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Chapter 1: A Gala Gone Wrong


1930s, Blackthorn Hall, England





I slip between the legs of Liverpool's elite, a shadow among their polished shoes and trailing gowns. Humans rarely look down, which suits me fine. My whiskers twitch at the overwhelming scent of expensive perfume and anxiety—an odd combination, but one I've come to associate with these high-society gatherings. Jessie adjusts her gloves beside me, and I catch her eye. Only she, George, Sergeant Bill Roberts, and Isabel know what I truly am: not just a cat, but a being of ancient magic who happens to prefer this particular form. And who happens to be quite useful in their detective work, if I do say so myself. 

It also helps that I can talk to them, and they can hear me. However, as Jessie pointed out, that can have undesired consequences which I need not spell out. So, Jessie and I agreed we would do our best to return to our early days when she was the only one who could converse with me. We will see if that status quo ante will be more help than a hindrance… or if we can manage it.

"Remember," Jessie murmurs as we pass through the grand entrance of Blackthorn Hall, "we're here to observe. Nothing more."

I flick my tail in acknowledgment. As if I need reminding. I've been observing humans far longer than she's been alive, though I keep this detail to myself. Humility isn't my strong suit, but even I recognise when discretion is the better part of valour.

Blackthorn Hall unfolds before us like a dream from another era. The entryway opens to corridors lined with gilded mirrors that catch and multiply the light from crystal chandeliers hanging overhead. Each reflection carries a fragment of the opulence surrounding us—a jewelled hairpin here, a polished cufflink there, all pieces of a puzzle I'm automatically assembling.

Jessie straightens her tailored dress—a navy blue affair that shows off her practical nature while still meeting the demands of high society. Her auburn hair is pulled back into a practical bun, though a few stubborn strands have already escaped, framing her face like copper wire.

George, ever the gentleman, walks with the measured precision of someone who refuses to be defined by his cane. His dark eyes miss nothing, scanning the room with the methodical attention I've come to appreciate in him. 

There's a reason we make an effective team at Dale Street Private Investigations.

"Lady Beatrice certainly knows how to impress," George comments, his voice low as he nods toward a particularly ostentatious display of orchids that probably cost more than our office rent for a month.

"The question is, who is she trying to impress?" Jessie says, her eyes narrowing slightly.

I meander away from them, knowing they'll follow their own path through the crowd. My height—or lack thereof—gives me a unique perspective on these gatherings. From down here, I see the nervous tapping of fingers against trouser legs, the slight tremor in a woman's hand as she accepts a drink, the whispered exchanges that lips attempt to hide behind crystal glasses.

The marble floor is cold beneath my paws as I weave between clusters of guests. They stand near polished statues, lounging against overstuffed velvet settees, their voices a mix of false laughter and hushed gossip. I catch fragments of conversation—something about stocks, something about a scandal involving the mayor's wife, something about Lady Beatrice's peculiar choice of guests tonight.

I pause, my ears pricking forward. Now that's interesting.

"—swear she invited him just to cause a stir. A taxidermist, of all people!" A woman in an emerald dress whispers to her companion, her eyes darting to a corner of the room.

I follow her gaze to see a tall, thin man standing alone, his hands clasped awkwardly before him. Albert Humphries, if I'm not mistaken. We've crossed paths with him before, though never socially. What business would Lady Beatrice have with a taxidermist known for his macabre art pieces?

Making a mental note to investigate further, I continue my circuit of the room. I spot a carved mantle above one of the fireplaces—perfect. With a single leap, I'm up and surveying the gathering from my new vantage point. Much better.

Jessie has made her way to a low table stacked with refreshments. She selects a canapé with deliberate care, but I know she's actually studying the room over the rim of her plate. She's good—not as good as me, naturally, but impressive for a human.

Meanwhile, George is shaking hands with an elegantly attired man whose moustache rivals his own for precision grooming. I strain my ears to catch their conversation.

"Jenkins, isn't it? From Dale Street Investigations?" The man seems genuinely pleased to see George.

"Indeed. And you're Mr Carroway from the Liverpool Gazette, if I'm not mistaken," George replies with a smile. Interesting—George is networking. Usually, Jessie handles the social aspects of our business.

