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        With Ambrose as a murder suspect, the clock is ticking to prove he's innocent and to find the real killer.

      

        

      
        The bodies are mounting up, and with Ambrose suspended, it's up to Amy to uncover the truth behind a series of murders that make her favourite detective look really guilty.

      

        

      
        Can Amy and the Paranormal Police Department discover who could be doing this to Ambrose before he's charged with a crime he didn't commit?

        -

        Rites and Knights is book three of the Amethyst's Wand Shop Mysteries series. It is an urban fantasy mystery with an underlying slow burn romance.
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      Every witch knows that the first day of autumn is supposed to be a day of peace, yet there's a large man with a ratty moustache screaming at me only five minutes after opening my shop. Ah, retail. The joy and bane of my existence. With customers like him, mostly bane.

      “I want to exchange this wand!” the man shouts, his lip and moustache quivering in anger. He waves one of my finest wands so vigorously, I’m afraid he might conjure a small rhino. Or maybe a set of glass ducks with only one eye each. Magic does funny things when the wielder is acting strange.

      Not that I know from experience, or anything like that. I'm as normal as they come. Ask anyone, so long as they're mute.

      “Oi! Are you listening to me?” Ratty man snarls, his hand coiled so tightly around the wand, I’m impressed it hasn’t snapped.

      I should record him and use it to advertise the strength of my wands. Then again, an angry customer may not be the best form of advertising. Even if he has no real reason to act like this.

      I take a breath to calm myself and dig deep for my best customer service voice. “Due to the personal nature of wands, I can’t allow an exchange. We discussed this upon purchase and you can see it here on your receipt. I’m sorry.”

      “Nonsense! My son barely used it.” He slams the wand down on my counter, rattling the copious jars with gems and crystals I have on display. “Just give me my money back, witch.”

      “Sir, there’s no need to raise your voice.” Am I supposed to be scared of him? I don't think he understands how bad working in retail is. He and his quivering moustache are far from the scariest things I've seen in this shop.

      “Just gave me my money back!” Little bubbles of foam fill the corners of his mouth and he starts to turn an alarming shade of red.

      Worrisome. For him. And me. I don't want a dead body in my shop, I hear they make quite a mess.

      I blink slowly. “As you can see on your receipt, there are no refunds after fourteen days.”

      He slams his fist down on the counter, spittle flying into my face. “Rubbish! I want to speak to the manager!”

      Slowly, I wipe my cheeks and try to maintain a calm voice. “Sir, I’m the owner of Amethyst’s Wand Shop.” Why does no one ever assume I am? Okay, part-owner. But Grammie doesn't work out front any more. With customers like these, I don't blame her. I should have grandkids so I can pass along the torch some day but that means having kids and ehh…

      “Aha! So you admit you’re responsible for these terrible wands then?”

      “These wands are excellent.” Despite my best efforts, agitation fills me. It’s not every day I’m accused of making a bad wand, let alone being threatened and intimidated in my own shop.

      While I sympathise with his cause and wish the wand suited his son better, I remember recommending he brought his kid in before purchasing an item from my collection. It’s always better that way and leads to less incompatible matches. If he'd listened to me, we wouldn’t be here. Alas, it happens more often than I want to admit. Perhaps I should start thinking about implementing a rule about it. But there's no point. No one is going to pay attention to it anyway, and I'll risk losing business to one of the other wandmakers in town. Or worse, they'll turn to one of the mass manufacturers who pump out identical wands with no personality.

      I repress a shudder. Wandmaking is an art, it shouldn't be something done in a factory.

      The man's moustache dances on his lip, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Listen to me, give me my money back or I’ll report you to the CWC,” he threatens.

      The Centre of Wand Control? How dare he. Not that they worry me too much. I've taken them on once before, I don't think the CWC will want me back on their premises again if they can help it. Especially after I proved sea glass is a stable amplifier in wands, even if they thought it wasn't.

      Out of patience, I grab a couple of bills from the register and slap them on the counter. “Fine. Here’s your refund. Now, leave the wand and get the hell out of my shop.” I glare at him, completely done with his idiocy.

      My sudden outburst startles the man.

      “W-What?” He doesn't seem so confident now.

      “That’s what you wanted, right?” I grab the broom from the corner and sweep the ground under his feet. Most people assume witches use these things for flying, but I find them to be excellent for cleaning and chasing rude customers out of my shop. “Out! Out!”

      “Jeez, what’s wrong with you, lady?” The man hurries to the exit, his hand clenched tightly around the money.

      “Haven’t you heard?” I call after him, startling some innocent passersby. “I’m crazy!”

      With that sorted, I throw the glass door shut behind him and flick the OPEN sign to CLOSED. I could’ve used my wand for that but this is so much more cathartic. Doing things without magic always makes me appreciate a good spell more.

      That’s enough peopling for today, especially if they are going to ruin my favourite day of the year. I knew I shouldn’t have opened the store today. Instead, I should’ve gone for a walk in the park, admire the first orange leaves, and drink hot tea while making Grammie’s famous pumpkin soup.

      Actually, what am I thinking? I can still do that. There's plenty of time to rescue this disaster of a day.

      “I’ll be upstairs, Herbert,” I say, patting the stone cat as I pass the till on my way to the back of the store. “Behave, all right?”

      The cat doesn’t react, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t understand. He gives me his usual look, his grey eyes motionless but wise.

      I snap my fingers. “You’re right, I did forget to lock the door. What did I do with my keys?”

