap, Michael on top, and for a blessed second their hold loosened.

“H-help!” he got out, before he was pushed off and rolled onto the pavement. He felt a weight settle onto his back and then on his throat.

Gasping, Michael clawed at his neck in frantic desperation as the black creeping into his vision crowded everything else out... and he fell into darkness.

***
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“—FOUND HIM LYING THERE—”

“—heard Ella’s scream—”

“—saw no one—”

“—my brother, please, help him!”

Michael was fading in and out. Bits and snippets tried to reach him in the place he was in, but he was too weak to follow them.

“—nightmares—”

“—come to apologize—”

“—can still hear the screaming—”

He could make no distinction between what had happened and what was happening now.

“—forced me to watch the movie—”

“—my baby!”

“—we’ll mute it—”

“When I find out who did this to my son, there will be no safe place for them to hide.”

Michael struggled back to the surface, fighting the haze that kept him under.

“—heard her scream—”

“Scream!”

Gasping, Michael’s eyes flew open. 

“Michael!”

Wincing in the glare of the harsh hospital lights, Michael turned his head just in time to see one hundred and ten pounds of Monica Grimm launch herself at him.

Oomph!

“Michael, you’re awake! Are you okay!? What happened!?” 

She clutched him in a fierce hug as she pelted him with questions.

“Who did this to you?!”

His response was a groan.

“Monica, give him some room to breathe,” his mother ordered. She appeared at his bedside with three other people right on her heels. Michael squinted until they came into focus. Ella, Samira, and Glenmore stared back at him, a strange mix of worry and relief on their faces.

Monica released him and stepped back. His mother was quick to take her place. 

“Who did this to you, Michael?” she said, fury making her voice shake. “Who?! When I find them, I’ll—”

A massive ache where his neck should be, Michael struggled to lift his head. “I—” he croaked.

Everyone collectively leaned in. 

“Monica, get your brother some water.”

“Take your time, son,” Glenmore said.

Monica came back with a cup and brought it to his lips. He drank greedily, then tried again.

“I... know...”

“You know who did it?” Samira said, eyes blazing. “I’ll pick them up right now and put them in a hole so dark they won’t be able to find their hands, let alone put them on someone else!”

“I know,” Michael rasped. “I know... how the killer was in two places at once. I solved the case.”

With that, he dropped his head back and let his subconscious claim him again.

***
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THE NEXT TIME HE WOKE was a lot less eventful. The room was dim, with only a small lamplight for his father to read by. 

“Dad?” 

Glenmore’s head shot up. “Son, you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

Michael freed his hand from the tangle of blankets and felt around, but his father was already there, pressing the remote into his hands.

“Here.”

The soft beeps and whirls of machines filled the room as Michael raised the bed so he could meet his father at eye level. For a while, those soft beeps were the only sounds made as the two men gazed at each other.

“Who did this to you, Michael?” Glenmore asked. Shadows partially obscured his face, making him look as grim as their name.

“I don’t know,” Michael said honestly. “I didn’t see who it was.” He tried to get his sluggish brain working. Where was his famous intuition when he needed it? “I think... they were shorter than me. When I fell on them, I think they got a mouthful of my back, not my hair.” He sighed, resting his head against the pillows. “Not that that helps much. Most people are shorter than me.”

Glenmore closed the distance between them. “Can you think of anything else? Anything at all.”

Michael chewed his lip. “No,” he croaked. “All I can remember is something cool around my neck.”

“Cool?”

“Yeah.” It was coming into focus now, aided by trauma. “And smooth. I clawed at it, but my nails just glanced off.”

“Well, that could be something. We’ll be sure to let the detectives know, when they come back.”

Michael nodded. “Where are Mom and Monica?” he asked hoarsely. 

“I sent your sister home with Detective Reddy. Whoever attacked you might have her in their sights as well. As for your mother, she is sleeping in the family room. She told me in colorful and no uncertain terms that she wasn’t leaving this hospital until you do.”

Michael cracked a smile. “Sounds like Mom.” Cautiously turning his head, he studied his father. “But why are you still here?”

Glenmore frowned. “Because my son was attacked and almost killed. Where else would I be, Michael?”

He shrugged. “The same place you’ve been all of my life. On the other side, pretending you don’t have a family.”

“Excuse me?” he said, nostrils flaring. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

Michael scoffed. “Don’t pretend to be slighted, Dad. You can’t blame me for questioning why you’re here now, when you never were before. Just the other day, I walked out of dinner and you didn’t even bother to follow me or call.”

“I wanted to,” he protested. “But Monica told me to give you time to cool off. She said she would talk you around, and you would come to me when you were ready.”

Michael just shook his head, looking away. He let the silence spread between them.

“I don’t understand what you want from me, Michael,” Glenmore burst out. “If I try to be a part of your life, you push me away. If I give you space, then you say that I don’t care. I’ve made mistakes. Ones I will regret for the rest of my life, but I’m trying to do things differently now. What will it take for you to see that?”

Turning back to his father, Michael’s response was, “I didn’t see who attacked me, but I’m doing fine now. There is nothing more you can do, so you should go.”

Glenmore’s jaw clenched. Michael saw about a hundred emotions war on his face, but whatever he wanted to say was swallowed.

“I would rather stay if you don’t mind,” Glenmore said evenly. “Your mother wants someone with you at all times, and she needs to get some sleep. I’ll be here until she takes over.”

Michael shrugged and flipped over. “Suit yourself.”

Closing his eyes, he heard his father retake his seat and continue reading his book. He didn’t know how long he lay there, listening to the whisper of pages, but there was no relief when he drifted off to sleep. The echoes of all the things he wanted to say followed him into his dreams.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eight
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“Why won’t you just take it easy?” Monica griped. “Someone tried to kill you. I’d say that’s a good excuse for a vacation.”

“I told you. I have a theory about how the killer managed to do it. I have to prove it, so we can get Charles out of jail.”

Michael had been released from the hospital that morning after a short two-night stay. His police escort, Samira, took him straight home where his mother and sister were waiting to fawn over him. It took him hours to convince them to let him go to the office and get back to work. He had a killer to catch.

“Michael, you need to rest,” Samira piped up from the passenger seat. “You can’t work this case if you end up back in the hospital.”

“My throat is still sore but otherwise I’m fine. The best thing for me, Monica, and Ella, is to catch the killer so that we don’t have to look over our shoulders whenever we leave the office.”

“The best thing for us would have been for you to not go shouting your mouth off about Charles being innocent and you on a mission to prove it,” Monica shot back. “No wonder they came after you. You definitely could have handled that better.”

“True,” he agreed. “But because of what I said, they made a horrible mistake.”

“What mistake?”

Michael smiled enigmatically, but didn’t respond. 

He hopped out of the car the moment Monica killed the engine. He took off amid cries for him to slow down.

Samira caught up with him just as he unlocked the office door. “Michael, have you forgotten that someone tried to kill you?”

“Nope. You, my sister, and my aching throat won’t let me.”

She kissed her teeth. “You need to be within arm’s reach of me at all times.” Frown softening, she reached out and stroked his cheek. “I couldn’t stand for anything to happen to you.”

A smile lit upon his face as they gazed at each other, her grin widened until her dimple and chipped tooth were on display. Michael always thought both features were unbearably cute. He—

“Can you two make eyes at each other inside? Or at least don’t block the door?”

Michael and Samira sprang apart, both looking guilty of something, but Michael didn’t know what. 

He cleared his throat. “Let’s go. I’ll explain everything to you inside.”

In they went. Ella sprang up out of her seat and captured Michael in a tight hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she whispered.

Michael put his arms around her, hugging her back. “Me too.” He gave her one last squeeze then stepped back. “You know what to do?” he asked under his breath.

She nodded.

“I’m going to get the coffee brewing,” Monica said as she veered into the kitchen. “Don’t share your flash of insight until I get back.”

“No problem,” Michael replied. He drifted over to his chair and Samira followed, perching on the edge of his desk.

“You really think whatever you’ve figured out is enough to overcome the mountain of evidence stacked against Charles Cadal?”

He shook his head. “I think it’s enough to prove he wasn’t the only one who had the opportunity to push Beauty down the stairs. I’ll be honest, I still don’t know who it was.”

She gawked at him. “But you said you did.”

“I said I knew the phantom’s trick, not the phantom.”

“Does the trick not help us narrow down the suspects?” 

“No, sadly. It’s ingenious that way. So incredibly simple, that anyone could have done it, but still clever enough to have us all fooled. I might have never figured it out if it wasn’t for the... sudden lack of oxygen to my brain.”

She heaved a sigh. “If you don’t know who the killer is, then I guess that means I’m sticking by you for the foreseeable future.”

“Okay,” Monica called out as she returned to the room with a mug of coffee in hand. “I’m ready to hear all—”

An ear-piercing scream ripped through the room. The mug fell from Monica’s hands, shattering into fragments at her feet.

“Ella!” she cried.

Samira’s hand flew to the gun at her hip while the other she shoved Michael back into his seat when he rose. “Stay there!”

She raced into the breakroom, and Michael followed at a sedate pace, blatantly disobeying her.

Ella lay prone on the floor, eyes closed and unmoving.

“Ella?! Ella, wake up? Are you alright?! Ella?”

“She’s fine,” Michael said calmly. He grabbed a seat on the couch. “Ella, you can wake up.”

Ella’s eyes popped open and she smiled into the women’s shocked faces. “I’m alright, guys. Sorry about that.”

“Wh-what?” Monica sputtered. “What is going on?!”

“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” Michael said. “I just explained how the killer secured themselves an alibi.”

Monica leaped to her feet and advanced on him, arm raised to deliver a pop to the head. “You better explain it again, Michael, and while you’re at it, tell us why you both played such an awful trick on us. You scared us half to death!”

