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        Jessica Prince and the Crimson Caper

        ~ Jessica Prince Mysteries #1 ~

        by Dana Gricken

      

      

      

      After solving her first mystery, sixteen-year-old Jessica Prince—the niece of billionaire Henry Prince—thinks her sleuthing days are over. But during a charity auction at an art gallery in her hometown, the lights go out and an expensive painting is stolen before the thief leaves a white lily behind and escapes.

      

      Jessica doesn’t know why her hometown is so spooked until Mayor Forrester explains the unsolved case of a group of thieves called the White Lily Society. They left white lilies in place of whatever they stole and vanished years ago, never to be seen or heard from again. It isn’t until Prince Manor is broken into and a white lily is switched for her grandfather’s bust that she realizes the thieves have returned—with a target on Jessica’s back.

      

      As the thefts worsen and Jessica’s friends become the thief’s focus, she must once again rely on her love of mystery novels and observational skills to stop them before they hurt someone. But Jessica isn’t prepared for what she discovers—that the Prince family might know more about the White Lily Society than her Uncle Henry wants to admit.
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          A TRIP TO MILAN

        

      

    

    
      When the bell rang at Blackwood Academy, I pushed through the chattering crowd of students to reach my locker. We had a whole week off for March Break, and it couldn’t come fast enough.

      Uncle Henry promised me a trip but refused to say where he was taking me. He was good at keeping secrets, but cracking a mystery was my favorite pastime.

      I ran into my best friends, Madison Carter and Tiffany Hampton, near the front doors.

      “Hey, girls. What are your plans for March Break?” I asked as we entered the courtyard. “Anything exciting?”

      Madison rolled her eyes. “My parents are taking me back to Louisiana. They don’t want me to forget where I come from, they said. Oh God, it’s going to be awkward seeing my old friends again.”

      Madison was your typical goth girl—black hair, dark makeup, and knee-high boots. Her family won the lottery a year ago, moved to Willowbrook, and enrolled Madison at Blackwood Academy. We’ve been best friends ever since.

      “And my family’s having a reunion this week. Can you believe that? During March break!” Tiffany cried, crossing her arms. “I don’t want to spend time with my cousins. They’re so, ugh, what’s the word I’m looking for…?”

      I’ve known Tiffany much longer, almost my whole life. Her parents work for my uncle at Prince Enterprises. That was my family’s tech company that had made us billionaires. She dressed a lot like me—pink skirts, white heels, and the latest purse—except her hair was as red as fire and her eyes emerald green.

      “Careful, Tiffany,” Holly Blackwood said, walking up behind us. She had the terrible twins, Lorraine and Kelsey Hartford, by her side like always. “Wouldn’t want your parents to find out you’re trash-talking your cousins, would you?”

      Holly, Lorraine, and Kelsey were the meanest girls at Blackwood Academy—but Holly was by far the worst. Her parents owned our very expensive, very fancy Academy, so she got away with a lot of terrible things. And the twins, Lorraine and Kelsey—who were almost identical to Tiffany with their red hair and green eyes—were her partners in crime. I felt bad for Tiffany that she had to see them more often than Madison and I did.

      “See you soon, cousin,” Kelsey said to Tiffany, smirking.

      “This family reunion is going to be so fun,” Lorraine added sarcastically.

      They pushed past us, knocking into our shoulders. We watched as the three girls hopped into Holly’s pink convertible. Holly cut off several cars as she backed up. The drivers honked at her, but she didn’t care or pay attention.

      “Later, losers!” Holly called out as they sped away, making the twins laugh like hyenas in the back seat.

      “God, I hate them,” Madison muttered.

      “At least you’re not related to two of them,” Tiffany said, sighing. “They’re going to make this reunion a nightmare for me….”

      That was when I spotted him. Eric Worthington. He was dreamy, like a teen heartthrob on a popular Netflix show. He was the quarterback of our football team, and the coach thought he was so good that he might play professionally one day. With his blond hair, ocean-blue eyes, and muscles, he was the boyfriend of my dreams.

      He waved at me and smiled as he got into his truck and drove off. I had no idea if I waved back or not. My brain turned to mush whenever he was around.

      “Jess? Hello?” Madison snapped her fingers in my face.

      “Huh? Oh, sorry. I was distracted.”

      By a boy I’ll never have. Rumors floated around that Holly and Eric were dating, although the two had never admitted it. And besides, his parents—the wealthy Worthingtons—were business rivals of my uncle. That doomed us from the start. Talk about a modern day Romeo and Juliet.

      “We asked what you were doing for March break,” Madison said as we walked through the courtyard. “You never told us.”

      “Not sure yet, but I hope Uncle Henry has something good planned. If not, I’ll be so bored this week without the two of you.”

      “Same, girl. Same.”

      After we hugged goodbye, I walked toward the black limousine that waited for me. Larry Kibbler, a kind, graying man in his early sixties with a thick mustache, opened my door. He smiled at me through the rearview mirror as he jumped in the driver’s seat.

      “Hi, Larry. How’s your family doing?”

      “Very good, Miss Prince. My eldest daughter gave birth to a baby girl last night. My wife and I are thrilled,” he replied with a smile. “How was school today?”

      I sighed. “Filled with too much homework. And mean girls.”

      “Both terrible things. I trust you’ll handle them both with dignity. Now, can I take you somewhere or are you heading home?”

      “Home, please. Uncle Henry said he has a surprise for me.”

      I looked down the sidewalk for my best friend, Ben, but didn’t see him anywhere. Had he really left without saying goodbye? And especially before March break?

      As we drove through the busy streets, Larry turned on the radio. I liked to listen to the world news, especially about the latest crimes and mysteries. True crime was so hot right now.

      “Fashion enthusiasts are going to love this next story,” the radio host said. “The Fashion Palace in Milan is all decked out for Carla Valentine’s debut fashion show tomorrow morning. It’s said to have been months in the making. This is big for her, as it could make or break her entire career.”

      I sat up straighter. Carla Valentine was the latest up-and-coming fashion designer from Milan. She had sold her clothes online for years with moderate success, but this was her first fashion show. Everyone all over the world was talking about her. I would’ve given anything to see her fashion in person.

      A few miles from the school, I spotted someone familiar walking down the road. His curly brown hair, Star Trek backpack, and thick laptop were hard to miss. He looked so sad walking by himself in the rain.

      I smiled. “Larry, can you pull over? Right beside that boy, if you can.”

      “Sure thing, Miss Prince.”