      Before I can shut the shop, the little bell above the door tingles, and a well-dressed man strides towards me. A gust of wind sends his scent towards me and I frown. I know that vibe. What’s a mage doing in my wand shop? They can't use wands. Or at the very least, they don't like to. Their magic is different from ours. I'm sure I'd know the differences better if I'd paid more attention while I was at the academy.

      “I’m closed,” I say, gesturing to the sign on the door. “Closed,” I repeat, even though I'm sure he's heard me.

      “Oh really?” The mage runs a hand through his dark unruly hair, shrugging. “Didn’t see the sign.”

      "I, but… Fine… What can I help you with?" I ask, stepping aside so he can venture further into the shop. I’ve already had one rude customer, what’s one more?

      "Are you Amethyst from the Gemstone Coven?" he asks gruffly. Not a dislikable voice, but not the best one either. It strikes me as the kind of voice that grows on you.

      "Yes. But you know that already," I point out. He just walked into my wand shop, and I’m the only person here.

      "Great. Good morning, Amethyst. I’m⁠—”

      “I prefer Amy.”

      “Very well. Amy. I'm Detective Ambrose, Paranormal Police Department."

      I raise an eyebrow. The PPD? What do they want this time? Unenchanted by his presence, I cross my arms. "So?"

      "I need your help."

      "Finding a wand?" I quip.

      Annoyance flits through his eyes and he clicks his jaw.

      Ah. No sense of humour. It's a shame, but he's probably not felt the need to develop one with the way he looks. Attractive people can be like that sometimes.

      After a second or two, he composes himself. "I find my staff is far more effective."

      "Depends on how you use it." I let a wry smile spread over my lips but cover most of my amusement.

      He doesn’t respond. A mage who doesn’t appreciate comments about his staff. I guess I could make another remark with the intention to keep going until I get a rise out of him.

      I snort at my own joke.

      It’s probably better to get to the point. He seems like the kind of man who is all business and no pleasure. In the bad way.

      "What can I do for you, Detective?" I ask, recalling my customer service voice. It should work on officers of the law as well as on annoyingly entitled customers.

      "I said. I need your help." His matter-of-fact tone is already starting to grate on me.

      I sigh dramatically. "Just saying you need my help isn't going to get the clean, concise kind of answer you're looking for. Why don't we start with a subject? I'll guess, you can tell me if I'm right."

      Ambrose growls.

      Huh, the books are right, that sound is kind of sexy on a man. It’s a shame he’s so uptight.

      "I could guess it’s about the whereabouts of my sister, but Topaz lives to her own rules, I haven't seen her in months," I muse, tapping a pen against my chin. "Now wandcraft, that'd be my real area of expertise." I wave around the shop as if to prove my point.

      He doesn't have to know that wandmaking is actually my second choice of career.

      He tenses.

      Bingo.

      “So… Detective Ambrose from the Paranormal Police Department. What could a mage like you possibly want from a wandmaker like me?” I ask.

      “Help with a case.”

      Now that’s music to my ears. “What case?”

      “It’s classified. I can’t tell you until you agree to consult.” He doesn't do much to hide his frustration.

      The same annoyance bubbles up in me. “Riiiight… So you want my help, but you can’t tell me what it is until I agree to help you.”

      He nods. “Correct. I’ll need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement before I can tell you more.”

      “Of course… Only the PPD has such stupid rules." Well, and the Centre for Wand Control, they're just as bad. "And to think I applied to join you lot. Luckily, I’m over that.”

      Detective Ambrose looks surprised. “Really? You wanted to join the PPD?”

      “Yes, but I got rejected. Bullet dodged, if you ask me.” Despite my words, bitterness wells up within me. The rejection still stings.

      “So you don’t want to help?”

      I drum my hands on the counter. “Woah, woah, I didn’t say that. Let me think a moment.”

      Despite my old grievances with the Paranormal Police Department, I’m tempted to help out. It sounds exciting. Consulting with the police, maybe catching murders and thieves, a whole new adventure away from sculpting wands for snooty customers.

      I turn to the cat, seeking his opinion. “What do you think, Herb?”

      “Are you... talking to a statue?” Detective Ambrose asks, sounding bemused.

      “Herbert helps me think.”

      “It’s a stone cat…” he says slowly.

      “Wow, that’s rude of you.” I cup Herbert’s ears. “Don’t listen to the mean man.”

      “You’re crazy.” Ambrose frowns. “Are you serious?”

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” I deflect, turning my back to him so I can consult with Herbert in peace. “What do you think? Should I do this?”

      The stone cat shoots me a disapproving look, but then again, what does he know? He's never even left the shop. Besides, this consulting thing sounds fun and with the season change, there’s always room for new and exciting adventures.

      I ignore the cat’s advice and turn back to face the detective. “I’ll do it, but on one condition.”

      “You’ll find you’re in no position to make conditions, Miss Amethyst.”

      “Tut.” I hold up a finger to silence him. “It has just become two conditions. One, you stop calling me Amethyst. And two, I’ll help, after you apologise to Herbert.”

      Detective Ambrose’s face falls. “You… You want me to apologise to your statue?”
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      Detective Ambrose’s face is a picture. His expression is making it crystal clear that he doesn’t want to give into my request and apologise to Herbert. I guess it’ll all depend on how much he needs my help.

      He sighs dramatically. “Fine. What do you want me to say?”

