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To my siblings and our crazy stories created on The Sims.
I do not kill my Sims… on purpose… anymore.
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Note from the Author

This book and series take place in the fictional world of Novel, where Pride and Prejudice and Dracula are historical accounts in the lands of Romance and Horror. Much of this story takes place in Noir, which is the setting of 1940-50s detective mysteries and retellings. Throughout this book, several lesser-known mystery novels and stories set in Novel are mentioned, including events from Don’t Dance with Death and Specter Inspector. Familiarity with these stories isn’t necessary to enjoy Visionary Investigations, though awareness may enhance the reader’s experience.

Happy reading!
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Sole Searching

CHAPTER 1


Like most events in Shigaqua, capital of Noir, the event that forever changed my life began with a murder.

In case you’re new in town, let me give you a quick tour of Noir, the smallest state in Mystery. As one of my investigating partners once put it, Noir is where the line blurs thickest between mentors and mobsters, victims and villains, and friends and foes. (He likes to pretend he’s clever, but I know his sources.) Its capital, Shigaqua, has also been my home for the last two decades.

Stars, that makes me sound old. I’m no spry chick anymore. In fact, I’m a tad older than my working partner’s mom. Let’s not talk about her, though. Aeron doesn’t like it when I bring up his parents, anyway.

As for my own parents, I don’t know who brought me into this world of chaos and mystery. All I know is they were peculiar enough to name me Truth Locke when I was born with a magical ability in Urban, Fantasy, then quickly adopted out to a witch in the Mysterious Mountain Range between Fantasy and Mystery. The borders have shifted a few times over the years, meaning that my adopted parents now live in Cozy, Mystery, despite living in the same house an hour away from Shigaqua.

But I’ll get there later. First, let me explain how I got into the mess that led me at age forty-five to drive out to my mama, feeling lost like a runaway.

◆◆◆

I’d decided to take my lunch break with a brisk walk along the shores of Shigaqua’s bay. My heeled faux-leather boots were quiet in the packed sand, leaving footprints like filled-in question marks. I still clicked and clattered from my colorful beaded necklaces, bangles, and anklets. The chilly breeze caught on the edges of my tan trench coat and my shoulder-length brunette hair beneath my floral headscarf and fedora. In the land of Mystery, my fashion sense was hardly the most curious thing on the streets. That was one reason I liked Noir with its cruising cars and wired operator telephones that refused to update with the rest of the Contemporary states.

Lake Mishi was frigid even in the summer, but that didn’t stop teenagers from hanging out at the shoreline parks. Marlowe Park’s playground was particularly popular with squealing children, where only mothers could differentiate between joy and pain. The park’s large lawns made way for softball catching, and its secluded groves provided shade for picnics or less-than-legal dealings.

Police had always struggled to secure the public park since it was technically owned by the Keys Estate, an old settler’s family with their mansion proudly on the hilltop. There was a general consensus to stay away from the house, but the beach, docks, and playgrounds were typically busy with families enjoying the outdoors, ignoring the ominous architecture of the mansion in the background.

Not on this particular autumn day. The whole beachfront was blocked off with yellow tape. Instead of families surrounding a picnic basket on the sand, detectives and cops surrounded a dead body washed up on the rocks.

I approached the caution tape and shouted to the lead detective, “Admit it, you need me.”

Detective Montgomery looked up from the body, startled and defensive. In his mid-thirties, the detective was well-rounded in his stomach and nothing more. As if to overcorrect, he had flat eyes, mouth, and a boxy buzz-cut.

“What?” he shouted back. “Is that you, Locke? I don’t need you. It looks like an accident, and if it ain’t, we found this man standing by the body with her wallet. Case solved.”

I analyzed the suspect, cuffed by the police cruiser. He was a beach bum with multiple layers against Shigaqua’s autumn chill. He swore up and down about his rights and the tyranny of incompetent police.

“I think you know what I’m going to say about him.”