      As the limo stopped beside the boy, I rolled down my tinted window. “Hey, stranger. Need a lift?”

      Ben turned, startled before he realized it was me and laughed. “Jess, you almost gave me a heart attack! Thought you were a kidnapper or something.”

      “No kidnapper today. Better luck next time. Come on, get in,” I replied, opening the door.

      He jumped into the limo, and his wet hair splashed a little on my lap. He shut the door, and Larry pulled into the flow of traffic.

      “Hey, why didn’t you say goodbye to me, you big jerk?”

      “Sorry, Jess. Just wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. There’s only so much of Blackwood I can take.”

      “Understandable. Where are you heading?”

      He shrugged. “Home, I guess. Dad’s working late tonight. He probably won’t be back until morning. Now I really hope there aren’t any kidnappers hanging around.”

      I frowned. “Why don’t you stay at my house tonight? I’m sure Uncle Henry won’t mind. You can take the guest room. It has to be safer than being home alone at night, right?”

      He smiled. “You’re a lifesaver, Jess. I owe you one.”

      “What are best friends for?”

      He grinned in response and I slid over to give him some more room.

      Benjamin Clark was my closest friend. He was totally out of place at Blackwood Academy as his family wasn’t rich like everybody else’s. His father was our local sheriff, Norman Clark. I never found out how Ben could afford to go to our school. Madison and Tiffany wondered why I was friends with him, but he was my sense of normalcy—the only thing that kept me grounded.

      I couldn’t imagine my life without him.
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      Larry inputted the code at the black gate to Prince Manor, then I waved goodbye to him and hopped out. Ben and I walked through the long field before we approached the chamber doors.

      “You know, I’ve been here a million times and I still can’t believe how big your house is,” Ben said, glancing around with wide eyes. “Makes mine look uber small.”

      I laughed. “Your house isn’t that small, Ben. It’s… cozy.”

      “See, Jess? This is why we’re best friends. No one else would’ve lied to spare my feelings like that.”

      I laughed and opened the doors, and as I stepped inside, I nodded politely to the housekeepers. Several of my suitcases—pink and frilly, of course—waited in the foyer. I was about to ask one of the housekeepers why they were there but then I noticed Uncle Henry walking down the spiral staircase.

      Uncle Henry was never home before dinner. Being the CEO of Prince Enterprises took a lot of time and effort, and I was usually left to my own devices after school. He was dressed in a fancy blue suit, which wasn’t too unusual. But the giant grin across his face was.

      “Jessica! Glad you got off school early.” He walked over to us. “Hello, Mister Clark. A pleasure to see you.”

      Ben stood straighter and cleared his throat. “You too, sir.”

      Uncle Henry looked back at me. “Remember that surprise I told you about?”

      I nodded. “Of course. How could I forget?”

      “Get ready to give the uncle-of-the-year award to me,” he said. “I got us front row seats to Carla Valentine’s debut fashion show in Milan!”

      I squealed and hugged him. “You have no idea how much I love you right now! But how did you do it?”

      “Carla’s… an old friend of mine. A really old friend.”

      “Why did you never tell me this before? You know I’ve been following her career for a little while now. Me and fashion go together like peanut butter and jelly.”

      “Well, I…just didn’t want to talk about it before.” He checked his watch. “Anyway, come on, we have to hurry. Our jet’s waiting and the show starts tomorrow morning.”

      I looked back at Ben, who seemed a little disappointed. “Have fun, Jess. I know how much you love fashion. And don’t worry about me—I’ll be fine at home tonight.”

      I shook my head. “Why don’t you come with us, Ben? He can come with us, right, Uncle Henry?”

      Uncle Henry nodded. “Of course! All your friends can, if you’d like.”

      “Oh, Tiff and Mads can’t come. They’ve already got plans. But Ben, you don’t have anything planned for March break, right?”

      “You’re right, and I appreciate it, but… I can’t. I really don’t have the money to go.”

      Uncle Henry placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about that, kid. Consider it a gift for being such a good friend to my niece.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, sir,” Ben replied. “I don’t want to take advantage of you or anything.”

      “Stop it, Ben. You deserve this trip—and you know the Princes don’t take no for an answer.”

      He looked at Uncle Henry and then back at me again before he nodded. “All right, you’ve convinced me. Now I just have to convince one other person. My dad.”

      “Uh-oh.” I watched him pull out his old cell phone and search for his dad’s contact. “Good luck.”

      He nodded just as his dad picked up. “Hey, Dad? Yeah, I know you’re busy with work but I need to ask you something. Jess and her uncle Henry want to take me to Milan for Carla Valentine’s fashion show. Yeah, I know you don’t like them.”

      I glanced at Uncle Henry, an awkward silence spreading over us. I wished Sheriff Clark could play nice and get along with us. But pigs had a better chance of flying than that.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll tell them.” Ben hung up, looking at us with a sigh. “Dad said I can go. But that I’ll be grounded when I get back.”

      I shook my head. “Ben, I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not. Getting grounded for a few weeks is nothing compared to seeing Milan. Freaking Italy! I’ve never been there before. Really, thank you for this, Mister Prince.”

      Uncle Henry grinned. “My pleasure.”

      “I haven’t been there either,” I said, placing my arm around him, “but I have a feeling this trip is going to be amazing.”
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      Uncle Henry called Larry, then he drove us to Ben’s house so he could pack his bags. But not before I could grab a few mystery novels off my bookshelf for the journey. After Ben had his things, we sped to the airport. Ben and I boarded Uncle Henry’s private jet called Lady Luck. He painted it pink just for me. I smiled at the pilot and stewardess as we took our seats.

      “Wow, a private jet. I’ve never been on one before,” Ben said, looking around. “Man, I’ve only seen this stuff in movies.”

      Uncle Henry and Larry boarded after us and shut the door. “You kids should sleep on the flight. When we get to Milan, we won’t have time.”

      “Larry, glad you’re coming with us,” I said. “I didn’t know.”

      Larry smiled. “Your uncle managed to convince me. I would’ve declined, but my wife told me it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Can’t say no to her—so here I am!”

      After about ten minutes, we were ready for take-off. The flight attendant handed us a few snacks before we took off. It was a long flight—a little over twelve hours—so I read the mystery books I brought and chatted with Ben about school and Italy. Uncle Henry did some business work on his laptop to pass the time, Larry solved crossword puzzles, and Ben looked a little bored as he played with the Nintendo Switch he had brought. He paused his video game to glance over at me.

      He snorted. “Julia Joy again? You’re addicted, Jess.”