      That took a lot less time than I expected. This is going to be fun. A man who isn't afraid to play along with my brand of crazy. And he's attractive, if it wasn't for his seeming lack of personality, I'd have to lock him down and start a family.

      I wag my finger, having way more fun that I should be. This almost makes up for the idiot yelling at me earlier. “Oh, no. that’s not how it works. Herbert will know it when you’re not being sincere.”

      He sighs. "I'm sorry for insulting you, Herbert."

      I raise an eyebrow. Should I be concerned about how little he needs persuading?

      The cat omits a satisfied vibe and a smile curls around my lips.

      "Herbert is grateful for your apology." I turn to Ambrose properly. "Now, what help do you need?"

      "Paperwork first," he insists, pulling an envelope from the pocket of his trench coat.

      "So, you're a cliché detective in every way except that you want me to go through the paperwork first?" I don't mind, as much as I hate it, I'm used to filling out forms. The CWC expects at least five of them for every wand created and sold. I swear they get some kind of kick out of it, especially as everything could be just as easily tracked with magic.

      "It's there for a reason," he responds, standing up even straighter than before.

      "Hmm. I suppose. So what do we have?"

      “A non-disclosure so you keep things under wraps and an acknowledgement that you understand and agree not to harm or damage the evidence I’m about to show you." He pushes the sheet towards me.

      I scribble my name down without reading the whole thing. Why bother with contracts and all that boring stuff when I can help solve murders?

      "I'm just surprised you're not using a quill," Ambrose says.

      "I don't use quills for signing legal documents, they leak too much."

      "I can't even tell if you're being serious."

      "I'm always serious about high-quality writing utensils. I’ve been collecting them since I was fifteen. They’re great for writing down spells. It adds to the magic." I click the top back on my favourite pen, and slip it back into my pocket. "Do you have any quills?"

      "Just sign the contracts," he grumbles.

      Ah, I’m already getting to the dear detective. Though that’s no doubt the way it should be. I've seen it time and time again on TV shows. There’s always the eccentric expert who drives the detective crazy but eventually solves the murder with their expertise. And now I get to be that. This is even better than being in the PPD myself.

      I sign the last piece of paper and push the stack back to him. "So, when do we start? I just need to lock up and then we can get going⁠—"

      "You don't need to go anywhere." He pulls a small sealed evidence bag from his trench coat. “This was found on the body.”

      “The body? Cool. Do I get to see it?” I've never seen one before, and don't expect to any time soon.

      "No need. I already saw the body. Just look at this slither of wand and tell us what you know of its owner."

      Pfft, boring. When will the exciting crime fighting start? That's the reason I signed all his stupid paperwork.

      Despite my annoyance, I reach for a set of gloves. It's better to help a little bit than not at all. Maybe I'll get to be an expert witness in court, or something like that.

      I snap each of the gloves on, earning a funny look from Ambrose.

      "What? You don't want evidence compromised, do you?" I'm surprised he hasn't provided gloves himself.

      I take the bag and unseal it. If I didn’t know better, it looks like the resealable bags I keep in my kitchen draw. I suppose that's a good thing to know in case I ever need to bag anything as evidence.

      Ambrose shrugs. "I'm just surprised you have disposable gloves lying around," he says after a moment.

      "Maybe I have them in case I accidentally murder detectives who walk through my door," I mumble under my breath.

      Amusement comes off Herbert in waves. I refrain from celebrating my hilarity with him, I don’t think Ambrose would appreciate it.

      "I doubt that's the reason. There were no notes on your file when I pulled it up."

      Hmm, he sounds serious.

      I'm mildly surprised given my history with the PPD. Not that I ever broke any laws. At least not knowingly.

      "I use them when I'm handling wand repairs," I answer before he can ask. "Once they've had an owner for a while, it's best I don't let any of my own magic seep into a wand. They're not just latex gloves, they're for witches specifically. There's a company who does that kind of thing."

      "People come to you for wand repairs?"

      Really? That was what he took from that?

      I give him my best confounded look. "I'm a wandmaker, where else would they go?"

      Surprisingly, he doesn’t respond. I don’t know much about mages, but I heard they make and repair their staffs themselves. He probably wouldn’t appreciate someone else polishing his rod.

      I chuckle to myself over the childish wordplay.

      Ambrose sighs. “You’re weird, has anyone ever told you that?”

      "Weird is my middle name," I answer.

      He taps the counter next to the piece of wood. “The owner?”

      “Right…” I pull the sliver towards me, intrigued by the colour. “Huh... It’s quite a light colour.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “It’s neither. Can I touch the wood?” I ask, trying not to snort. He already doesn’t seem amused, I’m sure he won’t appreciate my puns.

      He nods. “Go ahead.”

      Despite the magical gloves, I can feel the splinter as if it were in my bare hands and the soft bounce confirms my suspicions. “As I thought. It’s a softwood.”

      “Isn’t most wood soft?”

      “Not in the morning, it’s not.”

      Ambrose glares at me. “Really?”

      “Sorry.” I’m not. “Hardwoods come from trees that shed leaves as the seasons turn. Softwood is made from conifer trees. The ones with needles.”

      “I know what conifer trees are,” he snips.

      “All right… I was just explaining.” I sniff the splinter and nod. “Pinus.”

      The detective eyes’ widen. “Did you just call me a penis?”

      “No. Pinus. This piece of wood came from a pine tree.”

      “Oh. Right…” He runs a hand through his springy hair and pulls a sheet of paper from his trench coat. “European black pine, according to our lab.”