“That’s right,” he replied. “You were scared half to death. You heard a scream, came running in, saw someone you cared about on the floor, and that was all you needed to know to fly into a panic. You didn’t question how long she had been lying there, or if the scream came from her at all.”

Monica’s hand slowly returned to her side. “Came from her at all?”

He patted the couch cushion and the three women sat. Michael had their full attention. “It went like this: Beauty Cadal sits on her throne in full view of the room until around eight o’clock. She leaves the room, and someone is waiting for her at the top of those stairs. They push her, and she screams, of course, but that scream is not heard over the thumping music of the party.

“Beauty lies at the bottom of the stairs, unconscious, while the killer slips back into the party like nothing happened. The seconds tick down, and it gets closer to nine and the main event. Everyone knows what’s coming. At the precise moment Beauty was born there is supposed to be a big light show and a video of her life, so when Beauty is nowhere to be found as it gets closer to nine, the guards are sent to look for her, and this is where the killer proved their genius.

“Right next to the stairs, where Beauty was found, was the living room. As a director and film buff, Charles has this space tricked out like an actual movie theater. There is surround sound, a smart TV, massive speakers, the works. The killer uses this and His Bite is Worse Than His Bark to their advantage.

“That awful zombie dog film is a horror movie Beauty’s father cast her in when she still had dreams of being a movie star. A minor role where she didn’t say or do much except run around and scream. Emphasis on the screaming. With this DVD sitting right on the shelves, all the killer had to do was pop the movie in at the right time and let it play.”

Samira leaned forward, almost falling out of her seat. “But the guards would have noticed the TV on. Why didn’t they mention it?”

“Because it was off when they got there,” he replied.

“So the killer turned off the TV, and they didn’t notice that either?”

Michael shook his head. “Nope. The killer was long gone. The TV turned itself off.”

Michael got twin looks of confusion from Samira and Monica, and one grin from Ella, who he had already filled in on the trick. 

“It was the smart TV,” he said confidently. “I didn’t know this before, but a quick look on the internet told me those things can be set to turn on and off at specific times. You just have to input them in beforehand.”

He suddenly turned to Monica. “You remember the day after the masquerade while we were looking through the house. You wanted to watch a movie on their screen and—”

“And the volume was turned up to deafening,” she cried, eyes bugging out. “For the love of all that’s good, why didn’t I see that before?” She stood and began pacing. “So one thing the killer knows for sure is the main event won’t start without Beauty in attendance. They know someone will go looking for Beauty when it gets closer to her birth time, so they hit play on the DVD at just the right time, rig the TV to turn on for the scream, and then turn off right after. 

“This is a scream they wanted to be sure was heard so they turn the volume up as loud as it will go, and when the searching guards hear it, they come running and see Beauty lying at the bottom of the stairs...” She sighed. “Then it’s just like you said. They didn’t question how long she had been there or if the scream came from her. They assumed it must have happened right then, and as such, we’ve all been running around frantically trying to figure out how someone could have killed her while everyone was tucked away in the ballroom.”

“Not everyone,” said Michael gravely. 

“Charles Cadal wasn’t in the ballroom,” said Samira. “Conveniently, he was out by himself getting the cake. Making him the only suspect who could have killed Beauty.”

“And that’s the problem,” Michael said. “Monica and I know the volume was turned up, and I saw the horror movie in the DVD player. This must be the trick the killer used, but if Charles was the killer...”

“... why would he have been stupid enough to hang around by himself at the time he rigged it to go off?” Samira whispered. “He should have been inside the ballroom, making sure he was seen by two hundred witnesses.”

“Exactly.”

She shook her head. “Okay, I do have to admit things don’t add up, but that doesn’t explain the phones in his desk.”

“The phones were not there the first time we looked,” Michael said. “Don’t you find that odd?”

“No. You forget that Charles wasn’t there either. He went to the hospital with Beauty and did not come back until after you searched his house for the phone. He might have put the cellphones back in his desk when he returned home.”

Michael opened his mouth to argue but stopped. She had a good point.

“Also,” she continued. “It’s possible Charles came out to get the cake and found Beauty lying there. The scream goes off, startling him, and then people come running down the hall. He panics, not wanting to be found over his daughter’s body, so he snatches up the phone and makes a run for the kitchen.”

“That is... also possible.”

“He might not be the killer, but his fingerprints were on that burner. Do you also have a good explanation for why he would have the catfish’s phone?”

I just know it wasn’t him. 

But Michael couldn’t say that. His feelings weren’t proof. 

“No,” he said grudgingly. “I can’t explain that yet. But I will.”

“I hope you do, because I truly want to believe, for Beauty and Claudia, that it wasn’t what it looked like.”

Monica spoke up. “So we’re back where we started. Everyone is a suspect again.”

“We’ll re-open the case and go through Cadal Manor with a forensic team,” said Samira. “Dust the living room, the DVDs, the television, everything for prints. We’ll find something.”

Michael leaned back into the couch, lip between his teeth. He had thought this would be a bigger victory, but he was still no closer to getting Charles out of jail or finding out who attacked him and Beauty.

“Back where we started.” He blew out a breath as he got to his feet. “So, let’s get to work.”

He marched into the main room and got as far as Ella’s desk, before Monica grabbed his sleeve and hauled him back. 

“Oh no. You dragged us down here because you wanted to show us the murderer’s trick. Well, you’ve showed us and now it’s time for you to go back home and rest. You sound like Frankenstein’s monster with that rasp.”

He tried protesting, but it was three against one. He found himself trussed up and deposited in the back of Monica’s car, headed for home.

“I’m staying with Mom tonight,” Monica was saying. “I think it will make her feel better, having me close by until the killer is caught. She wanted both of us to come back home, but I talked her down. The three of us barely fit in that house when we were half this size.”

“How’d you talk her down?” Michael said.

She smirked at him in the rearview mirror. “I told her Samira would be with you all day and all night. She was going to take very good care of you. She seemed satisfied with that.”

“Why did you tell her that?” Michael asked, screwing up his face. “Mira can’t stay with me. She has work to—”

“Actually,” Mira cut in, throwing a smirk his way. “Until the killer is caught, you are my work. An attempt has been made on your life and the killer is still on the loose. I’m sticking by you until the killer is caught. The chief’s and Mother Grimm’s orders.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Yes, I do.”

“Yes, she does.”

Michael didn’t bother arguing anymore. This was a fight he was destined to lose.
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MICHAEL WAVED GOODBYE to his sister and led the way to his apartment, Samira by his side, scanning her environment. She was on high alert when he opened his door and made to go inside.

“Wait here,” she ordered, throwing up a hand. She tiptoed inside and did a sweep. The whole thing took five minutes.

“I’m guessing you didn’t find an assassin hiding in the shower?” he called.

She laughed. “We’re clear. You can come in.”

“Are you hungry?” he asked, kicking off his shoes. “I still have leftover Thai food, or we can go to the Little Pigs for lunch?”

“This was supposed to be my day off. I usually like to spend a quiet day at home, catch up on some reading, maybe even try my hand at cooking.”

“You? Cooking?”

“I did say try.”

Laughing, he grabbed her hand and dragged her off the couch. “It’s my fault you’re losing your day off, so the least I can do is have that quiet day with you. Come on, we’ll make lunch together and then we can read or watch a movie or two.”

He released her hand when they got into the kitchen, but Samira snagged it once more, holding it tight. He looked back at her, eyes questioning.

“Michael, this is not your fault, and I am not losing anything. Here with you, making sure you’re safe is exactly where I want to be. Monica was a mess when she called. Sobbing about you being unconscious in the hospital. I sped the whole way there, breaking all the traffic laws I’m supposed to uphold.” Her hand traveled up his arm and settled on his cheek. “I’ve never been more scared than I was at that moment, so like it or not, you got yourself another partner on this case.”

He smiled. “I like it just fine.”

Samira granted him one last grin before dropping her hand. “If we’re making lunch, we better get started. I’m starved. So what’s on the menu?”

“Ah ha.” He scurried over to the pantry, pulled something out, and presented it to Samira.

“What is that thing?”

“It’s a pasta cutter,” he said triumphantly. “I remember you saying it’s been a while since you had homemade pasta.”

“You know how to make pasta?” She stripped off her jacket and began rolling up her sleeves. “You been keeping that secret tucked away.”

“I recently learned,” he said with a chuckle. “We made fresh pasta in cooking class.”

“Cooking class?”

He answered while he took the ingredients down from the cabinets. “I haven’t been in weeks, but I joined a cooking class to keep my skills sharp. Monica is all singing lessons and self-defense classes. While I spend my time solving puzzles and eating.”

They fell into an easy conversation as Michael prepared the dough. Samira watched from his shoulder until he picked up the pasta cutter again. “Okay, Detective Reddy. It’s time to put you to work.”

She chuckled as Michael put the cutter in her hand and then came up behind her. “So you dust it with flour and then you start slicing.”

Samira stuck her hand into the flour bag and came out with a handful. “Like this?”

“A little more.”

“This?”

“A lot less!”

She dusted off the dough, tried again, and then placed the cutter over it. “So I just roll it over like—”

“Whoa!” Michael was quick to stay her hand and put a stop to her vigorous rolling. “Easy there, Reddy. Does it owe you money or something?”

She laughed so hard a snort exploded from her, and she clapped her floury hand over her mouth. She realized immediately what she had done and yanked her hand away, but it was too late. 

Michael took one look at her white mustache and started howling. 

Samira tried to fight it, but the giggles kept sneaking out of her until she was full-blown laughing too.

“A little help here, Mikey,” she said, gesturing at herself. 

Michael picked up a kitchen towel and gently wiped her face, leaving behind nothing but a perfectly imperfect smile. “How about I help you with the pasta too?” he whispered.