      I nodded. “Emily Pratt knows how to write the perfect mystery, and Julia Joy Steel is the best detective. They take place in the future, actually. Robots, time travel, spaceships. A sci-fi mystery series.”

      “That’s cool. They seem like good books.” He was silent for a few minutes before he sighed. “Look, Jess… can I talk to you for a second?”

      I placed the book down. “Of course. What’s up?”

      Before he could tell me what was on his mind, the airplane jolted. My heart raced as I grabbed Ben’s hand, fearing we were going down. But then the airplane recovered, and we were, thankfully, still alive.

      “Nothing to worry about, folks,” the pilot said through the intercom. “Just a little turbulence. Rain likes to make things difficult.”

      Uncle Henry nodded, looking up from his laptop. “Happens all the time, kids.”

      Ben exhaled, his face white with fear. “Good. I don’t want to die on my first plane ride.”

      When my heart stopped pounding, I turned to Ben. “What were you going to say?”

      “It’s nothing,” he muttered. “Forget about it.”

      For the next twelve hours, I went back to reading, sleeping, and snacking. I woke up to someone shaking me, and when my eyes opened, I realized it was Uncle Henry. He smiled at me as Ben and Larry collected their things behind us.

      “Good morning, sleepy head. We made it.”

      Disappointment washed over me that I had missed the view of Milan from overhead, but there would be plenty of time to sight-see. I squealed in delight when I noticed the rain had cleared and dawn was over the horizon.

      This fashion show was going to be incredible. I could feel it.

      “And now, for my second surprise,” Uncle Henry began, opening a suitcase, “I’ve brought better outfits for us all. I mean no offense, but what you’re wearing now isn’t fashion show approved.”

      Ben shook his head. “Mister Prince, I really can’t⁠—”

      “Oh, but I insist, Ben. Try it on and tell me what you think.”

      Uncle Henry was already dressed up, so Ben, Larry, and I alternated in the small bathroom. The outfit Uncle Henry picked for me was a strapless pink gown with silver embroidery. I put on some lipstick and eyeshadow to match. Ben looked handsome in his black tux, but I’d never tell him that. It would go straight to his head.

      Ben smiled at me. “You look nice, Jess. You should be the one modeling.”

      I blushed. “Aw, thanks. You don’t look too bad yourself.”

      We grabbed our suitcases and then hopped into a limo my uncle had rented. Uncle Henry gave Larry the address and he assured us he could drive in a foreign country. Soon, we wove in and out of the traffic in Milan. I still couldn’t believe we were here.

      When the limo pulled up to a large coliseum, I unbuckled my seatbelt. This was it. It was time to see Carla Valentine’s creations in the flesh. I only wished Madison and Tiffany could be here, but I settled for talking Ben’s ear off instead.

      After the limo had sped off, Ben gasped. “Wait—we didn’t get our suitcases!”

      Uncle Henry laughed. “Don’t worry about it, Ben. Larry will take our stuff back to the hotel. But now, for my last surprise. Jess, I’ve arranged for us to meet Carla Valentine right before the show.”

      “What? How?” I asked. “Isn’t she busy making last-minute adjustments and directing the models?”

      “She is, but after prodding for a while, I got her to agree to meet you. We’ll have to be quick though—she only said we could pop in and say hello. It’s starting soon, so we’d better move it.”

      Joy flooded my veins. We were in Italy, meeting a fashion designer. It felt like a dream.

      “Jess? Are you okay?” Ben asked, looking at me with concern.

      All I could do was nod. Uncle Henry laughed. “She’s just excited. Come on, you two.”

      We pushed through the crowd and entered the tall coliseum, known as the Fashion Palace—or Palazzo della Moda in Italian. It was here that many fashion designers had gotten their start, and Carla was lucky to have booked it for her first big event. Those trade shows and online sales she had done years before this paled in comparison, but they had helped to establish herself and her brand a bit.

      People swarmed like bees inside the Palace as we walked in. We passed through the foyer and into the stadium where hundreds of seats were set up. Everyone—from regular citizens to fashion designers—was here for Carla. I spotted some very famous celebrities, all wearing their finest clothes. I looked down at my dress and hoped I fit in.

      At the very front sat a large runway with flashing strobe lights. Men and women in headsets walked around, preparing for the show. It was loud in the Palace, but I heard someone close by say the show was starting soon.

      “This way, kids,” Uncle Henry gestured near the back of the stadium. “Hope it isn’t too late to meet Carla.”

      He walked up to a burly bodyguard who stood in front of a door. Uncle Henry pulled out his I.D. and showed it to him. “We’re here to meet Carla Valentine. She knows us and authorized it.”

      The bodyguard nodded. “Buongiorno, Signore Prince.” His Italian accent made me grin. “Signora Valentine is excited to see you again. Her dressing room’s through this door. Head on in and take the first left⁠—”

      The door burst open, and a woman walked out. But it wasn’t Carla. This woman was younger, most likely in her twenties, and was pale-faced and wore glasses. She carried a headset with a clipboard and looked frantic.

      “This can’t be happening. Not now.” She was on the verge of tears and talking to herself more than anyone else. “What am I going to do?”

      “Excuse me, miss?” Uncle Henry stepped toward her. “What’s going on?”

      “I can handle this,” the bodyguard interrupted. “Signora Arias, what’s wrong? You look troubled.”

      But the young woman paused, unsure of whether to say what was going on in front of us. “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about, sir. Please take your seats before the show starts.”

      “Look, if something’s wrong, I want to know,” Uncle Henry urged. “Carla’s a good friend of mine. Or, she was at one point. Maybe I can help.”

      The woman sighed. “No, I don’t think you can help. Unless you’re a cop.”

      “Signora Arias?” the bodyguard asked again.

      “Someone needs to call the police. And quickly.” She took a deep breath. “Because Carla Valentine is missing.”
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          A FLASH OF RED

        

      

    

    
      The bodyguard pulled out his cell phone and dialed 112, the number in Italy for the police. Uncle Henry ran his fingers through his blond hair, something he always did when he was stressed. I still didn’t know how he knew Carla Valentine, but he seemed shaken up by her disappearance.

      Signora Arias paced back and forth, while I pulled out a notepad and a pen from my purse. I always brought them with me.

      “What are you doing?” Ben whispered.

      “Julia Joy always carries a notepad in case she finds a mystery. Even though the books are set in the future, she’s pretty old-fashioned.”