      The lab?

      My joyous mood immediately sinks. “You were testing me?”

      “I had to know you were up for the task,” he replies with a shrug. “Now I do.”

      Asshole.

      I cross my arms, giving Ambrose my best death stare. If they already figured out the type of wood, there has to be another reason he came to consult me. Something they don’t know yet.

      “If you’re done wasting both our time, you can tell me what it is you actually need my advice on.”

      “There’s no need to be insulted.” He pulls a printed picture from his inner pocket. “There are markings on the sliver, what can you make of those?”

      With dented pride, I pick the piece of pine back up. I don’t need his pictures, I can take a proper look for myself with my magnifying glass.

      “Aha… Thin, elegant carvings. Expertly done, unfortunately.” I push the sliver back to him. “I know what this is.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” I pull my own wand from my sleeve and show it to the detective. “Can you see the little amethyst at the end? I put it on every wand I make.”

      “It’s the logo from your shop,” Ambrose remarks.

      “Good eye.” I pocket my wand again and push the piece of wood back. “Every wandmaker leaves an identifier. These scratchings are part of a signature. Letters. E. L.”

      “Of course. A signature” He holds the sliver up to inspect it. “I’ll go through the database, see which registered wandmakers have those letters in their name. Could be a fair few… E… L… Very common combination.”

      A smirk tugs on my lips. “Very, but this grade wood isn’t that easy to get your hands on these days. There are probably only five or six wandmakers licensed for this grade in the area.”

      Detective Ambrose clicks his tongue as he pockets the evidence bag. “Brilliant, then it’ll be easy to track them down. Good work, Amethyst. Sorry. Amy.”

      He turns to leave and disappointment floods through me. That was it? I got excited for… that?

      I hurry around the counter and grab him by the sleeve. “Was that all?”

      He smooths out his trench coat. “Yes, the PPD appreciates your assistance.”

      “I had to sign all those forms just for that?”

      “Standard procedure.” He pulls the door, the little bell clinking mockingly. “Well, Amy, I won’t bother you any longer. Give my regards to Herbert, ey?”

      “Wait!” I block his exit. “What if I told you you don’t need to look at any database?”

      He looks intrigued. “And why is that?”

      “Because I know who made that wand.” I shoot him a beaming smile. “And, he’s an old friend of the family. I can facilitate a meeting.”

      Detective Ambrose returns with a dashing grin of his own. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m afraid I can’t take a civilian along. Listen, I appreciate your help, but that’ll be all.”

      “But—”

      “I said, that’ll be all.” Without giving me the opportunity to argue any further, he straightens his coat and steps outside. The wind tugs on his sleeves and without even looking back, he walks away.

      So rude.

      I slam the door shut and glare at Herbert. “Yeah? What are you looking at.”

      The stone cat just looks at me.

      “It’s not my fault he left. This isn’t over.”

      Herbert doesn’t react, which only annoys me more.

      I boop his nose. “What do you mean? Of course, I have a plan.”

      The cat stares quietly.

      “Don’t use that tone with me.” I grab my handbag from behind the counter and swing it over my shoulder. “Now, behave. I’m going to visit an old family friend.”
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      My heels clack against the stone path on the other side of town. I pass a statue of some king. I'm not sure which one, or what he did to earn a statue. I don't particularly care either.

      It only takes me a moment to locate Elmer’s Wand Wonders. A truly terrible name, but perfect for the old fart that he is. It's nestled between a florist and a soap shop, which must be hard on Elmer's allergies. I try not to be too pleased by that.

      The repelling spell he's put on the place does nothing to deter me, but then it shouldn't. I'm not human, just a rival wandmaker.

      To my satisfaction, the shop is empty when I enter. That serves him right, with his pretentious pricing and overly-adorned wands. Though I'm not sure I can really talk, the only people who have been through my door this morning are a man incapable of reading fine print, and a detective who isn't as fast as I am at deciphering clues.

      “Amethyst. What a surprise.” An old man whooshes towards me on his library ladder and adjusts his round glasses. “Are you finally ready to exchange your dusty old wand for one of my sleek models?”

      “In your dreams,” I counter, instinctively checking my sleeve. The familiar weight of my trusted wand is reassuring, especially near an old crook like him. I dread to think how much he could learn from one of my creations.

      He climbs down the ladder. “Then to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I just wanted to chat.”

      “Nonsense.” Elmer adjusts one of his shiny, expensive wand boxes and polishes the azure gemstone next to it.

      I roll my eyes. He thinks all of his fancy gadgets and trappings make his wands better. He's wrong. Wandcraft is about nothing more than the wand. I may use gems in my wands, but that's because they have a purpose in amplifying and enhancing magic. None of my wands need to sparkle, or have intricate carvings that don't mean anything. It detracts from the power of the wood.

      “What do you want?”

      “Information on a client of yours,” I say offhandedly.

      His eyes narrow. “Aha! So you admit you’re stealing my clients?”

      That’s insulting. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “You’re right. My clients would never go to your shop.”

      “Thank you.” I smile as sweetly as possible, knowing it'll wind him up.

      “I didn’t mean it as a compliment.”

      “Too bad.” I lean closer to one of the wands on display. “Ash, looks like sapwood, grade two, lots of bells and whistles, but not badly crafted.”

      Elmer huffs loudly, not unlike the sound a camel makes. “Expertly crafted, as is all my work.”