I stretch languidly on my perch, enjoying the warmth from the fire below. There's a peculiar smell in this place beneath the expected scents of beeswax polish and aged wood. Something... wrong. My nose twitches as I try to place it. It's faint but unmistakable—like ozone after lightning, or the metallic tang of blood, but neither of those exactly. The smell of magic, perhaps, but not any kind I've encountered before.

A waiter in a crisp uniform passes beneath me, his tray laden with sparkling glasses filled with amber liquid. The ice clinks rhythmically as he moves, punctuating the murmur of conversation like a strange metronome. I watch him carefully, noting how he avoids certain guests and seems to linger near others. Servants always know more than they let on—something Jessie hasn't fully appreciated yet, though I've tried to teach her.

"What do you see?" Jessie's voice comes from below me. She's positioned herself near the fireplace, ostensibly warming her hands while actually conferring with me.

"Nothing obvious," I reply, my voice audible only to her. "But there's something off about this place. Can you smell it?"

She inhales subtly, then shakes her head. "Just expensive cologne and hors d'oeuvres."

"Keep your eyes on Humphries," I tell her. "Lady Beatrice invited him specifically, according to the gossip. That seems worth knowing."

Jessie nods slightly, then moves away as though she's simply finished warming herself. She's learned the art of speaking to me in public without drawing attention—a necessary skill when your partner is a talking cat visible only to her, George, and Isabel from the agency plus Detective Sergeant Roberts of course, their mentor. 

George is making his way toward us now, navigating the crowd with ease despite his cane. A young woman nearly collides with him, then blushes furiously as she apologises. 

"Lady Beatrice will be making her speech soon," he informs Jessie when he reaches her side. "Apparently, she has some sort of announcement to make."

"Any idea what it's about?" Jessie asks, accepting a glass from a passing waiter.

"None, but everyone seems rather excited about it." George's eyes sweep the room. "Khan found a comfortable spot, I see."

I yawn deliberately, showing my teeth. "The view is acceptable," I say, though I'm actually quite pleased with my chosen perch. "Have you noticed Humphries?" Too late, I think, so much for the status quo ante. Oh, well… 

George's eyes flick briefly to the taxidermist. "Yes. Curious choice of guest."

"Precisely what I was thinking," Jessie murmurs.

The crowd begins to shift, moving toward the far end of the room where a small dais has been set up. Lady Beatrice is nowhere to be seen yet, but the anticipation in the air is almost tangible. I remain on my mantle, unwilling to brave the forest of moving legs below.

"Do you think this has something to do with why she contacted us?" Jessie asks George quietly.

"Possibly. Though her letter was frustratingly vague." George frowns slightly. "Just that she had 'matters of a delicate and possibly supernatural nature' to discuss."

I snort at this. Humans love to be dramatic about the supernatural, as if it's all wailing ghosts and rattling chains. Real magic is subtler, more insidious—like the strange scent permeating this mansion that no one else seems to notice.

The lights dim slightly, and the crowd hushes in anticipation. I stretch again, settling in for what will undoubtedly be a tedious speech full of pleasantries and social niceties. But as my eyes scan the room one more time, I notice something that makes my fur stand on end.

The symbol carved into the edge of the dais—nearly invisible unless you're looking from precisely the right angle (or happen to be a magical cat with excellent night vision). It's familiar somehow, tugging at memories I've accumulated over my many lives.

"Jessie," I call softly, knowing she'll hear me even across the room. "The dais. There's a symbol carved into it."

She glances my way, then subtly shifts her position to get a better look. Her expression doesn't change, but I see the slight stiffening of her shoulders that tells me she's spotted it.

The murmuring of the crowd fades as a side door opens. Lady Beatrice emerges, resplendent in a gown of pale blue that seems to float around her frail form. Her smile is warm but wan, as though it costs her considerable effort to maintain it.

I narrow my eyes, focusing on her with all my senses. There it is again—that strange smell, stronger now, emanating from her like heat from a fire.

"Something's wrong," I mutter, though no one is close enough to hear me. "Something's very wrong indeed."

And as Lady Beatrice takes her place at the dais, I realise what's been bothering me all evening. It's not just magic I'm sensing—it's fear. And it's coming from our hostess herself.