Det. Montgomery glared at me. “And this is exactly why I don’t want you here.”

I smiled back and repeated, “Admit it.”

He rolled his eyes and muttered, “Sure, Locke. I’ll let you take a look, but if you accuse Skoller Keys up the hill, I hope you have proof and a darn good lawyer.”

“Why would I accuse Keys?”

The detective gestured to the body and our surroundings. “We’re right off the edge of his property. I wouldn’t put it past the creep to kill one of his servants and make it look accidental by throwing her into the ocean. Just take a look and tell me if this little lady’s death was murder or not.”

“One look is all I need.” I ducked under the caution tape and approached. I held my breath against the scent of decay and stooped lower to analyze the body.

Female, early thirties, 4’11”, over-tanned. She was beautiful by society’s terms with large eyes, small nose, and thick black hair. Her lean weight and emphasized muscles lay bare with her old-fashioned wool swimsuit that provided extra coverage over her hips and stomach. The back-right side of her head was bloodied and dented with a deadly wound. From a rock? There wasn’t enough blood on the nearby rocks to account for her crime scene, and the sand that stuck to her skin said she’d been washed up.

Det. Montgomery cleared his throat. “Our suspect had her wallet on him with the vic’s photo ID. Her name’s Elizabeth Smith.”

I laughed. “For all the work she put into reshaping herself, you’d think she’d have a better fake ID.”

“Fake?” He raised an eyebrow.

I knelt over the body again. “Yep. Finding your murder scene might be as difficult as finding your victim’s identity.”

“What do you mean?”

“This woman went through a great deal to reshape herself. The stretch lines on her arms and legs show signs of surgery, though I couldn’t say what kind. She’s been tanning naked so that no sign of her true tones would show.” I stood to stare Det. Montgomery directly in the eye. “Her ID’s fake. She was in the final stages of becoming someone else. You’ll need my help to find out who that was, who she was before, what spurred her change, why she was trying to hide, and who found her regardless of her efforts.”

Det. Montgomery sighed heavily. “Fine, I’ll write you up as a specialist informant on the Case. Do your visionary thing.”

I grinned and set to work on a more thorough examination, pulling out my voice recorder. It wasn’t a typical tool to keep during midday walks, but my partner’s encouragement to “always be prepared” had paid off. I’d thank him later if he ever needed an ego boost. Not likely.

Picking up “Elizabeth Smith’s” hand, I did a simple reading of her palm. My basic reading could be easily learned by gypsies to foretell fortunes and futures at carnivals. Most folklore about palm reading was bogus, but I’d learned to sift through legitimate palmographs and charts.

“Her small and spatulated fingertips suggest her cleverness and ambition. She was driven, no matter her circumstances. The length of her middle phalange speaks of her want for power, yet her index says that she was prone to obey.” I continued, analyzing every section of her fingers, every line in her palm, and every callus to be found. Go figure, there were crossbars far below her pinky, signifying her violent death. It could also mean that she had a bad temper, but I didn’t sense that from the rest of her palm.


For more information, I closed my eyes and Read her.


As a Fantasy native, I was one of the lucky few born with an ability. It wasn’t magic with spells and potions, but more like a supernatural gift.

I saw things no one else could see. Reading a palm was like reading a book about a person’s life, spelled out with wrinkles, chaptered by crisscrossing lines, and themed with calluses. Instead of analyzing patterns of creases, I saw with my hypothetical third eye, seeing rivers of possibilities that broke off hundreds of times with hundreds of choices. The more likely the possibility, the wider the river.

Reading a person also let me experience a “day in their life.” I felt what they touched, sensed how they moved, and recognized various muscle memories.

With nearly forty years of practice, I could Read palms with a handshake, but it was slightly more difficult for cadavers due to their withered flesh and soulless bodies. When Reading a living person, I began in the middle of a river of possibilities and could travel upstream to their pasts or downstream to their futures. Reading the dead, however, was all upstream with no more possible break offs.