      “Sure, whatever you say. Do you remember making a pine wand? Heartwood, H grade,” I ask, fiddling with one of the wood-carved animals on his counter.

      “H grade?” Elmer pulls his glasses down to wipe them with his shirt. “Maybe I have, maybe I haven’t. Why do you need to know?”

      “Yes, why do you need to know?” a voice echoes from behind me.

      I turn around and find Detective Ambrose’s fine face wrinkled in a frown. He taps his foot impatiently and crosses his arms, only adding to his stern expression.

      Oh, he does have a personality. It's annoyed.

      “Oops. I guess you caught me,” I chuckle, shooting him my best innocent smile.

      “That’s not going to work on me,” he replies, shaking his head. “I was warned you were a pain in the ass.”

      Elmer appears back at the counter. “You’re a smart man. What can I do for you today? Looking for a wand? Or perhaps a crystal booster for your staff?”

      “I don’t need a booster for my staff.”

      Ah, it's not just me he gets annoyed with. Definitely his personality.

      Ambrose holds his badge up. “PPD, I’m here to ask you some questions about a wand you’ve made.”

      I nod and gesture to the record he pulled up. “Yes, tell him about the pine wand, Elmer.”

      “Hey!” The detective shoots me a glare. “I’m asking the questions, Amethyst.”

      “Amy,” I growl back. “My name is Amy.”

      "Business must be slow if you're teaming up with the PPD." Elmer raises an eyebrow at me. “Or did they finally accept you after years of begging?”

      I don’t respond. He doesn’t deserve it, that wrinkly old pear. I hope he withers away like his terrible wands.

      Detective Ambrose steps in, tapping the counter to get the attention back to him. “Who did you sell the wand to?”

      To add to the effect, I cross my arms. I know it’s not going to make things go faster, but the immature way of dealing with things fills me with perverse pleasure.

      Elmer isn’t impressed with our interrogation techniques. His face contorts into a smug grin. "I'm sorry, Detective, but I don't give out the names of my clients. Wands are a delicate subject matter, I'm sure you can understand."

      I scoff. "He just doesn't want to share because he thinks they'll tell you he's breaking the rules.”

      Elmer stares me down. "Just what are you implying?"

      "Exactly what I said,” I say, smiling as sweetly as I can manage.

      "I don't bend the rules." His glare would be enough to cower most witches.

      But not me. I walk over to the display stand for a willow wand with jewel inlays, E grade, according to the listing, but with a simple glance I know that’s not true. I feel sorry for the witches coming to his shop and going away thinking they've found a bargain.

      "Don't touch that," Elmer hisses.

      "This?" I ask sweetly, picking up the willow wand and moving it around. "Is there a reason you're selling this as including rubies?"

      "Because it does."

      The red stones around the handle sparkle in the light but it doesn’t take a genius to recognise they aren't the real thing.

      I give it a little wave. "This is glass. And B grade wood at best. But you're selling it for more than it's worth. I don’t even stock wands of this low quality in my shop. ”

      "If the materials aren't of the quality expected, then that is on the suppliers," Elmer insists.

      "Mmhmm. I wonder if the CWC would say the same" I put the wand, trying not to look too triumphant when I see the defeat on his face. I turn to Detective Ambrose and smile. “He's ready to answer your questions now.”

      He raises an eyebrow, but turns his attention back to Elmer. "Who bought the wand?"

      Elmer glares at me. “If you think your thinly-veiled threats are going to work, you’re mistaken. I’m not telling you anything without a warrant. If you have a problem with my wands, take it up with the CWC.”

      What an annoying git.

      "Then I'll be back with one," Ambrose answers, turning to leave. "You coming?" he asks me gruffly.

      "Sure. Got nothing better to do." I shrug, pretending I don’t care. Inside, I’m bursting with excitement. He’s going to bring me along to solve this crime.

      I skip after him, whistling a soft tune. What a great day.

      The door to Elmer’s shop slides shut behind me and I almost bump into Ambrose’s back. What’s he doing standing still in the middle of the street?

      He turns around and grabs me by the elbow, pulling me away from the shop. “What were you thinking coming here?"

      "I thought I could help.”

      “But you didn’t."

      I give him a look. "Really? If I didn’t put the pressure on, he wouldn’t have revealed that he knows something, and you wouldn't be able to get your warrant. Unless you were also aware of the wood-grades but I didn’t think mages used that system.”

      "We don't." Annoyance flares in his eyes, but he clamps it down. Impressive. Not many people can control their emotions as well as he just did.

      "Then how would you have picked up on his duplicity?" I raise an eyebrow and cross my arms. "If the answer in this crime lies in a wand, then you need me. I have answers you don't even know the questions to."

      Is it wrong to want to high five myself over the last bit? It’s like a line out of one of those crime dramas. Now I just need a bit of some suspenseful music and it’s like a movie. Perfect.

      Ambrose sighs dramatically. "Fine. You can come back to the office with me. But no going off on your own because you think you know better. You don't."

      "Are you always this much of a killjoy?" I shout after him, chasing him on his way to the bust stop. "And are you really taking the bus?"

      "How else am I going to get around?"

      "You could tell me where your office is and we can drive?" I throw my thumb over my shoulder in the vague direction of where my Beetle is parked.

      Indecision wars over his face, as if he doesn’t want to accept my help, but does want to get around quicker. After a couple of seconds of wavering, he nods. "Fine. But I pick the music."

      “It's my car," I insist.

      "We'll just take the bus then."