“Might be for the best.”

Michael stepped in closer and placed his hand over hers. 

“Just like this,” he said softly, lips hovering next to her ear. 

She turned her head and now his lips were hovering just above hers. 

“Like that?” she whispered. 

He felt the ghost of her breath on his mouth and it sent his heart into overdrive, beating so hard he was sure she could hear it. “Perfect.”

Michael went down just as Samira came up—

—and bonked his nose into hers.

They cried out and sprang apart, both clutching their noses.

“Ouch.” 

“I’m sorry,” Michael sputtered, mortified.

“It’s okay,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “It’s been eight years since we’ve done this. We’re bound to be a little rusty.”

She gave him a tentative smile. “Let’s just focus on making lunch.”

So that’s what they did. Michael let Samira finish cutting and cooking pasta, while he made the sauce. The silence hung heavily between them as they sat down to eat. 

Samira looked up from her bowl after a few minutes. “Now that everyone is a suspect again. Who do you think did it?”

Michael shook his head. “Hard to say. There is Gabriel Silva. Obsessed with Beauty, heartbroken over finding out she was involved with someone else and didn’t think they were serious. He says he didn’t want to hurt her, because finding out Spindle and the article was a fake would have been the best revenge, but I don’t know if I buy that.”

“Dangerous things can happen when love turns to obsession. Deadly things. He knew about Spindle, the emails, and the texts. He could have posed as Spindle to get her out of the party, and then he pushed her.”

Michael nodded along. “There is also Emma French. There is an anger there. A bitterness that she doesn’t try too hard to hide. She’s known Beauty her whole life, her mother works for her, and Beauty treated her like she didn’t matter. But with young women there could have been even more going on behind the scenes of their relationship that no one else knew about.”

“Think it could have something to do with her mother’s business?”

“Her what?”

She chuckled. “That’s why it pays to have a police detective around. Remember I told you, Dora French opened a bed-and-breakfast that went under? The sisters, Mary and Donna, also partnered up with her and threw all their savings into the business. The three of them had been working for the Cadals since Charles was a teenager and this was their first time striking out on their own. They were back on his doorstep within a year, begging for their old jobs back.”

“Surely they didn’t blame Beauty for that?”

Shrugging, Samira took another bite of pasta. “They might have resented her,” she said after swallowing. “They were back looking after a rich, spoiled princess who didn’t appreciate their hard work.”

“It is possible. Marcus did say he saw a woman in Dora’s signature green leave the room just before Beauty did.”

“We need a complete list of the people who were in and out of that room while Beauty was gone. Most we have to assume were just popping out to the bathroom, but someone snuck out to wait at the top of that staircase.”

“They would have left the room before her and then returned after she left. Let’s hope Marcus Pepper remembers.

“We’ll bring him in and write up a detailed timeline for the night.” Out of nowhere she sighed, and dropped her fork in the bowl. “We should have done all of this in the beginning. Searching the house, bringing in witnesses, dusting for prints. I wanted to, but the chief wouldn’t sign on to ‘waste police resources on an accident.’ If I had pushed, the killer would have been caught days ago, and you wouldn’t have been attacked.”

Now it was Michael’s turn to talk her down. “This wasn’t your fault, Mira. You had every reason to believe Beauty tripped over her impossibly high heels and that was the end of it. A missing phone wasn’t proof, and reticent bodyguards and seemingly iron-clad alibis had all of us stumped.” He placed his bowl on the table and looked her in the eye. “We’ve been dancing to the tune of a clever killer, but that stops now.”

***
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MICHAEL PROMISED SAMIRA a quiet day. He let her relax on the sofa with a book, while he charted out suspects, timelines, and motives on the whiteboard he had stashed at home. He was at it all day, breaking only to have dinner and go to the bathroom.

“Any closer to a breakthrough?” Samira asked as she dog-eared the page of her book and set it aside. 

“No breakthrough, but I do have the beginnings of a plan. If you don’t mind an audience, I would like to sit in on your interview with Pepper. Get working on that timeline straight away.”

“I did say you were my new partner.”

“Excellent. Then the three of us can swing by after Cadal Manor. It was easy for everyone to tell us they were in the ballroom at nine, because it was the truth. Now let’s see how they act when we bring up the killer’s little trick and ask where they were when Beauty actually fell.”

“Don’t you think we should hold on to that information? Why reveal to the killer what we know?”

Michael dropped the marker on the table and went to join her. “The killer is off-balance and feeling desperate. Why else would they have run the risk of getting caught by attacking me in a public parking lot? They don’t like that I’m still investigating, and they fear I’ll get too close. When they find out we know about the DVD and their alibi falls apart, they will panic, and that fear will be clear to anyone who knows how to look for it.”

“You rely on your ability to read people, Mikey, but it won’t always be as easy as a shifty eye and a suspiciously sweaty brow.”

“I know, but my gut hasn’t failed me yet. I’ll trust it until it does.”

“Let’s hope that day never comes.” Samira patted his hand and then heaved herself off the couch. “It’s getting late,” she said as she stretched. “Let’s go to bed.”

“I’ll make up the couch and sleep out here. The bed is all yours.”

Rolling her eyes, she bent down and grabbed his hand, pulling him to his feet. “We can share the same bed, Mikey. We’ve certainly done it before.”

“But that was when we were together,” he argued, goose bumps springing up all over his skin.

“Don’t worry about it. I trust you to be a perfect gentleman. Now, give me something to change into so we can get some sleep. It’s been a long day and tomorrow will be even longer.”

Michael could have protested harder. He should have. But for reasons he didn’t look into too deeply, he let himself be dragged into the bedroom. He dug out an oversized t-shirt and a loose pair of sweats and handed them to her.

While she changed in the bathroom, Michael got dressed in his room. They switched places after she came out. After his teeth were flossed, brushed, and mouthwashed, he padded into his room to find Samira tucked in his bed, making herself comfortable.

He grinned. “I actually sleep on the right side of the bed now.”

She didn’t move. “Tough.”

Michael laughed and climbed inside, pulling the cover up to his chin. 

“What time should I set the alarm?” he asked.

“Seven.” 

He flipped over to set the time, and then hit the switch on his lamp. The room was plunged into darkness. Michael let his eyes adjust before turning back to Samira. Her brown orbs shone clearly, looking back at him.

“Michael?”

“Yes?”

“About that almost kiss?”

He froze, not even daring to breathe too hard.

“I don’t want this to be another thing that hangs in the space between us,” she continued. “Always there, but never talked about, so I want to be clear. A new relationship between us isn’t possible while the old one is still unresolved. So I’m going to need you to turn down that Grimm charm just a bit.”

He gave her a tentative smile. “I can try.”

They fell silent for a while, still staring into each other’s eyes.

“And, Michael?”

“Yes,” he said softly, shifting closer to her.

“Do you still snore?”

“I never snored,” he cried indignantly. 

She giggled. “I guess I’ll find out if that’s true.”

He sniffed and rolled over. “Good night, Mira.”

“Night, Mikey.”

***
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MICHAEL HELD THE DOOR open for Samira and let her climb in before moving around to the driver’s seat. 

“Swing by my place so I can change out of these clothes,” Samira said when he got in. “It won’t take long.”

“Sounds good.”

The next day dawned foggy and gray with a chill in the air that just wouldn’t quit. Despite his lingering worries, waking up that morning next to Samira hadn’t been weird or awkward. They got up, showered, ate breakfast, and started their day with the familiarity of old friends. Michael was glad of that, even while his traitorous brain tormented him with visions of their almost kiss, and how it could have been if they had gotten it right.

“Oh, Michael, if you were wondering...?”

Michael took his eyes off the road and glanced at her. “Yeah?”

“You still snore.”

“I never snored, and I don’t now!”

And that argument began anew, picking up where they fell off almost a decade ago.

Michael pulled up in front of her building.

“Tonight, I’m going to record you and prove it,” she said. Then she climbed out and slammed the door shut.

Michael shook his head at her retreating back.

I really need to solve this case.

As promised, she didn’t take long. She settled back in and Michael pulled out of the lot.

“Mira?” he began.

“Yeah?”

“Is Charles Cadal at the CRPD right now?”

“In a holding cell. Why?”

“I’d like to talk to him if that’s possible. This whole James Spindle thing, I don’t want to believe that it’s him, but if it is I need to look him in the face and ask why.”

“How will it help you to know why?”

He lifted his shoulders. “I just need to understand.” 

“These things can’t always be understood. Not all fathers are good ones.”

“Believe me, I know that.” He stopped at a light and turned to her. “But I don’t think Charles is one of them. You were right that he could still be James and he could have taken the phone even if he didn’t kill her but despite what he does for a living, I don’t think he’s that good of an actor. His grief is real. His desire to find the killer was real. There’s more going on here, Mira. That, I know for certain.”

She sighed. “If he wants to talk with you, then I’ll give you an hour with him. At this point, it can’t hurt.”

“Thank you.”

The drive from Samira’s apartment to the police station was a short one. Michael waved to the bored woman behind the information desk and followed Samira back into the bullpen. It was no livelier in here than it was the last time he visited. Although this time, the cop occupying the space across from Spencer was sleeping under his desk instead of on top of it.

“Aren’t you glad you chose the private investigator route instead of all this glamour and glory?”

He snorted. “I feel better and better about it every time I visit. Seriously, what do you guys do between cases?”

She waved her hand at Spencer. “You’re looking at it.”

“Hey, Mira.” Spencer didn’t look up from his construction project. The pencil and rubber band house was actually coming out pretty well. “What’s the ghoul doing with you?”

“Michael,” she said pointedly, “was attacked outside Grimm Investigations. We assume it’s connected to the Cadal case, so I’m assigned to protect him until this is wrapped up.”