      I scribbled down Carla Valentine’s name, the time of her disappearance, and where it occurred, while the crowd seemed to get louder behind me. They had no idea Carla was missing.

      “This is the worst thing that could’ve happened,” Signora Arias muttered. “The fashion designer’s missing, and the show’s starting in a few minutes. What are we going to do?”

      The bodyguard hung up the phone and nodded at us. “The polizia will be here soon. The inspector will find her, Signora Arias. No need to worry.”

      But Signora Arias still looked worried. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of red. I turned to see a person wearing a crimson trench coat, cape, and fedora, with matching red gloves. Their bright red color immediately stood out.

      It seemed out of place with the tone of the fashion show, especially when everyone else was wearing fancy dresses and tuxes. I wouldn’t have thought anything of it until I realized they were leaving. And in a hurry. Who would leave a fashion show before it began?

      “Stay here,” I said to Uncle Henry and Ben. “I need to check something out.”

      “Absolutely not,” Uncle Henry said. “There’s been a kidnapping. Only God knows what’s going on. I want you to stay close to me, Jess. You and Ben. Just in case something else happens.”

      I sighed. When Uncle Henry turned to chat with the bodyguard, I winked at Ben, then pushed through the crowd while trying to hurry in my heels. Ben only shook his head as I got away.

      The person in crimson turned their head to scan their surroundings. A large red scarf covered their face, and a pair of dark sunglasses shielded their eyes. I couldn’t tell if they were young or old, male or female, or any other defining features.

      But when they noticed I was following them, they ran toward the exit door.

      “Hey! Someone stop that person in red!” I cried as I ran. “Help!”

      The people in the crowd glanced at me, but they didn’t do anything. Typical celebrities. The person in crimson must’ve heard my yelling because they sprinted faster than before.

      I reached the exit door a few seconds too late. The strange person had already escaped. The exit led into a back alley, and as I glanced around, I saw no one. The sounds of horns honking and tires squealing filled my ears.

      But as I walked out, my heel stepped on something soft and squishy. When I bent down, I noticed it was a crimson glove—the same one the person wore. I picked it up and studied it. The fabric was genuine leather. Shoes were more my area of expertise, but this glove seemed designer to me—probably worth a lot of money.

      My mind spun with questions. Was this glove left here on purpose for me to find? Was the person in crimson related to Carla’s disappearance? And why, if someone was going to commit a crime, would they dress in something so bright and noticeable?

      I scribbled down the clue in my notepad and raced back to Uncle Henry and Ben. They waited by the door with the young woman pacing in front of them. I saw no sign of the police yet.

      “Where’d you go?” Ben asked.

      “And without my permission?” Uncle Henry’s cheeks were red, his lips in a tight line. “I told you to stay where I could see you. I turn my back for one second, and you’re gone!”

      “Sorry, Uncle Henry. But look at this.” I showed the glove to everyone. “I found it near the back alley. Someone in a crimson trench coat ran out the door when they saw me following them. Don’t you think that’s weird?”

      “Not really,” Signora Arias replied. “This is a fashion show. Maybe the trench coat was designer?”

      “Then why did they run?” I asked. “That’s suspicious.”

      “Is it really?” Signora Arias asked. “Maybe they ran because you were chasing them? I would’ve run, too.”

      “I didn’t see anyone, Signorina,” the bodyguard said as he turned to me. “Security’s tight around here. But people wear strange costumes to fashion shows all the time. I’m sure no one thought twice about it.”

      I tapped my finger against my chin. The security guard had a point.

      “Are you sure Carla’s missing?” Uncle Henry asked. “I know Carla. If someone kidnapped her, she wouldn’t go down without a fight —or without leaving a clue.”

      The woman huffed. “You don’t believe me? Fine. I’ll take you to her dressing room—well, it’s more like a small backstage area—and you’ll see she’s gone.”

      “I’ll wait here for the polizia,” the guard said. “I’ll let them know what’s going on.”

      Ben, Uncle Henry, and I followed Signora Arias through the door. It led into a long corridor with many different rooms, and Signora Arias led us down to the last one. I could hear talking and laughing down the hallway. Several tall women with slim, flawless bodies walked past us. I rolled my eyes as Ben stared at them in their revealing dresses and swimsuits.

      “Stop staring,” I whispered.

      Ben blushed. “Oh, no—I wasn’t looking at them. I was looking at… okay, you caught me. Sorry. Can’t help it.”

      “The models are getting ready for the show,” Signora Arias said. “Everything should be ready in a few minutes. The only thing we’re missing is Carla!”

      “What’s your name?” I asked, getting my notepad ready.

      “Josephine Arias. I’m Carla’s personal assistant.”

      “And you’re American, right? I noticed you don’t have an Italian accent like everyone else.”

      “Very good, Sherlock,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “I’m from New York City. When I found out Carla Valentine was looking for an assistant in Milan, I applied. I’ve heard of her online merchandise and like a lot of her pieces. A friend and I even went to a trade show she was at a while ago, and she’s got something special. I’ve worked with a few fashion designers back in New York and I guess she liked my resume. I don’t regret coming out here for this, but….”

      “But what?”

      She paused, sighing. “Carla Valentine isn’t a nice woman. She can be bossy and demanding, and she’s a total know-it-all. If she wasn’t a brilliant fashion designer, I would’ve told her where she can stick her clothes by now. Sometimes, I really regret taking this thankless job.”

      “Carla? Bossy and demanding?” Uncle Henry shook his head. “That’s impossible. She wasn’t like that when I knew her.”

      “Then you must’ve gotten her good side. Lucky you. But people change,” Josephine said. “Still, I hope nothing bad happened to her. I want to design my own clothes one day, and I need this job to get my name out there. You know, schmooze with the right people in the industry? Carla’s a powerful friend to have. She’s really building a name for herself now that she got this place booked for a fashion show.”

      “What about surveillance? Does the Palace have video cameras?”

      “No, none. Carla deactivated them for her show,” Josephine replied. “She’s really private. Comes with being in the public eye, I guess. When the owners tried to fight it, she paid them off. Handsomely. I hear she comes from a wealthy family. Half American, half Italian.”

      “Hmm. Did Carla have any enemies? Anyone who’d want to hurt her or her career?”

      Josephine didn’t even answer that. “Forgive me for saying this, but I think you’re a little too young to be playing detective. Leave the investigation to the pros, all right? That’s what I plan to do. Seems to be the safest option.”

      Uncle Henry stared at me. “Good idea.”