Lady Beatrice floats to the microphone with the careful movements of someone who has spent a lifetime being watched. Her smile seems false, and her eyes dart nervously around the room like trapped birds. I tense on my perch, my tail twitching with anticipation. Something's wrong with her—beyond the obvious frailty of her human form. There's a shimmer around her edges that shouldn't be there, a distortion that no one else seems to notice. No one except me, of course. The benefits of being an ancient magical entity currently disguised as a common housecat.

The crowd settles as she adjusts the microphone, the soft screech of metal against metal making my ears flatten against my head. Humans and their infernal devices. Give me the simplicity of telepathy any day.

"My dear friends," Lady Beatrice begins, her voice delicate yet somehow filling the cavernous room, "how wonderful to see you all here tonight."

I catch Jessie's eye from across the room. She's sensed something too—not the magic, perhaps, but the tension radiating from our hostess. George stands beside her, his face impassive but his knuckles white around the handle of his cane. They make quite the detective pair, these humans of mine. Perceptive, for their kind.

"As many of you know," Lady Beatrice continues with practiced grace, "Blackthorn Hall has been in my family for seven generations. We have weathered wars, depressions, and personal tragedies within these walls..."

My attention drifts from her words to the strange aura surrounding her. It pulses with each heartbeat, growing slightly more pronounced with every passing second. The shimmer has a colour that doesn't exist in the human spectrum—something between violet and black, if such a thing were possible. I've seen this type of distortion before, though not for several centuries. It's the mark of someone caught between worlds, someone who exists in multiple planes simultaneously.

The crowd hangs on her every word, oblivious to the supernatural drama unfolding before them. Lady Beatrice continues her speech with talk of heritage and responsibility, all while the strange energy around her intensifies. The symbol on the dais is beginning to glow, though only to my enhanced vision. It pulses in time with the distortion around Lady Beatrice, like two hearts beating in synchronisation.

"—which is why I've brought you all here tonight. To announce—"

The change is subtle at first. Her voice seems to come from farther away, though she hasn't moved. The shimmer around her edges grows more pronounced, and I leap to my feet on the mantle, my back arching instinctively. This is wrong. This is dangerous magic.

"Jessie," I call out, not caring who notices a cat making noise. "Get to the dais!"

Jessie's head turns sharply in my direction, her eyes widening as she registers the urgency in my voice. She begins to move through the crowd, George following close behind, both of them weaving between oblivious guests who are still focused on Lady Beatrice's increasingly distant-sounding words.

"—a new chapter for Blackthorn Hall—"

And then it happens. Mid-sentence, Lady Beatrice simply... fades. Not all at once, but in pulses, like a candle flickering in a draught before finally going out. One moment she's standing at the podium, pale fingers gripping its edges, and the next she's transparent, her form wavering like heat rising from pavement. Her final word echoes through the room—"legacy"—as she vanishes completely, leaving nothing behind but empty air and the now-glowing symbol on the podium.

For a heartbeat, there's complete silence. The collective intake of breath as two hundred socialites try to process what they've just witnessed. Then chaos erupts—gasps, shouts, the scrape of chairs as people stand, a woman's high-pitched scream cutting through the din.

I leap from the mantle, landing deftly on the marble floor and darting between legs and trailing gowns. Humans scatter in my path, too shocked by Lady Beatrice's disappearance to pay attention to a cat weaving through the crowd. I reach the dais just as Jessie does, George only steps behind her.

"Did you see that?" George asks a nearby guest, his voice deliberately calm. Always the pragmatist, checking to confirm what his senses tell him.

The guest, a portly man with a magnificent handlebar moustache, merely gapes at the empty podium, his face pale as chalk. "She... she vanished," he stammers. "People don't just vanish!"

Oh, if only he knew the things I've seen over my many lifetimes. People vanishing is hardly the strangest of them.

Jessie has already mounted the steps to the dais, her movements quick but controlled. Her hand hovers over the podium where the symbol glows with an unearthly light. To her, it probably appears as a strange carving suddenly revealed, but to my eyes, it pulses with ancient power—intersecting lines forming a pattern that speaks of doorways and thresholds, of boundaries crossed.

"I detect ancient magic," I mutter, padding up beside her, keeping my voice low enough that only she can hear. "This symbol—it's old. Older than this building, older than this city."