With Elizabeth’s hand in mine, I pulled at my ability and flowed through the rivers of her life. I traveled against her currents, exploring her recent lifestyle of running daily errands to stay hidden and on the run. Her river kinked and wiggled with many new choices and directions, almost as if she was lost without direction.

The bend in the river that signified her choice to start her transformation was recent. Maybe a few weeks ago? Interesting. That meant her change hadn’t involved surgery, or there would have been scars instead of faded stretch lines. More importantly, it was a significant river bend. It was a complete U-turn. Before her change, the river was wide but tumultuous. She was steady, obedient, and firm in her ways despite multiple obstacles. Nearly a decade of her life was spent in this straight but troubled river. Reaching her childhood, I found occasional bends when she disobeyed and was severely punished, literally straightening her out. That had been her life.

Even as I flowed upstream through her lifetime, I lived a day in the life of her hands.

On the day of her murder, I sensed everything she touched as she woke up with her hands on the arms of a chair, tightened. Not a bed? Odd. Her palms began to sweat. Her nerves tensed, and she clawed at the armchair for release, but she remained stuck. It seemed like hours passed, sweating, tensing, and shaking until she went limp. After what seemed like a few more hours, she woke again. She gripped the chair arms, tensing with quick bursts, then…the end.

I opened my eyes, dissatisfied. I usually learned more from my Readings.

“I can confirm that her death wasn’t an accident,” I said, reanalyzing her body. “She was tied to a wooden armchair and tortured before she was killed. It’s curious that she doesn’t have any obvious cuts, bruises, or burns on her body. It’s possible they’re hidden by her swimsuit, which would mean the killer changed her clothes before dumping her in the lake. The swimsuit looks like an older style, but it would be newly bought since changing her identity would mean changing her wardrobe. You can use her picture to ask around swimsuit shops, but you’ll need variants of her with different hairstyles. She made a lot of choices and changes to herself in the last few weeks.”

I stood and faced Det. Montgomery. “P.S. You have the wrong man.”

He glared at my smile. “Sure, Locke. Did you officially trademark that phrase?”

“No, it’s still in processing. The government can be such a hassle to work with.”

The detective’s eyes narrowed. “Is that your excuse why you ain’t a real detective?”

“I don’t need to be a ‘real detective’ when I’m a real private investigator.”

His eyes rolled. “Tell me then, ‘real private investigator,’ why the man standing over the body with our vic’s wallet ain’t our guy?”

I didn’t answer immediately but stepped further away from the suspect in question. “Did you ask for his alibi?”

“Yes, he—”

“Let me guess.” I didn’t even need to Read his palm. “He said he was just walking around, looking for cans to recycle when he found our victim. He already wore gloves for his collections, so he thought he’d do his civic duty to investigate a washed-up body when you tramped in and took him into custody. Am I right?”

“That’s what he says.” Det. Montgomery shuffled uneasily.

“Look at him.” I gestured to the man sitting in the back seat of the patrol car. “He’s shaking with anger at you guys, not at the woman. He’s no more than a homeless beach bum hoping to earn a few pennies from scavenging junk off the beach. Didn’t you notice the lack of litter around the area and the fresh bag of trash outside of your crime scene? That bag didn’t fill itself. That’s his alibi.”

“Fine, but we’re still taking him downtown. He might be a witness, and he stole her ID card.”

“Sure. Do what you have to, but he’s not your killer.”

The detective huffed. “If he ain’t our killer, then we got one on the loose.” He groaned. “I swear, sometimes I think your job is just to make mine harder. I ain’t got time for Jane Doe goose chases when there’s a serial killer on the loose.”

“Do you mean the Sole Stealer?” I asked, my eyebrows high. “The one who kills his victims with a dirty cocaine injection and then takes their shoes like trophies?”