      I ignored that—both Uncle Henry and Josephine. People tended to underestimate me. “You didn’t answer my question, though.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, Carla probably has enemies. As I said before, she’s not a nice person. I can’t name one friend of hers.”

      “We used to be friends,” Uncle Henry mumbled. “Has Carla ever mentioned me? Henry Prince?”

      Josephine shook her head, turning the handle on the nearby door. “Nope, not at all. Sorry.”

      Uncle Henry looked disappointed as we entered a small dressing room. It was really just a part of the backstage area that it looked like the stagehands had thrown together quickly. They put up black sheets to block off the room for privacy, then added racks of clothes, a mirror, and a lot of makeup products on a small table. A beautiful, petite blonde woman stared at her reflection in the bright lights of the mirror. A young stagehand stood behind her, and the woman turned around to snarl at her.

      “This dress doesn’t look good on me at all!” she cried. “I can’t believe Carla would make me wear something this ugly.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. I thought the purple gown she wore was stunning. But the more I stared at the blonde, the more she looked familiar.

      “I’m sorry, Signora Simpson. Is there anything I can do to help?” the stagehand asked. “Anything at all?”

      “Yeah. Get out!”

      The stagehand sighed and slipped past us, leaving the makeshift dressing room with her head down. The blonde turned to us and sighed. “Great, more people. What do you want?”

      “Sasha, Carla’s missing. And please, drop the attitude. This is a stressful time for us all,” Josephine replied. “Do you know where she went?”

      Now I knew who she was—Sasha Simpson. She was a big model in the United States, and her timeless beauty was the reason why. Carla Valentine must’ve booked Sasha for her debut fashion show. Her online fashion store and trade show history had given her some power, plus she had the money, like Josephine had said, to book Sasha. Carla was going to be so much more famous after this show.

      Ben looked starstruck as he stared at her. I was afraid he’d drool any second. I elbowed him, and it seemed to bring him back to reality. He blushed and looked away when he realized I’d noticed.

      Sasha spritzed some perfume on her neck and shook her head. “No, I have no idea. I’d like to tell her what I think of this dress!”

      Josephine sighed, turning to us. “See? I’ve asked all the models if they’ve seen Carla, but the answer’s always no. You’d think she’d be coordinating with the models right before the show starts. Odd.”

      “And another thing,” Sasha began, “I came out here to Milan because I thought this fashion show would be about me. But Carla told me there are other models walking, too! Can you believe that? I deserve better than to be treated like a second-rate model!”

      “When did you see Carla last?” I asked, clutching my notepad.

      Sasha scoffed. “I don’t know. An hour ago? I passed her in the hallway, but she wouldn’t talk to me. Looked like she was in a hurry.”

      “An hour ago? Yes, that’s probably around the time she disappeared,” Josephine said. “Strange. Thanks for telling me this now, Sasha.”

      She sighed. “I’m not her keeper! Why do I care where she went?”

      Sasha’s attitude was starting to get on my nerves. She was beautiful but needed to work on her kindness. I wrote down her testimony, wanting the questioning to be over with quickly.

      “Did she say where she was going? Or why she was hurrying?” I asked. “Anything at all?”

      “No. Look, I know nothing about her disappearance,” Sasha replied, looking at me in her mirror’s reflection. “The fashion show’s still on, right? I didn’t come all this way for nothing?”

      Josephine nodded, checking her watch. “Yes, everything’s on schedule. You’d better get to the stage. It’ll start in a few minutes.”

      Sasha pulled a black shawl over her shoulders. “When you find Carla, let me know. I’m demanding a raise for putting up with this. And I deserve a better dressing room. Or, you know, an actual room!” She pushed past everyone, flung aside the sheet flap functioning as a door, then stormed out.

      As the material fluttered closed, Josephine glanced around. “Sorry about that, everyone. Sasha has a reputation for being hard to work with. I tried to warn Carla not to hire her, but she never listens to me.”

      Something was poking out of the vanity table dresser drawer, and it caught my attention. I walked over and pulled on it. It slipped out of the drawer. When I pulled on it, I realized it was a red scarf. It looked identical to the one the person in crimson wore.

      It couldn’t have been Sasha I chased, could it? But how did she have time to run outside and get back in? It didn’t seem likely, though I couldn’t afford to rule anyone out right now.

      “Do you know how this got here, Josephine?” I asked, holding up the scarf.

      Josephine shrugged. “No, not at all. There aren’t any red scarves in Carla’s collection, come to think of it. Maybe Sasha brought it from home and left it behind or something?”

      “Maybe. Could anyone have left this here? Is this a public dressing room for all the models?”

      Josephine laughed. “Are you kidding? No, it belongs to Sasha. She demanded a private dressing room like a major diva. The other models were perfectly fine changing in the backstage area. You know, the way it’s supposed to be during a fashion show. If someone left this here, I’m sure Sasha would’ve known about it. And definitely had something to say.”

      “Either that or someone planted it in advance,” I muttered. “Like someone planned this for a while. And Sasha hadn’t noticed, too busy getting ready.”

      “We’re getting off track,” Uncle Henry said. “Who cares about a red scarf? Carla’s missing!”

      “You’re right. We should split up,” I said, noticing Uncle Henry’s frown. “Before you say no, Uncle Henry, this is the quickest way to find Carla. So get mad at me later about it and let’s search this Palace from top to bottom. We’d better hurry before the show starts.”

      “I’ll come with you, Jess. This person in crimson could be dangerous,” Ben said. “And I like being your sidekick.”

      Uncle Henry nodded. “Fine, but stick together. I’ll talk to the celebrities in the crowd and see if they know anything. But I want you to stay safe, Jess. Keep your phone on you at all times, and don’t chase anyone else without me.”

      “Got it, Uncle Henry. I’ll be fine inside the Palace.”

      “I wish I could help you, but we need an emcee,” Josephine said. “And if Carla’s M.I.A, it’ll have to be me. I guess it will look pretty good on a resume, though. Silver linings, huh?”

      I heard a knock on the door. A second later, the bodyguard walked in. “Signorina Arias? The police have arrived.”

      Josephine sighed. “They better be quick. This fashion show’s happening, with or without Carla Valentine!”

      As Josephine left the room, I frowned. She seemed so concerned about Carla’s disappearance before—until she realized it put her in charge.

      And that seemed like a good motive to me.
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      Uncle Henry vanished into the crowd, and he blended in like he belonged. As he spoke to some of the audience, not wanting to spook them, I retraced Carla’s steps. Sasha said Carla walked down the hallway in a hurry. But where did she go next?