Jessie's hand trembles slightly over the engraved wood, not touching it but tracing its pattern in the air. "It looks familiar," she whispers. "From one of the grimoires in the restricted section at the library."

"Don't touch it," I warn, hearing the playful note in my voice despite the seriousness of the situation. I can't help it—danger has always brought out my more sardonic side. "Unless you fancy disappearing like our hostess, that is."

"Khan, this isn't the time," she hisses, but withdraws her hand nonetheless.

Around us, the crowd has devolved into a swirling mass of confusion and fear. Some guests are already fleeing toward the exits, while others press forward, morbid curiosity overcoming their better judgment. The air smells of sweat and fear and that lingering trace of otherworldly power that made me uneasy from the moment we entered.

George joins us on the dais, positioning himself between the crowd and Jessie with the protective instinct I've come to expect from him. "What are we dealing with?" he asks quietly, his eyes never leaving the symbol.

"A doorway," I reply, circling the podium cautiously. "Or rather, half of one. This symbol doesn't create a portal by itself—it needs a counterpart, a matching sigil somewhere else."

"So, Lady Beatrice was... pulled through?" Jessie asks, her detective's mind already working through the implications.

"Or pushed," I counter, my whiskers twitching. "The question is, was this planned or was she caught by surprise?"

The symbol's glow is already fading, its power spent in the act of transportation. Soon it will look like nothing more than an odd decorative carving to human eyes, its true nature hidden once more. But the residual magic lingers in the air, tingeing it with the metallic taste of spent energy.

"The taxidermist," George murmurs suddenly. "He's gone."

I whip my head around, scanning the crowd. Sure enough, the awkward figure of Albert Humphries is nowhere to be seen. Coincidence? I think not.

"Find him," I tell Jessie and George. "He might know something about this."

Guests are still reacting with stunned disbelief all around us. A woman in pearls the size of quail eggs is openly weeping, while a man in a midnight blue suit is loudly proclaiming this to be some sort of elaborate illusion. "A parlour trick!" he insists to anyone who will listen. "Mirrors and smoke, nothing more!"

If only that were true. The magic that took Lady Beatrice was real and ancient—the kind that doesn't care about human lives or human laws. The kind that treats the boundaries between worlds as suggestions rather than rules.

"We need to clear the area," Jessie says decisively. "George, start moving people back. I want to examine this symbol more closely before it fades completely."

George nods and begins the delicate task of herding shocked socialites away from the dais. He has a way about him—that combination of authority and reassurance that makes people follow his instructions even in chaos.

I sit back on my haunches, studying the symbol with the full range of my magical senses. It's a complex sigil, layered with meanings and purposes. The outer ring speaks of containment, the inner cross of transportation, and the small marks between them—those are the truly interesting parts. Coordinates, perhaps, or a magical address of sorts.

"It's a summoning and banishing sigil combined," I tell Jessie, who's sketching the symbol rapidly in a small notebook she's pulled from her purse. "Whoever created it wanted to bring something here and send something—or someone—away."

"Lady Beatrice contacted us about supernatural occurrences," Jessie murmurs, her pencil moving swiftly across the paper. "Do you think she knew this was coming?"

"The letter arrived yesterday," I remind her. "That suggests she felt something was wrong, but the timing..."

"Was too late," Jessie finishes grimly.

The crowd has transformed into smaller clusters of agitated guests, their shocked whispers filling the room with a low, anxious hum. Some are still trying to process what they've witnessed, while others have already begun constructing rational explanations to protect themselves from the truth. Humans are remarkably adept at denying the supernatural, even when it vanishes someone right before their eyes.

"That symbol," George says as he rejoins us, slightly out of breath from his crowd-control efforts, "I've seen something similar before. In a book about ley lines and ancient British sites."

"George Jenkins, closet occultist," I tease, but there's no real bite to it. His knowledge has proven useful too many times for me to truly mock it.

"Not an occultist," he corrects with the faintest smile. "Simply well-read."

Jessie finishes her sketch and tucks the notebook away. "We need to find Humphries and figure out what connection he has to all this. And we need to determine if Lady Beatrice is—" She hesitates, unwilling to voice the worst possibilities.