He grunted. “You know too much for the average citizen. The man is sick, if you ask me.”

I hadn’t asked, but found the information intriguing. “Are you asking Visionary Investigations for help?” Heaven knew we needed a good Case to promote our new little agency.

Det. Montgomery gave another grunt. “No. That Case’s been priority one for the past month, and trails have gone cold, but we can’t have you and your team butting in. We need more than the testimony of a few spirits to nail this guy. But I’ll get the department to send you a check for your help here.”

I didn’t bother hiding my irritation or disappointment. My team could help, and we needed the work. At barely four months old, my little Visionary Investigations Agency needed a big Case to push it into the limelight and boost our credibility. Otherwise, we’d fall behind Noir’s overwhelming competition of investigators and crash before we ever really got started.

Returning to the agency office didn’t help lighten my mood. Rent was overdue, and it was embarrassing that we couldn’t afford that dump. One of my partners, Aeron Spade, had bought a condemned lot near the old part of town, but renovating it into our new office took time and money. He expected construction to pause during the winter, leaving us to find this temporary alternative. At least it was more official for an office than the apartment I shared with our other partner, Nita Incog.

Nita wasn’t her real name, but it worked well enough since no one knew her real name, including herself. She was of average height, average bone structure, and medium skin tones with hair that mixed 60% brown, 30% blonde, and 10% red. She was dismissible if not for her finely toned muscles and fascinating eye color that changed every time I tried to define it.

With only three of us in the agency, we made the most of our 169 square-foot office, situated up the stairs of a Western diner that sent taunting smells of meat, bread, and oil up our way all day. It wasn’t worth opening our single window for fresh air with its front-row seat to the elevated train and its five-minute interval racket. The faded floral wallpaper was misaligned, and the wooden floor creaked with every step, but it was sufficient for our needs. Aeron brought in a false wall (courtesy of a theater where he solved his first official Case) to separate the space between our office area and meeting area.

I frequently occupied the desk in the “office” with its bookshelf of arcane trinkets and filing cabinet of notes and resources. Rounding the divider, there was a little cabinet with a coffee maker and extra mugs, an armchair (mostly used by our limited clients), and a 6-foot sofa (mostly used by Aeron). As our combat specialist, Nita rarely sat and preferred to stand in the corner with the best viewpoint and quickest hiding spot.

She was out exercising, and Aeron was out on the sofa when I returned from my beach encounter and trouble first called. The heels of women’s shoes hesitating on the stairs announced our prospective client before the knock on the door. Aeron woke up with a snort on the sofa. Deciding to test the young investigator, I stayed at my desk, hidden from sight.

The door creaked open, and the ka-clip ka-clop of the heels entered the room.

“Is this the Visionary Investigations Agency?” The client’s voice was borderline soprano and youthful. I guessed twenties or early thirties.

“This is,” Aeron said. With his peculiar parentage and upbringing, his baritone was a strange mix of a posh Fantasy accent with Mystery’s questioning inflections and hints of Horror’s hushed tones. He was the very definition of tall, dark, and handsome with blue-green eyes, thick dark-brown hair with youthful highlights, and a smile to charm a grieving widow. I could easily picture his royal and flirtatious posturing before the woman. “What can I do for you?”

“You’re an investigator? How old are you?”

“I’ll turn twenty-one this winter.”

I smirked. In late January. It was barely October and still warm enough to debate over opening the window. “I can assure you, though,” he continued, “I’m more than qualified to solve your Case.”


I rolled my eyes at his ego. He was supposed to say, “We’re more than qualified.” We were supposed to be a team. Even after four months of building this agency together, he acted like a lone-wolf.


The client hummed, doubtful. “Where’s the rest of the agency?”

The floor creaked as Aeron shifted to stand. “You must know a thing or two about who we are, or you would have gone to any of the other investigators on this block. This is Shigaqua, after all. The town’s full of PIs ready to swoon before a pretty face like yours. But you came to us because we have a reputation for closing Cases, am I right?”