“Attacked?” He jumped out of his seat. “Is Monica okay?”

“I’m doing just fine, Spencer,” Michael deadpanned, “but last I checked Monica wasn’t my name.”

He scowled at him. “If someone is after you, then they must be after her too. Why wasn’t I—I mean, why hasn’t someone been assigned to protect her too?”

“Monica doesn’t need protection,” Michael said lightly. “No one is stupid enough to mess with her, even dangerous criminals.”

Samira chuckled. “I have to agree with you. I’d be more worried about the killer, if they tried going after Monica next.”

Spencer’s scowl deepened. “This isn’t funny. Where is she right now? I’m going over there.” His hands were a blur as he hurried to gather his things. 

“There would be my mother’s house,” Michael said with a shrug. “Another woman who doesn’t need protecting.”

Spencer wasn’t listening. “Tell the chief I’m staying on her mother’s house for the rest of the day. Text me if we get a call, Mira.”

“Will do, partner.”

He blew out of the room like there was a favor and a kiss waiting for him behind his mother’s door, instead of what Michael knew was really waiting for him.

“It’s just you and me now, Grimm.” Samira pulled up a spare chair for Michael to sit in then plopped into hers. 

“What time is Pepper coming?”

“Should be here in fifteen minutes.”

Marcus arrived in ten. 

They rose to greet him. 

“Hello, Mr. Pepper, thank you for coming in.”

“No problem. I was told the police are officially looking at Miss Cadal’s death as a homicide. This happened on my watch, while she was under my protection. I’m happy to help however I can.”

“Then maybe we can have straight answers this time,” Samira said pointedly. “As you said, this is a murder investigation. I don’t have patience for evasiveness.”

He had the decency to look sheepish. “I apologize for that. I provide a lot of security for Fairy Tails residents, and discretion means more to them than the protection sometimes. I’ve learned to be tight-lipped.”

Samira gestured. “Follow me, please. We’ll start the interview right away.”

They stepped into one of two interrogation rooms. It was a tight space that barely had room for the metal table and chairs. Michael sat in one and grimaced. 

If they were going for claustrophobic and uncomfortable, the decorator nailed it.

“So, Mr. Pepper,” Samira intoned after informing Marcus of his rights and telling him the session would be recorded. “What time did Beauty leave the party that night?”

“It was just after eight o’clock.”

“Did she say anything to you before she left?”

“She said move.”

“You told my colleague that you escorted guests to and from the room all night. Did this chaperoning apply to everyone?”

“No. We were told not to bother with staff and people who already knew their way around.”

“So Gabriel Silva, Choi Min Su, Emma French, Dora, Donna, Mary, and the Cadals all moved about freely?”

“Yes.”

“And not anyone else?” Samira asked. “Let’s be clear, Mr. Pepper, was there anyone outside of those nine people that you let move around without an escort.”

“No one,” he said firmly. “Except for the servers and the party planner, everyone was escorted by me or one of my men.”

“Can you remember the exact times they came and went?” 

He shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t be that specific.”

Michael spoke up. “You know the last time Beauty left the party, alive and well. So who returned to the room after she left?”

He looked from Michael to Samira. “How does that help you? She did not fall until after nine.”

“We’re working a new theory that the scream you heard was faked to give the killer an alibi. Beauty could have fallen at any point after she left, up until you found her.”

“What? How?” he demanded.

Samira nudged his elbow and Michael launched into an explanation of the trick. Marcus’s eyes got wider as he went.

“But I would have known if it wasn’t a real scream.”

“Would you?” Samira asked. “If you heard a scream of any kind and then found a woman lying at the foot of the stairs, would you really stop to question it? I’ve been on the other end of this trick and not even I did.”

Marcus frowned but didn’t argue further. “So Miss Beauty was there the whole time, and no one knew?”

“No one was supposed to know. Not until the killer wanted them too.”

He cursed. “I really dropped the ball on this one.”

“You can’t blame yourself—”

“Then who should I blame?” he growled, fist balling. “I was hired to protect that girl, and not only did I fail, I let myself be used as a false alibi for the real killer.”

“You still have a chance to help Beauty,” said Samira. “Tell us who returned to the room between eight and nine.”

“Almost all of them. The monochrome ladies: Dora, Flora, Fauna, or whatever their names are. The boyfriend, Claudia Cadal, Emma French, Diragoni, and one server. Choi stayed put and Charles left just before nine. He did not show up again until after Beauty was found.”

“Anyone out of the room long enough to commit the act?”

He thought about it. “Not the pink one or the blue,” he finally said. “The green one was out for a while. The best friend’s mother.”

“Dora French.”

“That’s it. She was gone for a while. The other two came looking for her minutes before she returned.” 

Samira scribbled in her notepad and then asked again if he was certain there was no one else who left the room unescorted, but his answer was the same.

“Okay,” she said. “Then one of these people has to be our killer.”

Samira ended the interview, thanked Marcus for his time, and told him that he was free to leave. She left Michael in the interrogation room while she escorted him out. He reached for her notes the second she was gone.

The name of Beauty’s killer and his attacker was staring back at him. The net was closing. Piece by piece, they were taking apart the killer’s clever plan. They would discover the face behind that mask.
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AFTER THE MARCUS INTERVIEW was over, Michael found himself standing outside another interrogation room. Charles Cadal waited for him on the other side of the door, while Samira laid down the ground rules.

“You have an hour, like I said. Afterward, I have orders to deliver you to your mother’s house for lunch.”

He blinked at her. “Who told you that?”

“Your mom called while you were in the bathroom,” she replied, grinning. “We’ve been chatting quite a lot these past few days. Did you know she and a friend of hers have been talking about opening up their own business?”

“Talked about that over the super-secret lunch I wasn’t invited to, didn’t you?”

“Maybe,” she sang. She spared a chuckle but quickly got serious. “Anyway, he says he wants to talk to you in private, no cameras, but you should know right now you don’t get to claim private eye-client privilege. If he tells you something incriminating, you have to inform me.”

“I understand,” he said simply.

Closing his hand over the knob, Michael gave Samira a nod, before pushing through and stepping into the interrogation room.

Charles’s head was resting on the table, but he shot up the moment he entered. Michael hissed at his appearance.

His eyes were bloodshot and crusted with sleep. Salt-and-pepper stubble covered his face and his hair was a tangled mess of greasy locks.

“Michael,” he breathed. “You have to help me.”

Michael sat in the seat across from him and looked him directly in the eye. “That is what I want to do, Charles. I don’t believe you killed your daughter—”

“I didn’t! I could never harm a hair on her head! I couldn’t even spank her when she misbehaved! It wasn’t me!”

Michael continued like there was no interruption. “—but your prints were on the phone of James Spindle. That phone and your daughter’s were stashed away in your desk. How do you explain that?”

“Someone must have put them there,” he cried. “Michael, I’m the one who alerted the police the phone was missing. I had the guests held back and demanded they be searched. Why would I have done that if I had taken it myself?”

“You would have done that because you had taken it. If its loss was noticed later on, the house would have been searched and you and all the guests would be questioned. But if you raise the alarm yourself, no one looks at you as the culprit.”

Charles goggled at him. “I don’t believe this. I thought you were on my side.”

“I’m on Beauty’s side,” he said harshly. “You may have paid me, but the innocent woman who was thrown down a flight of stairs is the one I’m working for.”

Charles deflated like a popped balloon, face crumpling. “I didn’t do this,” he whispered. A tear traveled down the bridge of his nose and dangled on the tip. “I have never heard of James Spindle. Even the idea that I would... with my own daughter.” His face twisted with revulsion. “I wasn’t the best father to my girls, but I am not... that.”

Michael cocked his head, leaning in. “Girls? Do you mean Alaina?”

Charles started, looking at him in surprise. “You know about Alaina?”

Even a child could have put that timeline together. From the snippets he got from Malia, Dora, and Mary; Alaina had to have been born while Malia and Charles were together.

“Yes, I know about her. I also know she died.”

Charles brought his cuffed hands to his face and awkwardly wiped his tears. “I was a different person then. A drunk. But with Beauty, I wanted to be different. A better father and a better man. I loved her more than anything, but there was nothing twisted about that love. I never sent those messages. I swear to you.” He matched Michael’s position, leaning in to look him straight in the eyes. “I am not Spindle.”

Michael said nothing for a full thirty seconds. He held Charles’s gaze, unwavering. 

“Okay,” Michael said. “I believe you.”

His relief was palpable. He looked like he was poised to start crying again, but now wasn’t the time for tears.

“You understand that this means we have a problem,” Michael said gravely. “We searched your office right after the party, and there is no way my sister would have missed the phones the first time. If you didn’t put them there when you returned from the hospital, then that means someone else did. Someone is setting you up.”

“Who? Why?!”

“You tell me. Anyone holding a grudge against you?”

“No, there’s no one.”

Michael shook his head firmly. “We can’t do this again, Charles. Where you say everything was all sunshine and rainbows and it turns out that is far from the truth. Someone is trying to frame you for murder. I need you to help me figure out why.”

“But I-I... really don’t know,” he said desperately, hands out. “Things are fine at home and work.”

“Are they?” he pressed. “No disgruntled employees? No one fired recently or lost out on a part or embarrassed on set?”

“No, nothing like that. I’m between movies right now. I haven’t filmed so much as a home video in two months.”

“Okay, then let’s talk about home. What about your staff? Nico? Dora? Donna? Mary?”

“Nico is a new hire. He hasn’t been working for me long enough to form a grudge.”

“And the three women? They have been around for years. They have access to your home and your daughter’s apartment.”

Another headshake. “They worked for my family for over twenty years. We’ve maintained a professional working relationship the entire time even though Emma was Beauty’s friend. We’ve only had one issue in that time and it was resolved.”