"Alive," I finish for her. "And if so, where she's been taken."

The symbol has faded completely now, visible only as a subtle indentation in the wood of the podium. To human eyes, it might pass for an unusual bit of carving—perhaps an artist's signature or a manufacturing mark. But I know better. That symbol is hundreds, perhaps thousands of years old, designed by minds that understood the thin places between worlds.

"We should search the house," George suggests. "Lady Beatrice might have left clues, or there might be matching symbols elsewhere."

Jessie nods in agreement. "We need to do it quickly, before—"








  
  
Chapter 2: Inspector Albert Grayson




The heavy sound of the front door being thrown open interrupts her, followed by the unmistakable clack of official-sounding footsteps on marble. The police have arrived, which means our window for unfettered investigation is about to slam shut. 

"Before that happens," I sigh, flicking my tail in annoyance. "Too late now."

The crowd parts automatically for the approaching authority figure clad in his grandest evening attire. Even from the dais, I can see his tall, lanky form and the determined set of his shoulders. Inspector Albert Grayson. Wonderful. Just the man to complicate an already complex situation. He must be here as a guest. 

"You'd better let me handle this," Jessie murmurs to George. "He and I have... history."

"Contentious history," George clarifies with a raised eyebrow.

"The contentious kind is the only kind worth having," I quip, settling myself more comfortably on the edge of the dais. This should be entertaining, at least. Jessie and Inspector Grayson's verbal sparring matches are legendary in certain circles of Liverpool.

As the inspector strides purposefully toward us, I catch the gleam in Jessie's eye that tells me she's already formulating a plan. Good. Because whatever force took Lady Beatrice, I doubt very much it's finished with Blackthorn Hall—or with us.

I study Grayson closely. I hear the distinctive rhythm of those footsteps, the squeak of new shoes that haven't been broken in properly, the lingering scent of cheap tobacco and expensive aftershave. Inspector Albert Grayson has arrived to complicate our lives, right on cue. I settle myself more comfortably preparing for the show. If there's one thing I appreciate about humans, it's their predictable unpredictability.

His long, lanky frame casts an elongated shadow across the floor as he strides toward the dais, his face set in that particular expression of official disapproval he seems to reserve exclusively for Jessie.

"How on earth did he manage to get an invitation?" George murmurs, adjusting his stance slightly so that his cane is less visible. A subtle movement, but I notice it—he never likes to appear vulnerable in front of the inspector.

"There’s no accounting for taste, I suppose," Jessie replies under her breath, squaring her shoulders as Inspector Grayson approaches.

I take this moment to make a strategic retreat from the centre of attention, slinking around the edge of the dais and positioning myself between Jessie's ankles. Not hiding, mind you—merely observing from a more advantageous position. The view from down here reveals much that humans miss: the slight tremor in the inspector's left hand, the way his right foot drags almost imperceptibly with each step, the small tear in his trouser cuff that suggests a hasty departure from whatever he was doing when he heard the ruckus.

"Miss Harper," Grayson addresses Jessie with precisely the right amount of condescension in his voice to make my fur bristle. "I might have known I'd find you in the thick of another... unusual occurrence."

"Inspector," Jessie responds, her tone carefully neutral despite the tension I can feel radiating from her. "How nice of the police to join us. Though I must say, your response time leaves something to be desired."

Grayson fails to comprehend the sarcasm. Instead, a dangerous spark flares in the inspector's eyes—the same spark I've seen before when these two clash. There's history here, layers of professional rivalry and personal friction that make every interaction between them simmer with unspoken challenges.

"This is a police matter, miss, and I insist you step aside," Grayson declares, maintaining a firm posture and a clipped tone that brooks no argument. His gaze sweeps over the dais, taking in the abandoned podium where Lady Beatrice had stood just minutes ago.

I feel Jessie's slight intake of breath before she responds. "I'm a witness and I know what I saw."

"And what exactly do you claim to have seen?" Grayson asks, scepticism dripping from every syllable. He pulls a small notebook from his pocket, making a show of preparing to write down her statement, though I'd wager my next nine lives that he's already decided what his report will say.

"I saw Lady Beatrice Blenkinsop vanish," Jessie states plainly, her voice carrying to the nearest clusters of guests, who fall silent to listen. "Not through a trapdoor, not with mirrors or smoke, but vanish—into thin air—while delivering her speech."