The floor creaked again with a smaller shift from the client. “I suppose you might know a thing or two. I’ll admit, I still have my doubts. Your reputation is less about closing Cases and more about your…unconventional methods. I was told—” she paused to laugh with disbelief “—that one of you is a gypsy, and another is a medium?”

I held back my grumble. How many Cases would we need to close to fix that stigma? Unfortunately, every Case we closed was via “unconventional methods,” so both reputations would likely grow together.

Thankfully, Aeron defended us. “Truth and I were both born in Fantasy with abilities.”

“You have magic?” the woman asked. “Magic doesn’t work in Noir.”

“I didn’t say magic.” I could almost hear his flirty wink. “I said abilities. It’s a common misunderstanding. While magics are learned skill sets and basically impossible to use in Noir, abilities are birth-given traits that aren’t mutated despite boundaries. As Fantasy natives, Truth can read palms that let her see into people’s pasts and futures, and I visit the dead through my dreams.”

I shrugged at his most basic descriptions of our abilities. I didn’t mind telling people about the strengths and limitations of my ability to Read people, but Aeron had a minor dose of paranoia that liked to keep secrets.

“Is that so?” the woman asked. “Then you might be the only people who can solve this Case. See, the police aren’t doing their jobs. My sister was murdered, and they still haven’t caught the killer. It makes a defenseless woman like myself nervous to walk around town after dark.” Her voice took on a little whine, playing for pity.

“Our third teammate is incredibly skilled with weapons and defensive combat if you need a guard.”

“You mean you wouldn’t be the one protecting me?”

“I have…” he drifted off for a beat, “other specialties.”

Their voices went quiet enough that I needed to strain to hear them.

“I’m sure you do. I could make it worth your while.”

“You may try.”

“Hmm, be a gentleman and take my coat for me?”

“Of cour—eh, won’t you be a little cold without it?”

“Not if you hold me—”

“Get a room,” a new voice said, a monotonous alto that I recognized. When had Nita entered?

Our potential client yelped with a jump in her heels while Aeron spoke with agitation, “Nita! I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Obviously. I bet you didn’t know Truth’s here, too.”

Ah, the game was up. I rounded the divider, sending the client flustering to put on her autumn coat again. She wore a pale red, knee-length dress that hugged her hips and sagged around her shoulders with her low boat neckline. After giving up on her coat, she tugged on her satin gloves and collected her hand purse as if she was only there for business.

Recognizing her failure to act professionally, she blushed. “Um, were you here the whole time?”

“Yep,” I said. “I heard everything. While Aeron might accept kisses for payment, Nita and I require cash.”

Our potential client tightened her coat around her shoulders. “I can pay. I assume this is the rest of Visionary Investigations, Madams Locke and Incog? I’m Irene Hallman.”

Hallman… Where had I heard that name before?

Sifting through the conversation and her name, it clicked. “Hallman. Was your sister Henrietta Hallman? The latest victim of the Sole Stealer?”


CHAPTER 2


Ms. Hallman filled us in with the limited details she knew of her sister’s death, confirming our first step to visit the police station. After a bit of paperwork to officially hire us, I sent Ms. Hallman on her way, and we made our own across town. The city detectives obviously didn’t have enough information to solve the Case, but it was currently more than we had.

Since Aeron’s roadster only had two seats, Nita opted to take the elevated train, planning to meet up outside of the homicide room on the second floor.

Shigaqua’s police station was near the middle of town, only a couple of blocks away from the great lake. It was a sturdy brick building, right across the street from the city’s courthouse, next to the morgue, and kitty-corner to the massive Hyde Park (another known location of criminal activity after sundown). Mighty convenient.

The interior of the police station gave the overall impression of smoke. The floor was smoky wood, the walls were smoky blue, and much of the police work involved smoke and mirrors; smoking cheap cigarettes and using two-way mirrors for interview rooms and the line-up.