      “Jess, this is hopeless,” Ben said. “We’re not going to find any clues. It’s like she vanished without a trace!”

      “Shh!” I said. “Don’t interrupt me when I’m sleuthing!”

      As I explored the backstage area, I found Josephine talking with the police near the door. A tall Italian man with a black mustache and gelled hair looked to be the inspector. Josephine kept looking over her shoulder, glancing at the stage. The lights and music would go off any second now.

      “Look, Inspector,” Josephine began, “I have to go. The show must go on, as they say! Talk to me later, okay? I’d be happy to answer all your questions when it’s over.”

      But the inspector didn’t approve of that. “Look, Signora, a woman is missing. And a rising celebrity at that. I really must insist⁠—"

      But she rushed off, fading into the crowd. Ben and I walked over to the inspector. He nodded at us and reached for his own notepad. “Ciao. Who are you?”

      “Jessica Prince and Benjamin Clark,” I replied. “We know Carla’s missing, but we don’t know anything about it.”

      “Yeah, we just got here,” Ben said. “But we’re worried about her. Are you the inspector?”

      He nodded and showed us his badge. “Sì, I’m Inspector Luca Esposito.”

      The Italian police weren’t messing around if they sent an inspector instead of a rookie officer right off the bat. Given Carla’s fame, it made sense they’d assign a high-ranking officer to find her.

      “Well, take a look at this,” I said, holding up the scarf and glove. “A person dressed in red was wearing these items. They ran from me when I chased them.”

      As the inspector took the accessories from me, he shrugged. “I fail to see what’s so special about it, Signorina. We’re at a fashion show, sì?”

      I couldn’t believe no one would take the evidence seriously, especially an inspector. I was about to explain why it was important, but the lights in the room dimmed. The inspector stepped away, whispering to his police officers. I really needed to brush up on my Italian so I could eavesdrop better while I was here.

      The crowd hushed as Josephine approached the stage and stood on the runway. She tapped her microphone to ensure it was working. I noticed the models standing off to the side, waiting for their cue. Sasha had her arms crossed and looked impatient but was always picture-perfect.

      “Hello, everyone. I hope you can understand me in English,” Josephine said. “Welcome to Carla Valentine’s debut fashion show—the first of many, I hope. We’ve all seen her online store and know how incredible her work is. Let’s give a round of applause for a wonderful woman and her wonderful designs!”

      A wonderful woman? Josephine had told us otherwise.

      The crowd clapped and cheered as Uncle Henry pushed his way over to us. I rushed over to him immediately. “Find anything?”

      Uncle Henry shook his head. “No, nothing on Carla. I spoke to some high-profile people in the audience, but they claim they haven’t seen her.”

      “That’s weird,” Ben whispered. “How come no one’s seen her? Is she Houdini or what?”

      When the crowd quieted, Josephine cleared her throat and continued. “Well, I guess you’re wondering why I’m up here instead of Carla. There’s a good reason for that. You see… um….”

      But she didn’t have to make up an excuse. The entire crowd murmured as the front door slammed open, then a shadowy figure walked into the room.

      When I turned around, it was Carla Valentine.
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          SIGNS OF SABOTAGE

        

      

    

    
      Carla Valentine was as beautiful as her pictures—dark curly hair, the clearest olive skin, perfect makeup. And, of course, she dressed fashionably in a long skirt, scarf, and red blazer. Red was definitely her color. But as I looked at her, I saw no signs of distress or pain.

      “Is that her?” Ben whispered to me.

      I nodded. “Yeah. She doesn’t look like she’s been kidnapped.”

      The crowd buzzed with excitement as Carla Valentine pushed through, approaching the stage. Josephine looked pale. It seemed like she wasn’t expecting Carla to be back so soon.

      “Miss Valentine, there you are,” Josephine stammered. “Didn’t think you’d make it in time.”

      Carla scoffed. “And miss the beginning of my fashion show? Absurd. Where else would I be at a time like this?”

      “We received a call that you were missing, Signora Valentine.” Inspector Esposito stepped forward. “Your assistant was very worried about you. She even suspected you’d been kidnapped.”

      The crowd murmured. Some even looked afraid.

      Carla laughed. “Missing? That’s absurd! As you can see, I was clearly not kidnapped.” She turned and glared at Josephine. “My assistant can be overdramatic. You’ll learn to ignore her, Inspector.”

      Josephine looked down, her cheeks red.

      “Then where were you?” Uncle Henry asked. “We looked everywhere.”

      “Henry Prince. It’s been a long time,” Carla’s eyes filled with sadness. Then she cleared her throat and composed herself. “If you all must know, I suffer from anxiety. I had a panic attack an hour ago and needed some fresh air. Went out into the back alley to calm myself down.”

      “That can’t be right,” I said. “I was out in the alley and didn’t see you there.”

      “Well, I was. We must’ve passed each other without realizing it. I don’t remember seeing you out there, either.” Carla turned to the crowd. “Without further ado, after many years of selling my clothes online, I present to you the Carla Valentine Collection in my first official fashion show!”

      The crowd cheered, then Carla pulled Josephine off the stage. She pressed a remote and blaring music came out of speakers attached to the walls. She nodded at the models off to the side, then they prepared to strut their stuff.

      Sasha smiled and mouthed something that looked like “finally.” Swaying her hips, she made her way onto the stage as the first model. She was magnetic as she started her walk, and the crowd watched with huge smiles. Josephine made her way back over to us, watching the show from the crowd.

      “What a waste of time,” Inspector Esposito said to Josephine. He had to talk loudly over the music.

      Josephine sighed. “I’m so sorry, Inspector. When I couldn’t find Carla, I just assumed the worst. Better safe than sorry, right?”

      “I should charge you for wasting our resources, Signora,” Inspector Esposito replied. “This is not America. The polizia do not mess around!”

      Josephine continued to apologize, but the inspector was irate. The music drowned out his voice as the show continued. I glanced at Uncle Henry who wasn’t even looking at the models. No, his focus was on Carla entirely.

      “She looks the same as she did years ago,” Uncle Henry murmured. “It’s good to see her again, even after all this time.”

      “What’s your history with Carla? Just how close were you two?”

      Uncle Henry sighed. “It’s a long story, but⁠—”

      The crowd gasped and made our heads turn around. When Sasha reached the end of the runway, she slipped. Her right foot—covered in a diamond-encrusted Carla Valentine heel—lifted, then she fell on her back with a loud thud. The crowd gasped as Carla turned off the music and rushed to her side.