George stands slightly behind Jessie, his expression calm but watchful. I know that look; he's cataloguing every reaction, every minute change in the inspector's demeanour. George may play the quiet partner, but his mind works with the precision of a Swiss timepiece.

"Vanished," Grayson repeats flatly. "People don't vanish, Miss Harper. They leave, they hide, they run away—but they don't vanish."

"And yet," Jessie counters, "two hundred witnesses in this room would disagree with you."

I slip quietly between their legs, circling around to get a better view of the inspector's face. There's something in his eyes that doesn't match his dismissive tone—a flicker of uncertainty, perhaps? Or knowledge he's not sharing? Intriguing.

"Mass hysteria is a documented phenomenon," Grayson says, his voice rising slightly to address the onlookers. "A skilled illusionist could easily—"

"There was no illusionist," George interjects calmly. "There was no trap door, no smoke, no misdirection. We were all looking directly at Lady Beatrice when she disappeared."

The inspector's voice cuts sharply through the ambient clamour of the remaining guests. "Mr Jenkins, I understand your loyalty to your... colleague, but I must ask you both to let the police handle this matter."

"By all means, handle it," Jessie says, folding her arms across her chest and raising her chin defiantly. "But you might want to start by examining the symbol on the podium before it fades completely."

I watch with amusement as Grayson's eyes narrow. He doesn't want to take direction from Jessie—especially not in front of an audience—but his professional curiosity won't let him ignore a potential clue.

"Symbol?" he asks, trying and failing to sound disinterested.

"A rather distinctive marking that appeared when Lady Beatrice vanished," George explains. "Possibly related to her disappearance."

I pad over to the podium, my claws making the softest clicks against the wooden dais. The symbol is almost completely faded now, visible only as the faintest indentation in the wood. To human eyes, it would be nearly imperceptible in this light. But to me, traces of its power still linger like the afterglow of lightning.

"There's nothing there," Grayson says dismissively after a cursory glance at the podium.

"There was," Jessie insists. She reaches into her purse and pulls out her notebook, flipping it open to reveal her hurriedly sketched copy of the symbol. "This appeared at the exact moment of her disappearance."

The inspector takes the notebook with obvious reluctance, studying the drawing with a frown that deepens the lines around his mouth. "And what exactly am I looking at, Miss Harper? Some sort of artistic doodle?"

"It's a transmigration sigil," Jessie replies without hesitation. "Used in certain occult practices to facilitate movement between planes of existence. This particular variation combines elements of 15th-century alchemical symbolism with much older Celtic iconography."

I can't help the purr of satisfaction that rumbles in my chest. This is why I chose Jessie all those years ago in that dusty library. Behind that practical exterior lies a mind that has catalogued centuries of esoteric knowledge—and the courage to deploy it when needed.

Grayson hands the notebook back with a snort of derision. "I wasn't aware that the Liverpool City Reference Library had expanded into the realm of fantasy literature."

"They haven't," Jessie responds coolly. "The restricted section on occult phenomena, however, contains over three hundred volumes documenting similar symbols and their associated disappearances throughout history."

A nearby guest—a silver-haired woman in an outdated evening gown—gasps audibly. "You mean this has happened before?"

Excellent question, I think, watching as more guests edge closer to listen to Jessie's response. Nothing builds credibility quite like an audience that wants to believe.

"Similar incidents have been documented across Europe dating back to the 13th century," Jessie confirms, addressing the question while maintaining eye contact with the increasingly uncomfortable inspector. "Most commonly in buildings constructed on or near ancient sacred sites."

"I believe Blackthorn Hall sits on land once used for pagan rituals," George adds helpfully. "According to local records, that is."

I take this moment to stretch elaborately, drawing Jessie's attention downward. When our eyes meet, I flick my tail toward the far corner of the room, where the entrance to what appears to be a service corridor stands partially hidden behind a tapestry. There's something there—a scent, a trace of that same strange magic, leading away from the main hall.

Jessie gives the barest nod of understanding before returning her attention to the increasingly frustrated inspector.