Many of the office rooms had half-walls that let the heat, smoke, and conversations rise to the ceiling and float across the entire floor, making the whole place rather loud and cough-inducing.

Aeron entered the building the same way he entered anywhere; like he owned the place and was there for a surprise inspection. The lands his family owned were nowhere near Shigaqua, but that didn’t stop his confident stride to accompany his tall and royal posture. He winked at a passing policewoman, and I could have sworn she swooned a little.

Det. Montgomery worked his jaw with irritation as Aeron smiled his bright eyes at him.

“Guess who was just hired for the Sole Stealer Case?”

“You?” he said, dripping with sarcasm. “I have another Case for you instead. It’s called the Case of the Missing Mug. See, someone took my ‘I Hate Mondays’ mug, and since you want to solve every Case around here, maybe you could solve this one too.”

Aeron’s smile dampened as the nearby detectives laughed and took notice.

“Ooh-ooh!” Det. Weiss waved his hand as if he had the answer. “I took a nap, and I know who did it! It was—” he leaned in and whispered loudly for effect “—a ghost!”

Others laughed, but Aeron’s smile turned cold and calculating. Oh, no. I inwardly groaned, predicting exactly where this conversation would go.

“A simple spirit is an implausible suspect,” Aeron said, slipping into the formal diction and accent of his Fantasy royal family. “Even if one tried, most spirits would be incapable of moving your mug as only a select set of spirits have the gift to interact with physical objects. The benevolent kind are usually too restrained to interfere with our realm, meaning the only plausible explanation of a ghost stealing your mug would mean it was the malevolent kind, commonly referred to as poltergeists.”

Det. Montgomery shuddered. He’d been the first to bait Aeron down this trail of conversation.

“A polar-what?” Det. Weiss scoffed. “Are you making up words to sound smart?”

Aeron smirked and leaned into his hushed Horror accent as he repeated, “Poltergeist. A demonic spirit with mischievous or evil intentions and has the gift to not simply touch objects or people, but to move, throw, or possess them.”

Many of the eyes in the room widened with either fear or disbelief.

The young investigator casually strolled around the room and continued, “They are mostly contained in Horror. However, some of you may have seen my pen and notepad floating without a hand?”

A couple of the detectives nodded with blanched faces. Others jerked around, surprised at the witnesses.

“That would be Neil, my personal assistant—” Aeron grinned “—and poltergeist. Lucky for you, I convinced him to work with me rather than against me. As for you, Det. Montgomery… maybe he stole your mug just for the thrill of the mischief. Let us hope he finds no reason to become angry at you, or you might find your mug as it sails into your shins.”

I could have heard a pin drop for the lack of breathing in the room.

Det. Montgomery coughed and slowly lifted his mug from his desk drawer to place it back on its coaster. “Fantasy freak. You know we were just joking, right?”

“Of course.” Aeron smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

Yep. Exactly as I predicted.

Nita appeared in my periphery. As usual, I had no idea when she entered or how she got so close to me without me noticing. We were fairly certain that she was trained in Special Operations from Thriller, but no one really knew. I’d found her almost two years ago in a hospital when she woke with amnesia after nearly drowning in the lake. I told her about my ability to help people find their identities, and she’d stuck with me ever since.

Her features didn’t help narrow down her heritage. It was like she took the most serious eyebrows from Mystery, the most cunning smile from Thriller, the most princess-looking facial structure from Fantasy, and the most otherworldly eyes from Sci-Fi.

She wore her usual slacks, button-down shirt, and blazer jacket—all in her favorite color of black. She wasn’t much of an investigator, but she was sneaky, the best with any kind of weapon, and someone you wanted on your side.

I gestured to Det. Montgomery. “We’re all here. Can you show us the reports on the Sole Stealer Case?”

He thumbed us toward the copy room. “I’ll make a copy for you.”