“What was the issue?”

“They resigned to open their own business. The bed-and- breakfast was failing, and Dora asked me for a loan to help save it. I told her no and said the same to Donna and Mary when they asked. They were upset for a time, but when their business went under, I gave them their jobs back and it was put to bed.”

He sounded assured, but Michael lifted his brow. “You’re telling me three people who have served your family faithfully for over two decades came to you, in their hour of need, and you turned them down? Then their supplication is to once again be relegated to the role of servant? Charles, I’m not saying you were wrong to deny the loan, but you are wrong if you think someone wouldn’t hold a grudge over that.”

Cadal just blinked at him as though the thought had honestly never occurred to him.

Michael sighed. “Alright, let’s move on. What about Silva? Did the relationship improve after you tried to attack him in the parking lot?”

He frowned. “I explained that. I was trying to protect Beauty. I thought he was stalking my daughter.”

He was.

Out loud, Michael said, “I get that, but what happened after? Beauty spent most of her nights at home so he would have been a frequent visitor.”

“He was and, to tell the truth, the kid never grew on me. I didn’t have a good feeling about him. He was over at the house every single day wanting to see Beauty. He clung to her like a cheap sweater. And one night at dinner, only a few months into their relationship, he brought up marriage. I told Beauty she should break things off. She was young and had her future in front of her. I know what a mistake it can be to marry too soon.”

Eyes narrowing, Michael replied, “Did Gabriel know you were encouraging Beauty to dump him?”

“Who knows. That kid is impossible to read. He certainly never acted any differently.”

“What do you know about him?”

“All I know is he isn’t from around here. His parents died in an accident when he was eighteen, and he received a healthy payout from the life insurance.”

“What? But we looked into him. We didn’t find any information about an accident.”

“Most likely because he was adopted at the age of twelve. They let him keep his last name.”

Michael blew out a breath. “We’re up to four people who could have resented the Cadal family, so let’s go for a fifth. Tell me about Malia.”

“She had nothing to do with this.”

His certainty surprised Michael. “You didn’t even stop to think about it. How can you be sure—”

Charles held up a hand. “If this were twenty-three years ago, I would have said yes, absolutely, but things have changed. We’re friends now and that friendship was hard won. Besides, if she wanted to hurt me or Beauty, she had ample opportunity over the last couple decades to do so. She is a regular dinner guest. She has thrown four birthday parties for Beauty. She works with Kingdom Films to hire actors for her business. It doesn’t make any sense for her to suddenly seek revenge now.”

“Could something have happened recently that—”

“No.”

Michael was skeptical, and he gave him a look to match.

“Truly, Grimm. I’m not overlooking anything. I haven’t denied her a loan or tried to break up her relationship or even argued over a movie plot. Maybe the others could have a grudge, but not her.”

“Alright,” Michael said, holding up a hand. “I’d imagine you’d know your ex-wife a lot better than me.”

He received a curt nod in response. 

“Tell me about the party then. The whole night from start to finish.”

“I don’t have much more to tell. We got ready for the party. We began receiving guests around six. We sat down to a buffet dinner, then cleared the food away and moved to the dance floor.”

Michael knew this already, he needed new information. “You left the room to go and get the cake. What time was this?”

“I went out to the kitchen ten minutes before nine.”

“And you went down the west hallway?” 

Toward where Beauty would have been lying.

“No, I went around back.”

Michael’s ears quirked up. “Why would you do that?”

“The caterer parked around back to make it easier to transport the food. There was a problem with the cake, so she asked to speak with me before I brought it in. One of the doors leading to the back yard is just off the ballroom, so I didn’t need to go all the way to the kitchen.”

“What was the problem with the cake?”

“It was a four-tiered castle cake, and someone bumped it and smeared the icing. She explained to me that she could fix it but wanted to know if I felt comfortable serving a cake someone had practically fallen on.” He shrugged. “There was less than ten minutes left and no time to get a new cake. I told her to just scrape it off and do the best she could. When she was done, I wheeled the cake to the kitchen, went in through the back door, and that’s when I heard Marcus shouting for help.”

He nodded. “Why did you bring it in and not Claudia or the caterer herself?”

“I always brought in the cake and started the singing. I have since Beauty was a little girl.”

Perfectly reasonable explanation for why he wasn’t in the ballroom, but... 

“We still don’t have a lot to go on.” Michael checked his watch. “But we got some time left, so let’s go back farther to the first accident. What was going on in your lives when it happened?”

Squaring his shoulders, Charles opened his mouth and began.
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MICHAEL STEPPED OUT of the interrogation room. Samira was waiting for him in the hall.

“What did he say?” she asked, getting right to the point.

“He didn’t do it. He’s not the catfish.”

“Does he have proof?”

“No.”

“An explanation for how the phone got in his desk?”

“No.”

“Anything we can use to dismiss the accusations against him?”

“He’s got nothing.”

Samira kissed her teeth. “Michael, then you have nothing. How can you believe him just like that?”

“Not just like that.” Michael tapped his chest. “I got a feeling, Samira. He’s being set up.”

“By who?”

“I don’t know that either.”

Samira threw up her hands. “You know what? Fine. You just tell me when you’ve got it all figured out. Let’s go.”

“Go where?”

“Lunch with Mama Grimm.”

They gathered their things and left the station.

“You feeling okay?” Samira asked halfway through the drive. “You still sound hoarse.”

He tapped his neck. “Sore, but I’m fine. Feels better than it did two days ago.”

“I don’t approve of the nickname, but with that rasp, Ghoul Grimm kind of fits.”

Laughing, Michael playfully shoved her shoulder. “If the worse that happens after almost being strangled to death, is a few days of neck pain and a nickname that won’t quit, then I’ll say I was pretty lucky.”

“You were lucky. Something must have spooked them, or they might have finished the job.”

He inclined his head. “Or maybe they realized killing me wouldn’t have stopped an investigation, it just would have started one. There was no point to attacking me. It was actually a pretty stupid thing to do for someone who has acted so cleverly until now.”

“You can’t understand the mind of a killer,” Samira said. “If they lived by logic, they would know better than to solve their problems through murder. They went through the trouble of arranging an elaborate setup to fool everyone about time of death and then the murder was pinned neatly on someone else. Then you announce Charles isn’t the killer and you’re still on the hunt for the real one. They panicked.”

“Maybe,” Michael replied softly, eyes fixed in front of him. “Maybe.”
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KIMONA GRIMM SEIZED him in a strangling hug seconds after he stepped through the door.

“My baby. How are you feeling?” 

Michael tried to speak, but she had his face firmly in her hands while she peppered him with kisses. He freed himself amid Samira’s titters.

“I’m fine,” he said, stepping back. “I feel much better.”

She sniffled. “As long as our Samira has been taking good care of you.”

“Our?”

“I have been, Kimona.” Samira grinned at him. “I haven’t let him out of my sight.”

“Good.” Samira received the same strangling hug. “If I can trust anyone with my boy, I know it’s you.”

“So, Mom,” he cut in. “What are you cooking?”

“Keeping it simple today. Butternut squash soup, lasagna, and chocolate pudding. Only soft foods until you’re better.”

He considered telling her he didn’t need a diet change, but he had as much chance of convincing her to not fuss over him as he did convincing a boulder to salsa dance.

“I’ll help you with lunch.”

“You will not,” she said firmly, finger level with his nose. “You’re going to relax in the living room while we take care of everything.”

“We?” He took a couple steps and poked his head into the kitchen.

He laughed out loud. 

“Gutierrez? What are you wearing?”

Spencer’s glower was strong enough to light the house on fire, but Michael just laughed louder. The man was standing in his mother’s kitchen over a pan of uncooked lasagna with an apron that read “Hot Mama.”

“Mr. Spencer thought he was going to sit out on the front lawn all day and watch the house,” his mother said as she breezed past him. “But if he’s going to be here then I’m putting him to work.”

Spencer softened his expression and turned a charming smile on his mother. “I’m happy to help, Mrs. Grimm.”

“You can put me to work too, Kimmy.”

Michael jumped a foot in the air. Spinning around, he saw his father emerge from the living room. 

“Dad? What are you doing here?”

Glenmore inclined his head. “Your mother invited me. I called to see how you were doing, and she told me to come and see for myself.” He stepped forward and rested a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve tried calling you a few times, but you didn’t answer.”

“I was busy,” he said curtly. 

“Michael—”

“Excuse me.” Michael sidestepped him and went in search of his sister.

He did not have to go far. She waved to him when he and Samira entered the living room. After enduring more inquiries about his health, Michael steered the conversation to the case.

“Charles is not Spindle. I’m sure of it.”

“Can you prove it?”

“No.”

“How did his prints get on the phone?”

“Not a clue.”

“If it wasn’t him, who would want to set him up?”

“It could be any one of the suspects.”

Monica kissed her teeth, frowning.

“I had the same reaction,” Samira added. “See if you can get farther with him than I did.”

Sighing, Monica untangled her legs and dropped her feet to the floor, looking at him directly. “We’re partners, so I trust you, but you got to give me something here. We promised that woman we would have her daughter’s killer by now, and so far, all we’ve managed to do is get her husband locked up.” 

“We spoke to Marcus again, and I had an hour with Charles to discuss who would want to frame him for murder.” 

Michael filled her in on all they spoke about that morning.

“Those are the only people who could have done it. That and my gut feeling are all I have to go on right now.”

“Then I hope you have a flash of insight incoming because we haven’t narrowed the list of suspects. If anything, things have gotten murkier. Was this about Beauty or Charles?”

“I—”

Bursting into the room, his mother latched onto him and hauled him to his feet. “Stop talking about this awful case for a minute and come have lunch.”