      "Fine. You can pick the music. But I'm not listening to any of that bluesy new age stuff." It gives me a headache every time I hear it.

      "I was thinking of eighties classic rock."

      "Acceptable. This way." When I woke up this morning, I had no idea this would be the way my day goes. Not that I’m complaining. This is going to be fun.
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      “Don’t. Touch. Anything,” Ambrose growls as he invites me into his small, dark office. No wonder he's so grumpy, he's lacking vitamin D.

      Despite the limited size, it’s packed. The shelves hold multiple trophies and medals from various sports, each shiny and freshly polished. Everything is meticulously placed, tidied and dusted. There isn't even a book out of place.

      On the shelves, anyway.

      I’d call him a neat freak, but his desk is piled high with all sorts of clutter and shiny trinkets. Ballpoints, paperclips, magnets. The ocean of random stuff only ends where it meets a mug mountain, each dirty and stacked high.

      It's so at odds with the man I've gotten to know in the past few hours.

      “Wow.” I stare at the mess. “And I thought I was a hoarder.”

      “I’m not a hoarder,” Ambrose counters. “I knew I shouldn’t have brought you inside.”

      “Well, you need my help so…”

      I contemplate pulling the chair out to sit but that looks like it will trigger a folder avalanche and I don’t feel like cleaning that up. I’ll remain standing, folding my arms so I look confident and like I know what I’m doing.

      Ambrose shoots me a funny look. “What are you doing?”

      My cheeks heat up and I quickly take a regular pose. “Nothing. Would you like me to tidy for you? Just a couple of flicks of my wand and I’ll have your office in tip top shape.”

      “No, thanks.”

      “You sure? It won’t take much magic.”

      “I’m sure.”

      I shrug. “All right then. So why did we come to the station?”

      “How’s your stomach?” he asks.

      What a weird question.

      I glare at him. “If that’s your way of asking me out to dinner, that’s a negative. Unless there is pickled stuff. I love pickles.”

      “What? No. One, pickles are disgusting and two, I’m asking if you have the stomach to look at crime scene photos.”

      “Oh.” Embarrassing. I shouldn’t have assumed he was trying to take me out.

      Why did I assume that?

      No, Amy. Don’t go there.

      I nod. “You’re, right, Herbert.”

      Ambrose frowns again. “Herbert? Are you… Are you telepathically talking to your stone cat?”

      “He’s giving me advice,” I reason. Even though Herbert can’t actually talk to me, I can imagine what he’d tell me. Since I enjoy Ambrose’s confusion about my animal companion, I tease him a bit more. “About you, actually.”

      “Oh? What does Herbert have to say about me?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I joke. I clap my hands, excited about the prospect of crime pictures. I always thought I’d be great at solving mysteries and now the PPD is finally recognising it. “Photos?”

      “Fine. But if you hurl, please aim for the wastebasket.”

      “I’m not a dainty little flower.”

      “I didn’t say you were, but these images are pretty…” He scratches the back of his head, the concern flickering through his eyes. “I’ve seen lots of them, but these were hard to swallow.”

      “Oh.” I nod, trying to lower some of my walls. I’m so used to people underestimating me or passing me over because I'm quirky and girly, I’ve forgotten how to interact with people without being snarky and defensive. “I’ll be fine, but thanks for your concern.”

      “All right.” He pulls a yellow file from the massive stack and hands it to me. “Of course, the content is confidential.”

      “That's what the NDA was for.”

      I flick the folder open, immediately assaulted with gruesome and somewhat horrific pictures. Blood splatters, mangled flesh, barely discernible features. It’s nothing like the movies or the series I binge-watch at home, those are all pretend and fake blood. These are… Real.

      Despite my confidence, my stomach churns. The next picture shows the male victim’s chest. Someone removed parts of his skin and the exposed flesh forms a strange symbol.

      “W—What’s that?” I ask, gesturing to the lines. “It looks… familiar.”

      “Ah, I’ve figured that out already.” He pulls a page from his printer and holds it out to me. “There. It’s the emblem of an old coven, the fire one. It’s supposed to have no surviving members, we checked. I don’t know the significance of it though.”

      “Strange…” I study the drawing, trying to recall what I know about them. “So it’s a witch-on-witch crime?”

      “Potentially.” Ambrose flips to the next page in the file. “The victim is a witch. Lived an almost solitary life, which is unusual, isn’t it? Don’t you all have covens?”

      “Not all of us, but most…” I flick back through the pictures, sparked by something he said. “Where did this happen? Was it the big mansion near the haunted park with the weird, creepy tree?”

      “It’s a regular park, but yes, it was in a big mansion. How did you know?”

      Dread settles in my stomach. I knew I recognised the house in the pictures. Oh, I hope it’s not true… It can’t be true.

      I ruffle through the pictures until I find the one I was looking for. A big open cabinet with all kinds of gems and other trinkets. Treasures from various covens. There’s only one person who has a collection like this.

      My voice sounds weird to my own ears. “That’s Grandpa Dobromir.”

      “You know him?”

      I tap my finger on the big, purple Amethyst in the picture. “This was a gift from our coven.”

      “So he’s part of your coven?”

      “No.”

      “But he’s your grandpa?” His confusion shows on his face.

      “Technically, he’s not. That’s just what we call him. He’s… He was a nice man.” My jaw clenches as I stare at the mess they made of him. “Strange, but nice. He didn’t deserve this.”

      Ambrose lets out a long breath. “I’m sorry, if I’d known you knew the victim I wouldn’t have consulted you.”