We grabbed our reports and found an empty room to spread out for analysis. Aeron did his usual quick scan over the papers, then grabbed a pillow from the lounge to sit in the corner and take a nap.

Nita and I spent the next two and a half hours reading every line and footnote.

There were six female victims (that we knew of). They’d each received a letter with evidence of someone watching them (a photograph of them sleeping in bed, a recipe taken from one of their personal cookbooks, a transcribed word-for-word private conversation…). After receiving the letter, they’d either boarded up in their own homes or attempted to flee. Regardless, they were each killed by a lethal injection of cocaine and fentanyl.

I studied the report of the deadly compound, curious about the killer’s choice of weapon. As an herbalist, I was more than familiar with a few poisons and wondered why the killer chose a deadly mix of cocaine as their modus operandi. Sometimes, finding the reasoning behind a killer’s MO was the key to finding the killer, but that trail left me with more questions than answers.

Hoping to piece the puzzle together, I analyzed the other parts of the killer’s MO.

Three of the victims had fled their residences, running toward the police station, a church, or a family member’s home. The other three women attempted to hide in their homes, but were found sprawled in positions with disheveled pathways that suggested they’d ended up running through their houses. The police had received distress calls from four of the six, though were never fast enough to spot the killer. All the women were found barefoot.

The victims had no other apparent commonalities. No common feature to attract a serial killer, no link through occupations, not even close in proximity, being spread across Shigaqua.

Aeron woke with a quick intake of breath. Nita’s attention immediately focused on him.

“What did you learn?” I asked.

“Less than I’d hoped,” he said. “The Sole Stealer wears a disguise when he chases his victims. I was only able to meet with one of our known victims, and she said she didn’t recognize her attacker. Er, there was something else, but I don’t remember… Neil?” He asked the air beside him and set out his notepad and pen.

I pondered the new insight. “If the Sole Stealer wears a mask, it’s very possible he has a minor-to-severe case of multiple personality disorder. He could seem like a perfectly normal person every day, but as soon as he puts on the disguise, he chooses to become a new character and plays the part of the murderer. If that’s the case, it would be nearly impossible to suspect him from a typical interview.”

Nita asked quietly over her pages of reports, “Did they describe his disguise?”

Aeron shrugged. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

Nita tilted her head in thought. “Your attempt would be amusing.”

I let out a little incredulous laugh while Aeron laughed with a burst of joy.

Nita frowned. “You’ll tell us what you know, right?”

“I don’t know anything about it,” Aeron admitted. “I just thought it would sound cooler to say, ‘if I told you, I’d have to kill you.’ But no one takes that statement seriously.”

“Unless you’re Nita.” I laughed.

The pen by Aeron’s notepad raised itself from the floor. I shuddered at the sight. It wasn’t magic. I would have been fine with magic. No, it was held by the poltergeist Neil Martin. It didn’t matter if he was bonded to help us by taking notes from the spirit world. The presence of the poltergeist always gave me the creeps.

“Ah,” Aeron said, reading Neil’s note. “That’s apparently the bit I forgot. The Sole Stealer is disguised as an elf… Curses, what kind of elf?”

We all spoke at once.

“Christmas elf,” Nita said.

“High elf,” I said.

“Wingless fairy,” Aeron said. Then he smirked. “See the problem? Neil, could you be a little more specific?”

“Oh, wait,” I said, thinking it over. “He takes their shoes. Doesn’t your homeland have a history about elves and a shoemaker?”


Aeron scoffed. “You think he’s dressed as Margen’s helpful kind of elf? That’s twisted and unlikely. Those are either invisible or naked because—according to the cobbler—giving them clothes freed them from service. Even the clothed elves or wights are mostly harmless. Their only nefarious deeds are making years pass like days and switching out children for changelings. If we look at the historical account of the Gifts of the Little People, they stole people’s hair but thanked them with lumps of coal that turned into gold for those who were worthy.”


