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      I tapped my wand against the newspaper by my espresso machine. The headline on today’s Mystic Mystery caught my eye.

      “So who is Thaddeus Trevor Thurburg?”

      “Only the most eligible of bachelors in the fae community,” Nia grinned, then dumped a fresh bag of espresso beans into the grinder. “These smell yummy. Is this your own roast?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Even though I can get the espresso roast dialed in with the new roaster, I can’t roast enough to keep up with all the pixies and their caramel macchiatos. The medium roasts are coming out good. I could be a lot better at roasting them, though. Dark roast, however, is still driving me batty. That’s why I keep ordering roasted coffee in bulk.”

      “You’ll get it figured out,” Nia smiled. I wished I had her confidence in me. Pixies seemed almost innocent with trust and confidence in others. “We always get tourists who want dark roast.”

      “I like a good medium-dark roast myself,” I said.

      “What’s the difference?” Nia only drank caramel macchiatos. As did most of the pixies. They were more keen on sugary drinks than on coffee tastes and brews.

      “The longer we roast the beans, the darker they get. That changes their taste. Light to medium roasts have a distinctly different taste than dark roasts.” I pointed toward where our three carafes of coffee sat under the filter brewers. “Too many of the older generations grew up on very dark French roasts. The younger crowd are mostly the ones that favor the fruity, floral notes of medium and light roasts.”

      Aunt Rose bustled in with a fresh tray of pastries. “Village folks have been asking when you’re going to do your first tasting, Cariad.”

      “When I get my roaster dialed in well enough to be proud of the brews.”

      “You’ll get there in no time,” she smiled and whisked back into the kitchen.

      “Not until she learns to smell the fire,” Punkin, my brownish tabby cat, called from under a table. “I keep telling her she’s going to burn them, and she does.”

      “I’ll let you do the next batch, then, smarty-nose. Just what I needed, a furry familiar who tells me how to roast coffee.”

      “You won’t let me touch your roaster or beans,” he grumped. “And when you don’t listen to the pwca, the pwca doesn’t do what you want.” Pwca was a Welsh word for a house-elf type of fae, which he was. An annoying pwca turned into an even more annoying cat by my other great aunty, the queen of the fae, whom I had never met.

      I peered under the table. “Funny, you look like a cat. A very bossy cat. Your coat is getting more coffee colored, too. Have you been sneaking beans again?”

      “Thbpbpbpbpbtt!” sounded from under the table.

      “How do you make that sound with a cat face?” I glanced under the table again. Punkin licked one of his paws, then winked at me.

      “Never mind… The better question is: how did I get stuck with a snarky cat for a familiar?”

      “Ask your aunt. The grumpy one with a crown. Rose had nothing to do with it.” He was right. My aunt the fae queen had turned him into a cat, and made him my familiar.

      Nia bent to check the coolers under the espresso station.

      “Cream and milk are stocked; grinder bins are full. Anything else, Ebrel?”

      “We’ll have the pixies in here shortly,” I reminded her. “Don’t forget to prep some caramel tornados.”

      “You said tornado!” That was her word for a macchiato. I had stopped correcting her.

      “It is inevitable when dealing with pixies.” I pointed at the magical newspaper. “What’s so special about this Thad or whoever he is?”

      “T3, for all of his initials,” Mia called from where she slid scones and pastries into the display case by the order station. She and Nia were sisters. “His mother is a gwraig annwn.”

      “A what?” Must be another Welsh term I hadn’t learned yet.

      “A water sprite,” Aunt Rose explained on yet another trip from the kitchen. She looked every bit like the British grandmum one would expect on the telly. Glasses on a neck chain, perched and forgotten atop her head. A teal apron around her waist. She wore a long-sleeved floral-print dress and sensible thick-soled shoes.

      “A water spout? Or sprite?”

      “A sprite, Cariad. We’ve got a few varieties in this part of the world. Some say his mum is a siren. If she were, his father would have drowned. Thaddeus Thurburg, the second is still very much alive. Though T3’s mother has disappeared.”

      “How so? Foul play?”