      “You wouldn’t have been able to find a witch that didn’t know, or hasn’t heard of, Grandpa Dobromir. He’s an old hermit but he has connections worldwide to… I think to pretty much every coven there is. He’s an icon.”

      “Are you okay to continue?”

      I gather a breath. It’s thoughtful that he’s checking but I can’t just bail. I believe in justice and the PPD, even if most witches think coven-on-coven crimes should be handled by the Hexagon and not outsiders.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Tell me more about what you know.”

      “All right, if you’re sure. Just tell me when it gets too much,” Ambrose says. “This happened three nights ago. Our necromancer put the time of death at around midnight, about half an hour on either side.”

      “Necromancer?” I echo.

      “Yes, she consults on our biggest cases. There are a few that work with us.”

      “That’s neat. Do they bring the corpses back to life to interrogate them? Or is that an insensitive question?”

      Ambrose chuckles darkly. “That’s not how it works. Believe me, I’ve suggested it. They have a strict code, or so they claim. If you ask me, they’re highly unreliable. Brilliant around death, but unreliable.”

      “Shame. It would make finding killers so much easier.”

      “You’d think.” He licks his thumb and flicks through his notes. “The victim— Dobromir was found by the mailman who snuck a peek through the window. He said the curtains were usually drawn and when they weren’t that morning, he got curious. If it hadn’t been for him, who knows how long he’d been there.”

      “The Post, doing more than just delivering your mail since… I don’t know since when, it’s still a decent slogan.”

      He chuckles but quickly catches himself. “Anyway. The symbolic carving and the extreme violence make it clear that he was targeted. I don’t know if he knew his attacker, but the attacker certainly knew him. This wasn’t random. We found his wand and the sliver next to the body. Both were sent to the lab and they came back as different woods, but each with magic traces on it. So the fragment has to be from the attacker’s wand.”

      I nod, trying to filter the thoughts and put my brain to good use. “Makes sense.”

      “We thought identifying the wand would lead us to the killer.”

      “So why did you end up consulting me?”

      Ambrose shrugs. “Our usual consultant is sick so I did a quick online search.”

      “And I came up ahead of Elmer’s shop?”

      “Yes, you were the first listing.”

      I pump my fist. “Yessss. That online marketing course wasn’t a waste of time.”

      “O...kay.” The detective shakes his head but he looks bemused. “Anything else you have to comment?”

      "It looks… painful.” All of my excitement fades away as I remember why we're here.

      “It was. From the bruising, the lab determined that the flaying was done while the victim was still alive.”

      “Oh, yikes.” Even thinking about it makes my fingers tingle in imaginary pain. Or sympathetic pins and needles. I'm not too sure. Never having been flayed myself, I don't know exactly what it feels like.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty gnarly,” he admits. He quickly closes the file to hide the gruesome pictures and throws it back on the folder pile. “The worst part is that we have no idea who did it.”

      “You didn’t find any DNA or fingerprints?”

      Ambrose shoots me a lopsided smile. “It’s actually very rare to find viable DNA or a set of prints. People nowadays wear gloves and get up to all kinds of tricks, making it extremely hard to get any conclusive results. And that's before magic gets involved.”

      “Oh,” I say, not able to shake the disappointment. Magic should make identification easier though. Everyone's magic has a different, and unique, feel to it. If we find the right person, then we'll know it's them.

      Huh. Looks like Detective Ambrose is going to be stuck with me. I should probably let him know.

      “I know, it’s always so easy on TV, but the reality is a bit different. Fingerprints smudge and it takes weeks to get results back from the lab, no matter how much you flirt with the staff,” he jokes, but it isn’t enough to change the tone of the conversation. There’s a murderer on the loose.

      I look up at Ambrose, hoping to change the dejected look on his face. “Can I see the sliver of wood again?”

      “I’ve returned it to evidence already. It’ll take a whole lot of paperwork to get it again. You have no ideas how many hoops I had to jump through just so I was able to show you. It’s a bit against protocol and procedure, but it’s our only lead,” he explains. “If we can tie the sliver of wood to the murderer, that’ll greatly help our case.”

      I stare at him. “That’s enough to convict someone? Place them at the scene of the crime?”

      “No, we have to be able to prove that he was there at the right time and without means or motive, a case rarely goes anywhere. However, that’s all stuff we can worry about when we have a viable suspect.”

      “So what do you need from me?”

      “I already got what I needed from you. Your expertise about the wood sliver.”

      “Then why am I here?”

      “You insisted on coming.”

      “And I’ve already been useful,” I quip, ignoring his questioning look. “I identified Grandpa Dobromir, didn’t I? Who knows how long it would’ve taken you to figure that out.”

      He pulls a piece of paper from the stack and hands it to me. “Property records of the mansion registered to a Seamus Dobromir. We are competent here at the PPD.”

      I huff. “Okay then. Fine. How about this? Did you know that wands don’t work exclusively for their handler? Sure, most of us lock our wands but there are certain spells that are always usable, even with a locked wand. And it’s easy to hack into it too. So even if you find the wand that this sliver came from, it doesn’t prove who used it or for what. Unless you know an expert that can access a wand’s memory.”

      Ambrose lets out the longest sigh. “Let me guess, an expert like you?”

      “Good guess,” I grin. “If you have the wand, you can check which spells it used recently and if your expert is really good, it’ll show you magic residue as well. That magic residue is unique like DNA.”