Michael forgot how sound traveled in this house. He let her drag him to the dining table and deposit him at the head of it.

Spencer strode out of the dining room laden with soup. He placed it on the table and Monica clapped. “Looks yummy, Mom.”

“This was all Mr. Spencer’s work actually,” his mother said, clapping Spencer on the back.

Monica hummed appreciatively. “I do love a man who can cook.”

Michael thought Spencer might melt into a puddle of happiness right then.

“But the salad,” his father said as he entered the room, “was all me. Where’s my praise?”

Kimona laughed. “There was a time when you couldn’t make the kids toast without burning the house down, so I guess some praise is deserved.”

“I’ve come a long way since then. From toast to salad. I plan to tackle cereal next.”

Michael’s eyes narrowed as his mother giggled. “Ambitious.”

“I dream of cooking the fantastic meals you used to make me, Kimmy. Interested in giving me a few cooking lessons?”

She swatted his arm, but the smile didn’t leave her face. “I may be able to find the time.”

The screech of a chair scraping the floor startled them. Their eyes flew to Michael as he clambered to his feet. “Mom, thank you but I have to go,” he said blankly. “Bye.”

“Go? Why? Michael, where—wait!”

Michael jammed his foot into his shoes, yanked open the door, and bolted. 

He made it as far as the sidewalk before a hand grabbed his arm and spun him away.

“Michael Cornelius Grimm,” his father bellowed, straightening to his full height. “What is the matter with you?”

“Nothing is the matter, Dad,” he said evenly. “I have a case to solve. I can’t sit around sipping soup while an innocent man is in prison. So, if you’ll excuse—”

Out of nowhere, his father started laughing.

“What’s funny?” Michael asked, blinking at him.

“You are.” He shook his head, sobering. “You truly are my son. I used to use work as an excuse to run away from my problems too.”

“I’m not running away,” he snapped. 

“No? So what do you call the little disappearing act you pull whenever I step into the same room?”

Michael scoffed. “I disappeared on you? Are you serious, Dad? Rewriting history a bit there.”

Glenmore lifted his brow. “If you have something to say to me, Michael, then say it. You’re a grown man now. It’s time we get past this.”

“Get past it? You want me to get past you choosing money and Fairy Tails over us? You kicked your wife and children out into the street!”

“That’s not how it was—”

“That’s exactly how it was!” Twenty-three years of buried hurt and anger came rushing to the surface, and this time, Michael didn’t swallow it. “Grandpa Cornelius said we had to go, and you didn’t even fight him!”

“I did fight!” he roared. “You were a kid, Michael. You have no idea what was going on back then. I was the youngest of three brothers. No one expected anything of me, they let me do whatever I wanted. So when I eloped with the cook’s daughter, your grandfather grumbled but he let it be. Then my eldest brother died and not long after Gareth ran off and we never heard from him again.

“The Grimms founded Castle Rock. We built Fairy Tails. We have a reputation in this town that your grandfather would not have sullied by an heir who ‘married beneath him.’ I was the only one left to take over my father’s estate and business. Suddenly, I knew all too well why my brother ran away.”

He lurched forward and clasped his shoulders. “My father put tremendous pressure on me. It didn’t matter to him that Kimona and I already had two children. He told me to divorce her and put the three of you out with monthly support payments to tide you over. That was to be the end of my ‘indiscretion’ as he called it, and then I was to marry someone more suitable.

“He would not listen to reason and grew angrier every time I defied him. Every time I said I loved my family and would never give you up.” He gave him a little shake “So, he took it a step farther and threatened to cut me off, write me out of the will, and have me barred from Fairy Tails, if not run out of Castle Rock completely.”

“So you gave in,” Michael cried.

“No! I told him to do it!” he shot back, slashing his hand through the air. “I told him he could do his worst but I would never give in to his wishes. It was weeks of awful, nasty fights and soon even you kids realized something was wrong. It was starting to affect you both. Monica cried whenever her grandfather stepped into the room. Our children were facing being shunned and despised in their own community and home, or living on the streets. Neither future you deserved, so in the end... your mother said yes. She agreed to leave and take you and Monica with her.”

Michael stumbled back, shoving away his hand. “What?! That’s not true!”

“It is true, baby,” a soft voice spoke up. 

Breaking off from the audience that had collected in the doorway, Kimona Grimm approached them. She stopped just before Michael. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. The decision to leave was mine. I couldn’t have you growing up in the grip of that man, nor was I going to be thrown out onto the street like trash. If I was to go, it was going to be my choice.

“Your father and I legally separated and then I moved us here so at least we could be near each other. I could not have you lose your father and your home entirely. This town is your legacy, your birthright, and I wanted you to grow up knowing all the things a Grimm could achieve no matter where they came from.”

Michael balled his fists, chest heaving. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”

Kimona shook her head sadly. “You didn’t want to hear the truth, Michael.”

“You chose me to be the villain in this story,” Glenmore said gruffly, “and I deserved to be. I let him drive you away, and I’ll never forgive myself nor him. Twenty-three years and I’ll never forgive him for costing me my family, my children.” He stepped forward, grasping his forearm. “My son.”

Michael roughly scrubbed his face. “So what now?”

Kimona and Glenmore shared a look. “You tell us,” his father replied. “Your grandfather passed ten years ago. It’s just the four of us now and, if you want, we can finally be a family. Put aside decades-old grudges and make up for the time that was stolen from us.”

Michael’s eyes widened as he spoke, his body going stiff. 

“What do you say, son?” Glenmore asked. “Can we put the past behind us?”

Michael held up a hand. “Hold that thought, Dad,” he said absentmindedly.

Their voices grew faint as Michael retreated into his head. It was going into overdrive, triggered by something his father had said. 

Beauty. Spindle. Charles. Charles as Spindle. Claudia. Cake. Phone. Emma. Allergic to Strawberries. Studio light. Stalker. Dora. Donna. Mary. Beauty. Beauty. Beauty!

Michael’s head shot up. “That’s it,” he whispered. He looked at his father. “Dad, that’s it!”

“What are you— Michael! Where are you going?”

“I solved it!” he shouted over his shoulder as he raced toward the house. “The person who killed Beauty and attacked me. I solved the case!”

He skidded to a stop in front of Samira, Spencer, and Monica. “I’m going back to the police station to speak to Charles. I need him to confirm something for me. Then, I have one more stop to make. Spencer!” The man jumped when Michael turned on him. “Gather everyone up and bring them to Cadal Manor. We’re getting everything out in the open. It all ends today.”

Spencer bristled. “I don’t take orders from—”

“Do it!”

Flinching, Spencer’s stance lost its aggressiveness. “Um... right... fine.”

“I know you’re supposed to be my bodyguard, but I have to fly solo on this one,” he said to Samira.

With that, he took off for his car.

“Michael!” Kimona cried. “You can’t just run off. This is important!”

Michael was heading for the driver’s seat but he backpedaled to his mom to give a quick kiss on the cheek. “This is important and I’m going to keep my promise this time.” He looked at his father in the eyes. “We are going to talk, for real this time, just you and me. But first I have to put away a murderer and get an innocent man out of prison.”

Glenmore nodded. “I’ll be here.” Slowly, he lifted his hand and draped it over his mother’s shoulder, pulling her close. “I’ll always be here.”

Michael left his parents cuddling on the front lawn as he raced to his car

“Michael, you care to tell us what’s going on?!” Samira shouted as he peeled out of the drive.

“I will,” he called, sticking his head out of the window. “Trust me, it will be worth waiting for the big reveal.”

***
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MICHAEL STOOD IN THE living room of Cadal Manor, watching everyone stream in. 

“What’s this about?” Claudia asked as Monica led her to an armchair.

“Yeah, Grimm,” Gabriel Silva said petulantly. “What do you want now?”

Michael smiled enigmatically but did not respond.

Mary, Donna, and Dora arrived. On their heels was Malia Diragoni and then finally Emma French.

Everyone took their seats while Monica came over to Michael’s side. Nodding at Samira and Spencer, he cleared his throat as they took up positions near the entrance.

“Thank you all for coming. I’m sorry if you were ripped away from your plans, but I figured you would all like to know who killed Beauty Cadal.”

Claudia clapped her hand over her mouth as hostile and confused faces were suddenly taken over with surprise. Donna goggled at him. “Are you still claiming it wasn’t Charles, despite the evidence found against him?”

Michael shook his head. “It was not Charles Cadal. He is innocent.”

A chorus of gasps and some denials followed that. Michael held up a hand and they fell silent. “It wasn’t Charles and I’m going to prove it. Right here. Right now.” Taking a deep breath, Michael launched into his tale. “Shortly after Beauty Cadal turned eighteen, she was run off the road by a reckless driver. Her brakes failed due to leaking hydraulic fluid and she gets into an accident that could have been fatal. Miraculously, Beauty walks away without a scratch and her parents don’t think anything of it. They hire her a driver and move on. Then a year later, Beauty is practicing her lines on an empty set and a studio light falls, narrowly missing her. No one is around except for Beauty’s stalker, Gabriel.”

Gabriel jumped out of his seat. “I’m not a—”

“Sit down, Silva!” Samira bellowed. “Do not interrupt again.”

Red as a maraschino cherry, Gabriel took his seat.

“As I was saying,” Michael continued. “Gabriel had been following Beauty around for a while at that point, taking her picture, fawning over her, and sneaking on set to see her practice. He had been good about avoiding the cameras, until Beauty is almost hurt, and he rushes out to makes sure she is okay, just in time to catch a glimpse of someone fleeing the scene.

“Beauty does not believe anything is wrong, but those around her are starting to get worried. Gabriel decides it is time to take their love out of the shadows. He would be better use to Beauty at her side, protecting her, so he takes the money he inherited and transforms himself into her ideal man. The clothes, the shoes, the looks. He decides to stand silently at her side... which is the complete opposite of what the killer wanted.