Nita’s brow furrowed. “How does any of that make sense?”

Aeron shrugged. “It works in Fairy.” Reading over Neil’s newest note, he continued, “It seems that I asked the spirits to follow him if they spot him, then report to me. Good job, me.”

I nodded. Catching the killer was sometimes the easy part with Aeron’s resources. The hard part came in finding proof. Unfortunately, his testimony of, “The dead victim told me in my dreams,” held no weight in court. Still, it was much easier to find proof after finding the killer.

“The problem with asking your spirits to follow him,” I said, “is we don’t know what he looks like. Your spirits will only recognize him when he’s dressed to kill. By the time you go to sleep, they tell you, you wake up, tell us, and then we arrive at the scene, we’ll be too late. Your spirits might be able to lead us to him afterwards, but we’ll be too late to save his next victim.”

Aeron nodded grimly. “We’ll need to catch them before that happens.”

“How?” Nita asked.

Analyzing the profiles of the victims, I pondered aloud, “The police haven’t found anything to link these women, but the Sole Stealer doesn’t simply hunt the women. He takes their shoes. Maybe there’s a link between their shoes.”

“How would we know?” Aeron asked. “We don’t know what kinds of shoes they wore since they were stolen. Unless you can read feet as well as hands.”

I stared at Aeron. What a gross and intriguing idea.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never tried Reading someone’s foot before.”

“Why not?” Aeron asked. “They have creases and phalanges like hands.”

“Yes,” I agreed, “and feet actually say a lot about a person’s genetics and habits based on their shape and calluses. In fact, let’s try it. Nita, will you take off your boots?”

Our combat specialist seemed only mildly surprised to be chosen as our guinea pig. I couldn’t Read myself, and I already knew too much about Aeron (according to him). Nita didn’t complain or argue for Aeron to go first. She simply hoisted her pant leg to reveal a layered ring of daggers strapped around the top of her boot. Undoing the laces, she loosened her boot and slowly slipped out her foot to show off long black socks with another strap of vials above her ankle. Her precision and caution while removing the vial strap made me squeamish. Whatever was inside, she didn’t want to break open.

“Well…” she paused. “I should probably warn you.”

“Of what?” I panicked. Was there something even more dangerous than daggers and mysterious vials under her socks?

She peeled off her sock and let loose a putrid smell. I gagged and covered my nose, afraid of some poisonous gas.

“What is that?” Aeron hacked under his elbow. “Ugh! You could kill cockroaches with that stench.”

“I, well, might have athlete’s foot,” she said, scratching a red sore on the side of her foot.

Aeron made a disgusted sound while I grimaced. This was to be my first foot Reading?

Squeezing my nose closed, I pointed at the door. “Please find the bathroom and wash that foot.”

Again, no complaints from Nita, only obedience. She returned with a slightly less malodorous foot, then sat on the floor, extending the offensive appendage toward me.

Holding my breath, I sat before her and picked up her foot. It was common knowledge that no two hands were the same, but only studiers of palmographs understood how those differences could tell you everything you ever wanted to know about a stranger. To strengthen my ability, I’d learned the art of palm reading and the secrets of the best fortune tellers. I understood how to interpret the lines of fate, fortune, head, heart, and life. Each line could define a person’s temperament, loyalties, or interests.

After nearly four decades of practice, I could Read someone with a three-second handshake. But, looking at Nita’s athlete’s foot in front of me, I suddenly felt like a child staring at my first palm. I knew that no two feet were the same, and they had many of the same features as hands, but I remembered nothing regarding specific toe shapes or creases in feet.

When I’d first Read Nita’s palms, I instantly felt the cool metal and tough leather of weapons. She had muscle memory to use dozens of weapons I couldn’t even identify. She had the deftness of a combat fighter and the steadiness of a hunter. A day in her life was spent exercising, training, and setting traps, all while pretending to be a plain Jane.
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