      “And that can be used to tie it to the murderer? That’s actually pretty clever.”

      “See, don’t we make a clever pair? So, how do we proceed?” I raise an eyebrow, almost daring him to keep me on board. There's plenty he can do himself as a mage, but this is something only I can. Well, me and a dozen other wandmakers. But the pool is still rather limited.

      “Well, we’ve sent a request to the Centre of Wand Control to request a list of wands and owners that fit the piece of wood left behind, but that was denied.”

      “Shocking,” I reply sarcastically. “The CWC and I have a rocky relationship.”

      “Unsurprising,” Ambrose replies, matching my tone. “We’ll need a warrant to get our information and pray the list isn’t too long.”

      “Or, we can use my connections to find our killer.”

      “And how would that go?”

      “Well… His wand is damaged. With that grade wood, he’d seek out a specialist. Probably where he bought it. We should stake out Elmer’s shop.”

      “And look for… what? We don’t know what he looks like.”

      “I… That’s true. What if we break into Elmer’s and steal his records?” I suggest, earning a glare. I hold my hands up in surrender and wink at him. “Kidding. Just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “Well, I’m not laughing. What he did to Dobromir was heinous and I want to catch this bastard.”

      “Of course. Why can’t you get a warrant?” Don't the judges just sign off on them willy-nilly? I thought all the rejection was TV show drama to up the stakes.

      “We can, we’re just waiting on the lab to certify the sliver of wood as part of a wand but they’re backlogged.”

      “Can I certify it?” I cross my fingers where he can't see them, hoping he'll still let me help. This is personal now I know who the victim is. Grammie would want me to take on this case.

      Ambrose looks at me. “I don’t know, can you?”

      “I might." I shrug. In theory, I know how and have the right qualifications from the CWC. In practice, I don't know if the PPD will let me. "I can look it up?”

      He groans and runs his hand over his tired face.  “That’s actually… useful. Well, I’ve got lots of paperwork to do. Here’s my…” He rummages through his stack of files and pulls out a small business card. “My number. Call me if you think of anything and we’ll go from there.”

      I accept the card. “Detective Ambrose, Paranormal Police Department. So Ambrose is your last name?”

      He grunts. “Correct. Don’t ask me about my first name.”

      “Aww… Come on, how bad can it be?” And who am I to judge? My parents named me after a gemstone. The least original kind of name in our coven. For obvious reasons.

      He glares at me. “If you want to keep consulting, you’ll drop it.”

      “Fine, fine.” With a little wave, I take my leave and return to my shop. I'll find out his name another day.
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      I stumble over a stool I probably left out at some point. No. Not probably. I must have. Grammie is much more of a neat freak than I am.

      “Amy? Is that you?” a creaky voice asks from the hallway. With a shriek, the door swings open and Grammie steps into the dusty room. “What in Gemstone’s name are you doing here?”

      “Is it that weird that I’m looking for a book?” I'm a little insulted that she thinks the possibility of me reading is odd.

      “You haven’t read any of the manuals I’ve been giving you since you were sixteen," she retorts, but I can hear the affection in her voice.

      This is why I live with Grammie. Kind of. We have our own separate floors for sleeping, but we share a lot of the rooms we actually live in.

      I shrug. “That’s because they’re random, I’m looking for something specific.”

      “What are you looking for?” She steps closer, almost as if she's ready to start looking alongside me.

      A rush of affection floods through me. Grammie always has my back. She's my rock, and I hope I'm hers when I'm not annoying her too much.

      “How to certify a piece of wood as coming from a wand,” I admit. Technically I can do it. But more accurately, I have the paperwork that says I'm allowed to. But that doesn't mean I'm aware of all the steps. If I'm honest about myself, and I always am, I'm the kind of person who likes to work things out as I need them. If I continue working with the PPD, I'm going to be an even more accomplished wandmaker than I already am.

      “Why would you need that?” She doesn't hide the surprise from her voice. I guess I've never seemed very interested in this part of wandmaking before, so it's fair.

      “I’m consulting with the PPD, that’s all I can say.” I trust Grammie with my life, but somehow, I can't see Detective Ambrose being okay with me telling her all the gory details of his murder.

      And I don't want to admit to Grammie that a man she considers to be her friend is dead.

      Grammie makes her signature disapproving noise. “Oh, Amy, Amy, Amethyst.”

      “What?”

      “Just be careful,” she warns, no doubt thinking of how hurt I was the last time the PPD rejected me.

      “I’m always careful. Now, do you know if I can certify a wand?” I ask, hoping she can save me the trouble of searching through all the books.

      “Yes, that was part of your last course at the CWC. You’d know that if you were paying attention,” she tuts. “But the shop isn’t equipped for that kind of work.”

      “Ah, damn it.”

      “Language,” she scolds, wagging her finger in my direction.

      “Grammie, I’m not a child anymore.”

      “Then stop cursing like one. There are more eloquent and colourful ways to voice your displeasure.”

      I make sure not to roll my eyes. “What kind of equipment would I need?”

      “To certify a wand, you need both the age of the wood and what traces the magic magnifiers left behind. The age is simple, you can tell that with a magnifying glass. The magic is harder. You’ll need laboratory-grade equipment," she explains.

      Thank the precious gems for Grammie. She always has the answer, even when I don't completely know what I'm looking for.

      “Ah, but that’s no help, the labs are all backed up. But we need to get the certification for the warrant. Without it, the case is stuck.”
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