“You see, those accidents were anything but. A silent, patient, unassuming killer had been waiting in the shadows striking out whenever the time felt right but continually failing. So what could they do now but plot a third attempt, one they would make sure went exactly to plan.”

Eyes trailed him as he began to pace. “A couple months ago, Beauty and her friends went out to a club. They ordered drinks from the bartender and the one meant for Beauty is found to have strawberry juice in it. Everyone knows Beauty is severely allergic. She breaks out into hives, swells up like a balloon, and her throat closes up.”

His eyes swept the room, scanning their faces.

“This one stumped me. Did the bartender really mix up the drinks? How could someone have spiked it in a crowd full of people? How did the killer know which drink was hers? I went around and around, looking at it from every angle and then today I realized...” He lifted his head and his eyes latched on to her frantic, darting ones. “It could only have been you... Emma French.”

Claudia let out a tiny scream as Dora seized her daughter. “No! No, you’re wrong!” she cried. “My Emma would never!”

Emma shook her head frantically. “I didn’t kill Beauty! I don’t know anything about the lights or the car accident. You have to believe me! Beauty didn’t even drink from the glass.”

“Of course not,” Michael said smoothly, “because at the last second you feigned like you didn’t know which drink was yours, took a sip of Beauty’s, and warned her. You couldn’t go through with it.”

“Wait? What?” Gabriel said. “You’re not making any sense? If Emma is the killer, why would she have warned Beauty?”

“Emma is not the killer,” he replied firmly. “I said there was to be a third attempt to take Beauty’s life, but this was not it. I told you that everyone knew about Beauty’s allergy, including of course, Beauty herself. She always had an EpiPen with her and in a crowded room full of people, the moment she began to react, an ambulance would have been called. That’s why this one stumped me, because the killer has proven by now that they wanted Beauty dead, so why would they have done something so clumsy and doomed to fail like this? There was none of the cleverness of the first two attempts, so the only conclusion was that the killer was not involved at all. 

“This was done by the person who collected the drinks from the bartender, had the opportunity to slip something in on the way to the table, and then just happened to pick up the wrong drink. It was you, Emma. Why don’t you tell everyone why?”

Emma’s face crumpled, and she promptly burst into tears. “I-I didn’t want to h-hurt her,” she wailed. “I just wanted her to know what it was like. She had everything. She was beautiful and rich and talented and she even had all my mother’s attention. ‘Sorry, Emma, I can’t have lunch with you today, Beauty needs me.’ ‘Sorry, Emma, Charles called and he needs me to take Beauty shopping.’ ‘Sorry, Emma.’ ‘Sorry, Emma.’ ‘Sorry, Emma!’ She had it all and she didn’t appreciate any of it! She treated us like trash and it didn’t matter that my mom loved her like a daughter, or that I was her best friend. 

“So, I decided I would take away the one thing she did care about. Her looks. When she was a swollen, hive-ridden mess then she would understand what it was like to be the ugly hanger-on.”

Emma sniffled, slumping her shoulders. “But in the end, I couldn’t do it. She might not have cared about me but... I still cared about her. She used to be so different, maybe if I gave her more time, my best friend would come back.” She sobbed. “It’s too late now.”

“It was always too late,” Michael said sadly. “Because by then another plan was in the works. One the killer was determined would succeed. Nothing would be left to chance this time. They decided to strike directly at Beauty. Contacting her through the blog, seducing her with tales of making her famous, enchanting her so that when the time came on her twenty-first birthday, she would be exactly where the killer wanted her to be, waiting for Spindle at the top of those stairs.

“She receives his text, rushes out alone to meet her secret lover, and then the killer pushed her down the stairs. They slip back into the party and poor Beauty lay there slipping into a sleep from which she would never wake.”

Claudia choked back a sob, but Michael kept going. This was hard but it was time this finally came out. “The killer takes her phone, presses play on the DVD, rigs the smart TV to turn on and off at the precise time. Then they carry on like nothing happened and feign shock and horror when the guards rushed in announcing Beauty is hurt.

“The Cadals hold everyone back and demand they be searched, but the killer rests easy, Beauty’s phone is safely hidden and they have nothing to worry about. This won’t be traced to them. They go home for the night but soon return to plant the phone they used as Spindle in Charles’s desk, along with Beauty’s. 

“Everything is set for the revenge they have waited so long for, and it would have gone off beautifully if the killer hadn’t made two mistakes.” Michael’s head swiveled around, and he finally faced the killer. “If you hadn’t made two mistakes, Malia.”

Malia’s eyes were narrowed into slits. Gone was the charming, smiling demeanor. In its place was an expression well-suited to the creature her name derived from, a dragon. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Grimm.” 

“Oh, but you do,” he replied. “See, you hated Charles Cadal with every fiber of your being. You let him believe, you let everyone believe, that you had forgiven and forgotten the past, but in truth, you nursed and fed your hatred until the time came to take from Charles everything he had taken from you.

“You’re wasted as a party planner, Malia. Acting was clearly your true calling. You smiled and simpered and laughed your way through the last twenty-one years. I can’t imagine how hard that was, but you did what you had to do.”

He turned away from her poisonous glare and addressed the room. “Malia and Charles Diragoni married young. They ran off, happy to be free of his overbearing father, but life smacked them full in the face when Malia found out she was pregnant. They had no choice. They had to come back and live under Clark Cadal’s rule again.

“Unhappiness caused Charles to turn to drinking and this quickly becomes a problem. He was never home, wasted their money on alcohol, and although he never struck his wife or child, he picked random bar fights and punches holes into the walls of their home. Malia gets fed up. She wanted better for their daughter

“The last straw was when Charles began taking up with Claudia and sneaking around behind her back. She packs her bags and tells Charles she’s leaving him and taking Alaina. Charles was drunk like he was most nights, and he flew into a rage. Says he won’t let her take his child from him, but Malia is adamant. She leaves the room to get their bags and Charles takes his chance. He snatches up Alaina, hops in the car and tries to run.”

“Oh no,” Mary breathed. 

Almost everyone was looking at him in shocked horror, even Samira and Monica. This was the first time they were hearing the full story. 

“They were speeding down the street along Siren Woods when an animal jumped out in front of the car. He jerked the wheel, the car spins out of control, and they crash. Sweet little Alaina is killed.”

Dora shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “But that— That’s not—”

“The story you were told?” Michael finished. “Of course not. Clark Cadal made sure of that. His son was consorting with the lovely and rich Claudia Blake. He finally made a good match that was going to elevate the name Cadal to one that was respected in the community. All that would go away if his son was locked up for drunk driving and child endangerment. So he did what rich daddies do when their sons make mistakes,” Michael said, his mind flashing to the sneering face of Cornelius Grimm. “They make them go away.

“The report reads now that Charles was completely alert and sober when a deer ran out in front of them. There was nothing he could have done to prevent it and the accident was just that.

“That worked for everyone else and the officer he paid off, but not for Malia, because of course she knew the truth.” Michael turned to her, looking into her hate-filled eyes. “She was devastated. She lost her only child and the man who made her life a nightmare was going to get away with it scot-free. She bursts into Cadal Manor and makes a scene. Clark has her forcibly removed and denounces her accusations as the ramblings of a sad, jealous, crazy woman. 

“Malia goes away for a year, but not to get help. She goes away to plan. Charles thinks he can take her child, divorce her, marry someone else, and then have a blissful, carefree life with another woman and another daughter? Not while she walks this earth.

“No, Charles was going to feel her pain. The pain of losing his reputation, his family, and his only child. She starts with the car first. Tampers with it so the fluid leaks and then she ran Beauty off the road in the same place she lost her own daughter. But things went wrong.”

The room was spellbound, hooked on every word that dropped from his lips. 

“How?” Spencer asked, eyes round.

Michael glanced at him. “It went wrong because the Cadals didn’t do what they were supposed to do. They didn’t file a report and get the police involved. Instead, they bought her a new car and hired a driver. Had they called the police, the cops would have discovered the car was tampered with and no doubt Malia left a trail that would have led back to Charles.

“Then, the second attempt with the studio light. At this point, Beauty did not have one person following her around and tracking her movements, she had two. But while Gabriel did not know about Malia, Malia did know about him. She dropped the light when she knew he would be watching, hoping that he would notice a figure fleeing, alert the police that it wasn’t an accident, and they would look into it and follow the trail she would lead to Charles. 

“But again, things went wrong. Gabriel decided he would be Beauty’s knight in shining armor. He told no one about what he only sort of glimpsed, and as time passed with no other attempts on her life, he convinced himself he had imagined it. What kind of killer waits that long to strike anyway?

“But, of course, the answer is you, Malia. You waited over two decades, you would wait another year if it meant carrying out your perfect plan. So wait you did, and carry out the plan you did, but this time it was far from perfect, because you didn’t account for something.”

Malia lifted her brow, a sneer playing on her lips. “Account for something? Darling, I did not do it at all. You’ve spun quite a little fairy tale, but I had nothing to do with Beauty’s fall or those accidents.”

He smirked. “You obviously can’t ask outright what you didn’t account for but, don’t worry, I’ll tell you.”

She snarled. “I’ve had enough of your flippant tone! I did not hurt that girl!”

“You didn’t hurt Beauty,” he shot back. “You killed her! You deceived her, pushed her down the stairs, and you tried to frame her father for the crime, but what you didn’t account for... was us.”

Michael pointed at himself and his sister, who was glowering at Malia hard enough to set her headwrap ablaze.

“Grimm Investigations wasn’t supposed to come on the scene. We weren’t supposed to mess with the entertainment system, before you had a chance to lower the volume and return the DVD to the shelf. We weren’t supposed to find out Gabriel was a stalker—”

“I’m not a—”

“Shut up!” half a dozen people shouted at Gabriel and he fell silent with a scowl.