      “My back!” Sasha cried. “Someone, help!”

      “Call an ambulance!” Carla said, scanning the audience. “Quickly!”

      As the bodyguard nearby dialed for an ambulance, Inspector Esposito pushed his way through the people to approach the stage. I followed with Ben and Uncle Henry right behind me. When we reached Carla, she ran her finger along the runway before sniffing it.

      “Mio Dio,” Carla swore. “This is cooking oil! This isn’t supposed to be here. This is a fashion show, not a kitchen for crying out loud!”

      “How did it get there?” I asked.

      Carla thought for a moment. “Someone must’ve put this here on purpose. Coated the runway in oil to make it slippery. It’s the only explanation. They wanted my models to fall!”

      I looked over at Sasha, who groaned. Her blonde hair sprawled around her, almost like angel wings. With her dress torn and face twisted in pain, tears formed in her eyes. As she looked up at Carla, her tears turned to rage.

      “Listen to me carefully, Carla Valentine,” she snarled. “If this hurts my modeling career in any way, I’ll make you pay for this!”

      “Really? Me?” Carla shook her head. “I had no part in this, Sasha! Do you think I’d want my own fashion show to fail?”

      Sasha didn’t reply, probably because she was in so much pain. The other models looked on in fear but kept their distance. The crowd swarmed the runway, eager to see Sasha’s injury.

      As everyone turned quiet, I looked a little closer. Someone had coated the stage in cooking oil, but only at the very end. The back of Sasha’s dress was completely covered in the brown oil.

      Someone in the audience tried to help Sasha to her feet, but Carla swatted their hand away. “Don’t touch her! If she broke her back, it’s too dangerous. Just keep your distance⁠—”

      And then the lights went out.

      The crowd screamed. Everyone ran toward the exits, people bumping into me and probably everyone else. Uncle Henry reached for me, and I grabbed Ben so no one could separate or trample us. The entire room was pitch black.

      “What’s going on?” Ben asked to my left.

      But the lights came back on a few seconds later. The crowd paused then began to trickle back to their seats.

      As I looked up, I noticed the banner hanging on the wall above the runway. Written in red paint, it read: QUIT FASHION OR ELSE, CARLA. SIGNED, THE CRIMSON CAPER.

      Inspector Esposito gasped and swore in Italian under his breath. The name “Crimson Caper” stuck out to me. Was it related to the person I chased before in the red trench coat and fedora? Or was it just a coincidence?

      Josephine rushed over, staring up at the banner with wide eyes. “My God, who would do such a thing?”

      “I don’t know,” Carla said, turning to us. “This is sabotage! Someone’s trying to ruin me and my fashion show. I just know it! Too many things have happened to be a coincidence.”

      “What a shame,” a male voice said, approaching us. “But it seems like karma, sì?”

      I turned around to see two men. The one who spoke was young, maybe in his early thirties, with brown hair, hazel eyes, and a reporter badge around his neck. He had a camera in his hands and took several pictures of Sasha, the banner on the wall, and the snarl on Carla’s face.

      “Stop snapping pictures!” Carla said. “I don’t want this in the papers.”

      “I have every right to photograph this event, Signora Valentine,” the man said, smirking. “You can’t stop me.”

      Carla huffed in response.

      The man next to him looked the same age with black hair, a goatee, and a fancy sequin tux. He stroked his mustache as he smiled at Carla, not saying a word. His face seemed familiar, but I couldn’t put a name to it.

      “I should’ve known you two would be here,” Carla said, placing her hands on her hips. “Your obsession with me is unhealthy. Maybe you should get a hobby or something.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” the man with the goatee said. “I’m simply here to keep an eye on the competition.”

      “Who are these men, Carla?” Uncle Henry asked.

      “That’s Vincent Rossi, fashion critic and so-called journalist.” Carla pointed at the man with the camera around his neck. “He writes bad reviews about me on a daily basis. It’s harassment.”

      “What can I say?” Vincent asked, shrugging. “I’m offended by bad fashion, and I feel obligated to tell everyone about it. My mother was a seamstress, and a talented one at that. I learned so much from her. If she was still alive, her work would put yours to shame.”

      Carla rolled her eyes and looked at the other man. “And this is⁠—”

      “Allow me to introduce myself,” the man replied. “My name’s Enrique Bello. I’m sure you’ve all heard of me by now.”

      Ben and Uncle Henry probably hadn’t, considering the confused looks on their faces, but I’d heard his name before. The Bello Brand was a large fashion company in Spain. I had a few hats from his online store. Not that I’d ever tell Carla that.

      According to the media, Enrique Bello was a long-time rival of Carla, and the two never got along. It was tough trying to compete in the fashion industry. Designers were always trying to outdo each other. And maybe they’d even sabotage someone to gain an edge.

      “Look no further for suspects, Inspector,” Carla said, “because, without a doubt, I’m sure these two men are behind this.”
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      The ambulance arrived a few minutes later, and I sighed in relief. Sasha hadn’t moved, the expression of pain on her face unchanged. As the paramedics carefully lifted her onto a stretcher, she glared at Carla one last time.

      “This isn’t over, Carla,” Sasha muttered. “You’ll be hearing from me—and a lawyer!”

      As they carried her away, the inspector pulled out his badge. “You claim Signore Bello and Signore Rossi are responsible?”

      Carla nodded. “I know they are. It’s more than obvious. I bet they’re working together.”

      Enrique scoffed. “Preposterous! I barely know Senor Rossi.”

      Carla laughed. “You can’t fool me, Enrique. Vincent’s always writing great reviews about your designs! There is a connection.”

      “The man has good taste. Never met him before tonight,” Enrique replied. “Besides, I wouldn’t stoop so low. Your fashion simply isn’t worth it, Carla. You haven’t even been in the business as long as me. I was holding fashion shows while you were still selling your pitiful clothes online. Why would I be threatened by you?”

      “Because I’m better than you, and it scares you,” Carla said, her tone taunting. “And we both know it.”

      Enrique just rolled his eyes but stayed silent. But I wondered if it was true.

      “And what do you have to say for yourself, Signore Rossi?” the inspector asked.

      “I feel the same as Enrique,” Vincent replied. “I don’t know the man personally. Ask yourself this, Inspector—why would I jeopardize my career over one woman?”

      “They’re lying. Arrest them!” Carla said, pointing her finger at the men.

      “On what charges? We have no proof.” Inspector Esposito turned to his officers. “I want this palazzo searched. If there’s evidence of tampering, I need to see it.”