"I appreciate your... creative interpretation of events, Miss Harper," Grayson says, his voice tight with barely contained irritation. "But this is still a police matter, and I'll thank you to stop spreading superstitious nonsense among the witnesses."

A few nearby guests exchange glances, clearly torn between the rational explanation the inspector represents and the evidence of their own eyes. I've seen this reaction countless times through the centuries—humans desperately trying to reconcile the inexplicable with their limited understanding of reality.

"Inspector," Jessie says, her voice softening slightly, adopting the tone she uses when she's about to outflank someone, "Lady Beatrice contacted our agency yesterday, specifically requesting our assistance with what she described as 'matters of a delicate and possibly supernatural nature.' Given that she has now vanished under circumstances that can only be described as supernatural, don't you think it would be prudent to combine our resources rather than work at cross purposes?"

Grayson's jaw tightens visibly. "She contacted you? Before her disappearance?"

"She did," George confirms. "We have the letter at our office, if you'd care to see it."

I watch with interest as the inspector processes this information. His left eye twitches slightly—a tell I've noticed before when he's reassessing a situation. The crowd has grown quieter, straining to hear this exchange, and even I have to admit the pressure is building nicely.

"That letter would be evidence in a police investigation," Grayson finally says, attempting to regain control of the situation.

"Of course," Jessie agrees with exaggerated politeness. "We'd be happy to provide it—once we've completed our own examination. As you know, private investigators are entitled to pursue their own inquiries when specifically engaged by the party involved."

The inspector's face darkens like a thundercloud. "Your 'inquiries' have interfered with police business on multiple occasions, Miss Harper."

"And resulted in solutions to cases the police had deemed unsolvable," Jessie counters swiftly. "Like the Sanderson Museum theft, or the Mersey Riverside disappearances."

I suppress a laugh, which comes out as a small chirp that only Jessie and George would recognise as amusement. She's got him there—both cases were spectacular successes for Dale Street Investigations, and embarrassing failures for Liverpool's finest.

Grayson's nostrils flare slightly. "Those were... unusual circumstances. In any event, I have instructed the butler to telephone Blackthorn police station. By now, the perimeter of this estate will have been secured.”

"Very good… but these are also ‘unusual circumstances’," George points out mildly.

The tension between them crackles in the air, reminiscent of the magical energy that had filled the room moments before Lady Beatrice's disappearance. I feel my whiskers twitch in response. There's more at play here than professional rivalry—Grayson knows something. Something he's not sharing.

Right on cue, a uniformed constable interrupts, "Inspector," he says, approaching with a deferential cough. "We've secured the perimeter as requested, sir."

Grayson nods curtly. "Good. How many of you here?”

“Me, Perkins that is, and Constables Williams and Hurst.”

“Perkins, you and Hurst begin taking statements from all guests. No one leaves until we've recorded their account of events."

The constable hesitates. "All of them, sir? There must be close to two hundred people."

"All of them," Grayson confirms grimly. "And have Constable Williams search the grounds. Lady Beatrice couldn't have gone far."

Oh, if only he knew. I can still sense the lingering traces of the portal that took her—a thinning of the veil between worlds that has nothing to do with physical distance.

Jessie catches my eye again, and I know she's thinking the same thing. Lady Beatrice could be anywhere—or nowhere recognisable as part of this world.

"We'll provide our statements, of course," Jessie tells the inspector with a politeness that wouldn't fool a child. "But then we really must continue our investigation. Our client is missing, after all."

"Your client is the subject of a police inquiry," Grayson corrects her sharply.

"She can be both," George points out reasonably.

I watch as the inspector's frustration builds. He's losing control of the narrative—and in front of an audience, no less. His right hand clenches and unclenches at his side, a gesture I've come to associate with his mounting anger.

"This is not a parlour game, Miss Harper," he snaps. "A woman has disappeared under suspicious circumstances."

"Precisely why you should welcome our assistance," Jessie responds smoothly. "Unless, of course, you have expertise in transmigration sigils and interdimensional portals that I'm unaware of?"

The nearby guests murmur in response, several of them nodding in agreement. Public opinion is swinging in our favour—a fact not lost on the inspector, whose scowl deepens.