      “No, Cariad.” Aunt Rose set another tray of pastries next to Mia. “There be a rule of three attached to each water fae marriage. When a sprite consents to marry a land dweller, it will always be conditional. Usually it be the husband striking or saying a cross word three times to his new wife. Upon the third, she is free to return to her pond or lake and resume life as a sprite.”

      “Sad to see the children abandoned. With my mom being a hippy in the California deserts, I can sympathise.”

      “Your mum needs to be away from the ghosts,” Rose added.

      “I understand. Still, it wasn’t easy watching her leave when I was little.”

      “T3 is not married,” Mia had a dreaming tone to her voice. A girl with a celebrity crush. “He’s gone missing. Went out for a week of solo hiking and climbing in the mountains of Bavaria and disappeared. Every fae girl who isn’t married is hoping he will show up on her doorstep with flowers in hand.”

      “With a name like Thaddeus Trevor Thurburg the Third, I assume he’s got wealth and good looks?”

      “Of course,” Nia said. She had six paper cups set out and was spooning caramel sauce into each.

      “Who’s talking about T3?” another high-pitched voice called from the kitchen. Rachel the pixie led the flight of our tourist delegation this morning. Five pixies fluttered about the cafe, their bodies only three or four inches in height, with silky gossamer wings beating like hummingbirds. They would fly out into the surrounding countryside, change into human form, and wait at areas, like petrol stations, where tourists on holiday often became confused. In human form, the pixies were always charming, and their directions to the lost travellers involved a “shortcut” through our village. That helped our local economy.

      “Is T3 coming through Misty Valley?” Rachel had that same dreamy tone to her voice.

      “If only,” Mia sighed. “We girls can dream, can’t we?”

      “Would you leave Yerdleh for him?” one of the other pixies in the group piped up. All the fliers landed and morphed into their human sizes. Rachel shot her a look of daggers over her shoulders. The colored streaks in her hair sizzled red for a second. Red was the pixie color of anger. Her hair settled back into her normal coloring, but her cheeks were red with embarrassment now.

      “Who said anything about the mayor?”

      “If you were my sister,” Nia twisted the porta-filter into the espresso machine’s left side and hit the brew button, “Mum would pluck your wings for going after either of them. Mayor or T3. She says a fae with money is just a man to avoid. Get a hardworking one that uses his magic for craft and value.”

      Rachel reached back and rubbed her left shoulder. I had no idea where a pixie’s wings went when they took on human form. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “Your mum is mean.” Rachel kept rubbing. “If she plucked your wings as often as she threatened, they’d stop growing back in.” She turned away from the pixie who’d called her out for her not-so-secret relationship with Yerdleh Yardley, Misty Valley’s mayor.

      “Does she really pluck your wings? That sounds painful.” Even I rubbed my shoulder when I asked.

      “It is very painful.” Mia’s words set the other pixies nodding. “But the week where new ones grow back in is worse. We can’t fly and have to walk everywhere. One of the few times we stay big all day. Tiring but necessary. Rachel’s right, though. Damage your wings too often and they don’t grow back fast. Mum knows that, and it makes her threats even more serious.”

      “Owww!” I rubbed harder on my own shoulders. I wasn’t even a pixie. Just a normal girl. Well, a run-of-the-mill fae. A human who could do magic.

      “The only pixie mum hasn’t threatened was cousin Twizzie from Los Angeles,” Mia said. “She’s got a gimpy wing, and can’t fly straight. But, she’s a better witch than any of our family.”

      Nia nodded. “Poor Twizzie. Not even a molt corrects her wings.”

      “Your wings fall off?”

      “About once a year. Normal molts are bad enough,” she pushed her pitcher of cream under the wand, letting the steam work its mundane magic on the milk. “We sell them to the apothecary and make a little money that way. But no one wants to be seen walking into the chemist. We all know that means you won’t be flying for a week.”

      “Why would a pharmacist want pixie wings?”

      “Lots of spells and potions use them,” Aunt Rose said as she brought out her tub of clotted cream. It went into the cooler next to the pastry case. “Pixies have youth, and energy. Many elixirs can use those qualities.”