Michael kept right on going. “We weren’t supposed to question the convenience of having a witness to the second attempt and wonder if there was more to the story. I wasn’t supposed to know what it was like to nurse a decades-old grudge or to know that you can wait years before you finally drop the mask that hid your pain, and I wasn’t supposed to have a father that reminded me that there are some things you never forgive... like making a parent lose their children.”

He shook his head. “Charles knew the enormity of his transgressions. He knew he did not deserve your forgiveness, so his gratefulness at having received it blinded him. He welcomed you into his life, into his daughter’s life, and that was his mistake, but for now let’s focus on yours.

“You thought everything was going perfectly until I came to the funeral and announced that Charles was innocent and that I would prove it.” He leveled a finger at her. “You came to our office that night and lay in wait; when I came out, you strangled me.

“I didn’t understand why at first. Killing me wouldn’t have stopped the investigation. It wouldn’t have implicated Charles, who was sitting safely in jail. It was an incredibly risky thing to do that would have accomplished nothing except my death.” He sighed, shrugging. “But then you didn’t do it to achieve something. You did it because you were angry. You flew into a rage at the very thought that after years of careful planning, I was going to ruin everything. You got angry, Malia, and it made you sloppy.”

“I have done nothing!” she screeched. “I did not attack you or anyone else and you have no proof that says otherwise!”

A smirk spread across Michael’s face. “But I do have proof, Malia. I said you were sloppy. You made two mistakes.

“The night you tried to kill me, I felt something cool and smooth on my neck. I felt... this.” Michael slipped his hand into his coat and pulled out a black leather headwrap. He unraveled it and held it out for everyone to see. “This is your headwrap, Malia, the one you used to strangle me. You can see the scratches from where I desperately clawed at my neck. You tried to get rid of it but, as you can see, you didn’t try hard enough. I’m sure the police won’t have any trouble matching the hairs and the skins cells on this.”

Malia Diragoni blanched, going white at the sight of the wrap. She looked from the wrap... to Michael... to the wrap... and then her eyes darted around the room. Michael knew what she was going to do, moments before she did it.

Her face twisted. “Ahhh!” she screamed, before leaping to her feet and making a run for him. Claws extended, ready to wrap around his throat once more.

She made it three steps before Monica reeled back and swung. Laying her out with one solid punch to the face. 

Malia spun and dropped like a stone. Out cold.
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Chapter Nine
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“He was the murderer, not me!” she screamed as Samira dragged her to Spencer’s waiting police car. “He killed my Alaina! He never cared about her, but he loved that precious Beauty! I pushed her so he would know what it was like to lose everything!” The headwrap came loose in the struggle and long, black locks escaped their prison. Malia glared at Michael through the wild strands of her hair and swollen eye, and he was suddenly overcome with a vision of a true phantom. Pale, vengeful, and always haunting. 

He shivered as the detectives finally got her into the car and closed the door on her screams. “I’m not going to sleep for a week,” he said as he threw an arm around his sister.

Samira dusted off her hands and she and her partner joined them on the front steps. “That was impressive work, Michael. Although, don’t think I’m not upset with you.”

“Me? What did I do?”

“Malia’s mistake,” she said, frowning. “She made the mistake of tossing the headwrap she used to strangle you where you could find it, but if you had it the whole time, why didn’t you hand it over to me?” she demanded. “Instead, you hoard a key piece of evidence, so that you could pull it out when you put on your big show.”

She looked so disappointed in him he rushed to explain. “Samira, that is not what happened, and that is not one of the mistakes she made.” He grinned. “I bought this headwrap a couple of hours ago at a women’s clothing store. I scratched it up in the car and then whipped it out at the right time to get her to confess. Her mistake... was that she fell for it.”

Three jaws dropped. “Are you serious, Grimm?” Spencer sputtered. “You’re telling me you came up with that on your own, at the last minute?”

“You’re welcome. The evidence was thin. You needed a confession to close this up neatly, and I got you one. I was quite busy while you were rounding up suspects. I got your chief to let me speak to Charles and got the full story of what happened to Alaina Cadal, fabricated evidence, and finally figured out how Charles’s prints got on Spindle’s phone.”

“How?” Samira asked, eyes sharpening.

“The cake. Charles always brings in the cake on Beauty’s birthday, but this time, there was something wrong with it. At the last minute, Malia scraped off a mound of icing and then left it for the caterer to find. What else can she do but call the party planner? Malia answered the phone with her gloved hands, says ‘you should speak to Charles about this,’ and then puts it in his bare hands so that he—”

“—gets his prints all over it,” Monica finished. “He speaks to the caterer, hands it back, and just like that he goes from loving father to disturbed predator and murderer. Dang, she was good. She thought of everything.”

The four of them looked back at the woman screaming at them through the window.

“She was good,” Samira said softly. “Just not good enough.”

Michael’s grin suddenly disappeared. “So, Mira, what’s going to happen to Charles?”

She sighed. “He had no hand in Beauty’s death, so the charges will be dropped. As for Alaina Cadal’s death, he should have paid for his crime then and if I had my way, he would pay for it now. But the statute of limitations is up, Clark Cadal is long gone as is the officer who accepted the bribe. He’ll be released and free to go home.”

They were quiet for a moment. Michael could guess they were thinking the same thing. How one irrevocable act could ignite a hatred that would last for years to come.

“Why did she wait so long?” Monica whispered, proving Michael right. “If she hates Beauty for taking her daughter’s place, then why did she wait eighteen years to strike?”

“I can only guess,” Michael said, “but Alaina was the center of her world. She would always see her how she was: a sweet, innocent baby that was taken from her by a monster. She couldn’t bring herself to hurt Beauty when she was a child, because it hit too close to home.” 

They fell silent once more.

“So what was the other thing?” Spencer asked abruptly.

“What?”

“You said Diragoni made another mistake. What was it?”

“Oh.” Michael chuckled. “That’s simple. Malia’s mistakes were falling for my trick... and pissing off Monica Grimm. She paid dearly for that last one.”

They dissolved into laughter.

Monica lifted her chin. “What? No one messes with my family.”

***
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AS WAS BECOMING A GRIMM family custom, his mother ordered him and his sister back to the house for a celebratory dinner. 

Samira hauled Malia away with promises to join them after they processed her and Spencer left with Monica-shaped, googly eyes, promising to come as well even though no one technically invited him.

The siblings got into their car and left Cadal Manor, and all the pain hidden behind the glamorous façade, behind. 

It was to a much happier home that they headed for and when Michael climbed out of his car and saw his father’s limo parked on the street, he didn’t scowl. When Monica threw herself into Glenmore’s arms and launched into their story of apprehending a killer, he didn’t leave the room, and when his father put his arm around him and said, “I hope it’s okay if I stay for dinner, son.”

Michael didn’t shake him off. Instead, he grinned and replied, “Sure, Dad. There’s a lot we have to catch up on.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




The End
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Read on for a sneak peek into the third book of the Fairy Tale Mystery Series, A Trail of Breadcrumbs.
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A Trail of Breadcrumbs

Sneak Peek
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Beams of light broke through the trees, shifting as the branches swayed with the wind. Under different circumstances, Hazel would have stopped to listen to the mesmerizing sounds of Siren Woods. The woods so named because, on gusty days such as these, the howling winds whipped through the forest and enticed the trees to sing. Any other time, she would have enjoyed it... but not this time.

Eight-year-old Hazel tripped over a root and pitched forward, but her father hauled her back to her feet. He did not pause in his trek.

“Dad,” she said, tugging at her wrist. Her father had her in a viselike grip. “Dad, where are we going?”

Liam Antarr did not answer. He did not even turn his head. 

On his other side, Hazel’s brother, Gregory, tugged on her father’s jacket. “Dad, I want to go home.” Greg scrabbled at the hand closed over his own. “I want to go home, Dad!”

The twins stumbled over tree roots and ducked snarled branches as their father led them deeper and deeper into the woods. Soon not even the sun’s light could penetrate the thick copse of trees, but yet they did not stop.

Hazel didn’t know how long they had been walking but she felt it was hours later when Greg spoke again.

“Dad, I’m tired,” he whined. “My feet hurt.”

“We can stop here, son,” Liam said, surprising her. 

The hand holding hers disappeared and she snatched it back, rubbing her wrist. 

Her father pointed at a fallen log just ahead of them. “Why don’t you and your sister sit and rest for a while.”

Gregory looked up at him. “After will we go home?”

“Yes, son,” he replied softly. “This will all be over soon.”

“Come on, Hazel.” 

Hazel grasped her twin brother’s outstretched hand and together they clambered over rocks and roots to reach the log. They sat down and Hazel glanced up, looking for her father.

Her smile immediately fell away.

“Dad?” she called. 

Where had he gone? He was right behind them.

“Dad!” she yelled.

Greg was still holding her hand and his grip tightened hard enough to hurt. “Dad!” he screamed, echoing her rising panic.

Hazel freed herself from Greg and shot up. She stumbled around, frantically calling for her father but she received no answer.

Hazel halted her search when her brother’s panicked cries for their father turned into panicky cries for her. She couldn’t afford to lose sight of him too or they might never find each other.

Siren Woods wasn’t only named for the singing trees. The tales of old spoke of gorgeous creatures who lured men to their watery deaths and Siren Woods was much like its namesake. Lonely, beautiful, peaceful, but with trees that grew so thick and similar that paths could not be formed, landmarks could not be differentiated, and the sun could not break through. 

Hazel clung to her brother as one terrifying thought echoed through her head. 

Those who got lost in Siren Woods... were never seen again.

––––––––
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