I take this opportunity to slip away unnoticed, padding silently toward the service corridor I spotted earlier. The magical trace is stronger here, a thin thread of otherworldly energy leading away from the main hall. Whatever—or whoever—created the portal didn't arrive through the front door.

I glance back to see Jessie and George still locked in their standoff with Grayson. She stands with her arms crossed, her chin lifted in defiance, while Grayson’s face is a mask of irritation, his jaw tight as if he’s grinding his teeth to keep from snapping.  

“I’ll ask Detective Sergeant Roberts to attend,” Jessie says, her tone calm but firm. “He actually knows how to investigate supernatural cases.”  

Grayson scoffs, his expression darkening. “Roberts? That glorified ghost hunter?” His hands clench into fists at his sides. “Harper, I’ve told you before—I don’t have time for fairy tales and shadows in the dark.”  

Jessie doesn’t back down. Instead, she tilts her head, regarding him with cool amusement. “And I’ve told you before, Inspector, that ignoring what you don’t understand doesn’t make it go away.”  

Grayson exhales sharply, his face as red as a beetroot. “I deal in facts. Evidence. Not—” he waves a dismissive hand, “—not whatever nonsense you, Jenkins, and Roberts are convinced is lurking under every floorboard.” 

Jessie steps closer, lowering her voice. “Then tell me, Grayson—how do you explain what happened tonight?”

Grayson hesitates, a flicker of uncertainty passing through his features before his usual stubbornness sets in. “There’s always a rational explanation.”  

“Then find one,” Jessie challenges, eyes gleaming. “Because until you do, we’re going to keep looking for the real answers.” 

Beside her, George shifts his weight, watching Grayson like one of my cat friends studying an injured bird—ready to pounce if needed. The inspector’s fingers twitch as if fighting the urge to rub his temples.  

I flick my tail, satisfied. They’ll keep him occupied while I investigate further. One of the advantages of being a cat—magical or otherwise—is that humans rarely think to watch where you go or what you do.  

The narrow corridor beyond the tapestry is dark and smells of dust and disuse. But beneath those mundane scents, I detect something else—that same strange magical signature, tinged with something metallic and vaguely familiar. I follow it deeper into the servant's passage, my eyes adjusting instantly to the dimness.

There, on the wall—another symbol, smaller than the one on the podium but unmistakably related. This one hasn't been activated recently; it's dormant, waiting. But its presence confirms my suspicions: whatever happened to Lady Beatrice was planned, prepared for in advance.

I need to get Jessie and George away from the inspector and down this corridor before the police discover it. Because if I'm right—and I usually am—this is just the beginning of a much larger mystery. One that spans worlds and magics far beyond Inspector Grayson's comprehension.

I turn and trot back toward the main hall, a plan already forming in my feline brain. Lady Beatrice's disappearance is no random magical accident. Someone has opened a door between worlds—and I have a growing suspicion about who might have walked through from the other side.

As I emerge from behind the tapestry, I see that Jessie has managed to extract herself and George from the inspector's grasp. They stand near one of the tall windows, heads bent together in quiet conversation, while Grayson directs his constables in the taking of witness statements.

I make my way to them, weaving between the legs of distracted guests and avoiding the heavy boots of uniformed officers. When I reach Jessie's ankles, I press against her leg firmly—our signal that I've found something important.

She glances down, one eyebrow raised in silent question.

"Service corridor," I murmur, quiet enough that only she and George can hear. "Another symbol. We need to investigate before the police find it." I immediately think, I have already broken the status quo ante about who can hear me. Never mind, If it becomes a problem. I'll cast a spell. 

Jessie gives an almost imperceptible nod before bending down as if to adjust her shoe, using the movement as cover to respond. "We'll make our exit in five minutes. Eastern door."

I flick my tail in acknowledgment and settle into a casual grooming position, though I’m thinking through scenarios. Whatever force took Lady Beatrice, whatever ancient magic has been awakened in Blackthorn Hall—it isn't finished with us yet. And if there's one thing I've learned in my many lives, it's that magic this old rarely has benevolent intentions.

Five minutes, then. Five minutes until we slip away from the watchful eyes of Inspector Grayson and plunge deeper into a mystery that straddles the boundary between worlds. I suppress a purr of anticipation. After all, what's the fun in living for centuries if you can't enjoy a good magical mystery now and then?
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