      “Usually for energy or potions for flight,” Rachel explained. “You tall fae always want to do more, or soar with the birds. We keep telling you that birds are nice but flighty. All they care about is food and laying eggs.”

      “Watch out for hawks,” Mia added.

      “Oh, don’t get me started on hawks,” one pixie said. She took the first caramel macchiato Nia set out. She sipped it, despite the steam. “Ooooo! So good. Diolch, Nia!”

      “I hadn’t thought of predator birds and pixies. Makes sense that the large birds would mistake you for easy prey.”

      “The owls have a collective long-term memory. They’ve learned to help us, not to harm us,” Rachel said, taking the next macchiato. “Diolch, Nia. But the hawks don’t want to remember.”

      “Like Bent Beak,” another pixie added. “My dad popped him a good one when he tried to snatch me sis. Half the pixies in the forest chased old Bent Beak away. Feathers everywhere. Took him a month before he could fly again.”

      Rachel nodded. Bent Beak must be a notorious predator of pixies in the valley. “And he tried to grab another youngling a week after he got his feathers back. Hawks never learn. Only near the village where we have magical wards, are we safe. That’s why we try to fly in pairs with our wands in hand if we venture far. Getting grabbed by a hawk will break your wings off, at best.”

      “At least the owls help,” Nia set the last two macchiatos on the counter. “I had one follow me home when I had to run an errand to the other end of the valley. Bent Beak didn’t come down at all. No one wants to tangle with an owl.”

      “You paid the owl back, didn’t you, Cariad?” Aunt Rose asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I stopped by her tree each week all last winter and put a warm spell on a rock she had in her nest. She watches for me now, and we fly together when we can.”

      “Hey,” Nia glanced across the room, counting the pixies. “Where’s Fizzy?”

      “She didn’t get home last night,” Rachel shrugged. “I stopped by her mum’s tree this morning. Mum called the constable to file a missing pixie report.”

      “Oh, I hope Bent Beak didn’t get her.” I shuddered at the thought of what a hawk would do to one of our pixies.

      Rachel must have seen my shudder. “If he tried, Fizzy knows to go big. Gravity sucks eggs when we go big while flying, but the birds can’t hold us.”

      “How do you stop the plummet back to earth?” The entire experience sounded painful.

      “If she had her wand out,” Nia said, “she could cast a slow fall spell on herself. Fizzy doesn’t always think about flying with her wand out, though. She’s usually too busy dreaming of tall guys like T3 coming to whisk her away to their private islands.”

      “A girl can dream, I guess,” I smiled at the girls. If that was what the pixies wanted. I preferred running the coffee bar.

      “Door is about to open,” Punkin called. “Everyone act human.”

      “Not you, Fuzzbutt. You act like a cat,” I glanced at the door. Beyond Punkin, I could see two silhouettes waiting to enter. “And no cats in the cafe. You know how Americans get about cat fur in their food.”

      “Not all of them,” Punkin grumped, but he retreated towards the kitchen at the rear of the building. From there he would head up the stairs to my former bedroom. He’d probably take the teleport disc back to my room at Castle Raven and sleep the morning away. “I love the nice aunties who give a squeal and share their scones and cream with me.”

      “Stop eating their scones,” I pointed a finger at him. “They paid for their pastries.”

      “Most of them purchase a second. I’m helping with base sales.” He twitched his tail and rubbed the wall on his way around the corner right as the magic on the door lock clicked open.

      A youngish couple, late twenties or early thirties, charged through the door. They were bundled up against the chill of the Welsh morning.

      “Please tell us you have internet here,” the man called in a British accent. “Can’t get a bloody signal anywhere on this side of the island. Need to get this video uploaded.” He slid a backpack off and pulled out a laptop computer. “And call the local constable. We got vid of a dead body under a rockfall out in the valley.”

      “Female?” I asked, my thoughts going to the reports of Fizzy gone missing.

      “Male, we think,” the girl next to him said. “We were on the cliff above and didn’t get that good of a look, though.”
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      Inspector Owain Jones didn’t take long to respond. Evidently he had been interviewing Fizzy’s mum when Nia called his office.