      The officers nodded and rushed off.

      Josephine sighed. “What a disaster.”

      “I don’t pay you to criticize me, Josie,” Carla snarled. “I pay you to work!”

      Josephine took a deep breath. “Then, what would you like me to do, Miss Valentine?”

      Carla waved her hand in dismissal. “Oh, just go home, Josie. I don’t need you.”

      Josephine stormed off, tossing her clipboard aside. The audience stood around, waiting for an explanation. Would the show go on?

      “I’m terribly sorry, everyone,” Carla began as she turned to the audience. “It pains me to do this, but my debut fashion show must be canceled.”

      The crowd groaned. Some even swore and huffed in anger. After a few minutes, the Fashion Palace started to clear out. Even the models left. What should’ve been a happy event was now deserted and ruined.

      “Grazie. Our investigation will run more smoothly without an audience,” Inspector Esposito said. “Excuse me, but I must find my officers. Ciao.”

      As the inspector rushed away, Vincent chuckled. “Oh, nothing makes me happier than seeing you crash and burn, Carla.”

      “Get out,” Uncle Henry said, coming face-to-face with Vincent. “And if I hear you make one more snide comment, you’ll be doing so with fewer teeth.”

      I’d never seen Uncle Henry so aggressive before. Carla must’ve meant more to him than just an acquaintance or old friend.

      Vincent smiled at him. “You haven’t seen the last of me. The entire world will know what a catastrophe this show was, Carla. I’ll make sure of it.”

      As Vincent left, Enrique nodded. “I must be going, too. But what a tragedy. What’s that charming American expression? ‘That’s show business for you?’ Very fitting. Hasta la vista, Señorita Valentine.”

      Uncle Henry glared at Enrique as he followed Vincent out the front doors. I watched them leave together in the same tinted black European car, looking to be more than chummy. Had they lied to the police before? Were they working together? I scribbled their names in my notepad for later.

      Carla sat on the stairs of the runway, sighing. “Josie was right. This fashion show is a disaster! Never should’ve thought I could pull it off. I should’ve just stuck to what I was good at—online sales and small trade shows—and stayed out of the big leagues.”

      “Don’t say that, Carla,” Uncle Henry began, sitting down next to her. “Everything will be⁠—”

      Carla rose to her feet, sighing. “Don’t try to comfort me, Henry—not now, not when someone’s after me. The threat on the banner proves it!”

      “But who would go so far to ruin your show?” Uncle Henry asked.

      Carla scoffed. “I already told you—it was Vincent and Enrique. They had the perfect opportunity!”

      Carla was right about that. They also had a motive. They seemed to despise her for whatever reason. But I had to stay objective about this and consider all the angles, as Julia Joy would.

      “And the media will be all over this, thanks to Vincent,” Carla muttered. “Just wonderful.”

      “Let’s say for a minute it isn’t them,” I said. “Just for argument’s sake. Anyone else?”

      “Mio Dio, I don’t know. My head hurts too much to think right now,” she replied. “Who are you, anyway?”

      Uncle Henry stood up. “This is my niece, Jessica. I told you about her years ago.”

      Carla shook my hand. “Sì, I remember—sorry. But I recall her being much younger when you mentioned her.”

      Uncle Henry laughed. “Yes, she’s sixteen now. Kids have a tendency to grow up with time, Carla.”

      “She’s grown into a beautiful young lady. But you’re right—time takes everything from us.”

      I detected a hint of sadness in her voice. Uncle Henry looked down, clearing his throat.

      Carla turned to me. “Forgive my rudeness, per favore. My emotions are all over the place right now, and I’ve never been calm under pressure. It’s been a long day.”

      I smiled. “Don’t worry. I get it. This is my best friend, Ben Clark.”

      He waved. “Hello, Miss Valentine. Sorry this happened.”

      “Grazie.” She nodded politely at him before turning to Uncle Henry. “I’d like to spend some time with you, Henry—and your niece and her friend. Why don’t you stop by my house tomorrow morning for tea? You remember where it is, don’t you?”

      “Of course, I remember,” Uncle Henry said, holding her gaze. “I’d never forget.”

      They continued to stare at each other wordlessly. I glanced at Ben. He looked as awkward as I felt. Were we intruding on something intimate?

      Carla cleared her throat and looked away. “Well, I should get going. Ciao everyone, and see you⁠—”

      “Madame  Valentine? May I speak with you, s’il vous plaît?”

      I turned to find an elderly man in front of us. He had graying hair and a neat beard, and held a bedazzled cane. He wore a top hat with a black suit. I recognized him immediately. He was the biggest fashion designer in the world—and it surprised me that I didn’t squeal in excitement. I was wearing his perfume right now.

      I couldn’t help but wonder why he’d decided to stay when everyone else had left. Maybe he had hung around to speak with us.

      “Mio Dio,” Carla swore. “You’re Lance LaDoux! Weren’t you just in France for a fashion show?”

      He nodded, shaking her hand. “Oui, but I insisted I’d travel to Milan to see your show, Mademoiselle Valentine. You have excellent taste in fashion. I believe you’ll go very far in this industry. You’ve already done so well with your online shop, I’ve heard.”

      Carla smiled. “Grazie, Signore LaDoux—although, I’m afraid you’ve caught me at a bad time.”

      He sighed. “I know—people were gossiping outside and I heard what happened. And I’m terribly sorry. Sabotage is unacceptable, and the culprits must be brought to justice.” He smiled. “I know how hard it is to start out as a fashion designer. I pledge to fully reimburse you for your troubles.”

      “That is very generous of you, Signore LaDoux, but you don’t have to. You’re not responsible⁠—"

      “Oh, but I insist. It’s the least I can do. I like your work, Carla, and I want to help. If you’re interested in holding another show, I’d be delighted to arrange it.” He tipped his hat. “Au revoir. We’ll be in touch, Carla.”

      As he walked away, Ben leaned in to whisper. “Who was that old guy again?”

      “Lance LaDoux. Pretty famous in everything from cosmetics to clothes.” I shook my head, chuckling. “You’re out of touch with the fashion world, aren’t you, Ben?”

      He nodded. “Couldn’t tell you what was designer around here to save my life.”

      As Carla collected her purse, Inspector Esposito walked over to us. “Ah, I’m glad I caught you, Signora. We found a man lurking in the dressing rooms.”

      “What? Who is it?” I asked.

      “He claims to know Signora Valentine very well,” Inspector Esposito replied. “I think it’s best if you see for yourself.”
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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