      “A rockslide and a dead hiker?” His tone was somewhere between that of a concerned friend and a cop, not quite believing what he heard.

      The newcomers nodded. The female half of the couple still wore her scarf and mittens, though she had the end of the crocheted gloves folded back to expose her fingers. She wrapped both hands around the ceramic mug.

      “Mmm. Delicious.” She sipped it again. They pushed the plates with the remnants of pastries and smudges of Aunt Rose’s homemade clotted cream away to make room for their computer on the table.

      “Yes, Inspector,” the man said. “When will that tech get here to work on the connection? I need to get this uploaded. We’re still trying to build our following on the web. This will help.”

      “Red is on his way,” Aunt Rose said. “He can fix anything. Don’t you be worrying.”

      “Let’s start with your names,” Owain had his pad and pen out.

      “Jonathan and Ivy. We run a small video business.” He slid a card towards the inspector. Owain glanced at it and slid it under a clip on his pad. “We wanted to nose about here in Wales. Chasing waterfalls. Going to make a travel video on them.”

      “Waterfalls don’t move, dear,” Ivy patted his hand. “We don’t need to chase them, only find them.”

      “Well, water runs. Just like you whenever you see something you can pet and feed. And there was that bird you insisted we get a video of. You swore it was flirting with you. You and your animals.”

      “I do not run to every animal I see,” she scolded him before her face lit up. “Oh, a kitty!”

      Punkin rubbed against her legs. His purrs were extra loud this morning. Ivy leaned down to rub his cheeks. He rumbled louder and rubbed her hand. She held a piece of pastry down towards his face. He gobbled it.

      “Glutton. He knows he’s not supposed to be in the café during business hours.” I shook my head. For a pwca who complained about being transformed into cat form, he was far more cat than he liked to admit. Punkin winked at me and kept eating.

      “Can you show me the video?” Owain placed his smartphone on the table next to the computer.

      “I haven’t edited it yet. Got it on the laptop, though.” Jonathan swiped the touchpad on his computer and showed us all something on the screen with lots of horizontal lines and a little video box in the upper right. Jake’s ghost peered over Jonathan’s shoulder. He had been an amateur photographer and had enjoyed spending too much of his money on the latest cameras and lenses. No wonder he was hovering in the midst of the action.

      “Here it is.”

      A scene too small for me to decipher appeared on the little inset.

      “You zoomed in. Excellent work. Any other angles of this?” Owain pointed with his pen at the computer screen.

      “That was the only vantage point to see the leg sticking out,” he said.

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t upload that right now? Let us recover the body, notify the next of kin?” Owain used his I’m friendly, but I’m a cop voice. Enough authority in his tone that Ivy took a break from feeding crumbs to Punkin to elbow Jonathan.

      “Told you not to be in such a rush.”

      “But we need to increase our subscriber base.”

      “We’re travel and documentary photographers,” said Ivy. “Not paparazzi. People who want to see a dead body won’t stick around just to see waterfalls and the Welsh countryside.”

      “You’re right,” he said.

      “I’ve got a memory stick,” Owain cut in. “Would you drop a copy of the videos onto it? For evidence?”

      “Oh, we will,” Ivy said. “Right, dear?”

      “The entire file, please,” said Owain. “All the files from that area. In case the magistrate asks for any additional information. Also, can you lead us out to the location?”

      “Of course, Inspector,” Jonathan said. He pushed the small stick into his computer and slid his fingers on the touchpad.

      “You’ve been wanting to ride along on an investigation,” Owain said to me. I raised an eyebrow but didn’t correct him. Riding in a cop car, even in the front seat, wasn’t high on my list of goals. “Care to come along?”

      “Okay,” I said. “Nia can handle the drinks well enough.”

      “I can?” Her voice was even higher than normal.

      “We’re late enough now that you shouldn’t have too many drinks you haven’t practiced on yet.”

      “She’ll be fine, Cariad,” Aunt Rose said. “You go help the inspector.”

      Half an hour later, we followed the couple back into the valley. Owain tapped a button on his dash and took his hands off the wheel.

      “Is that safe?”

      “A spell for law enforcement,” he said and took his phone out. “I targeted the car in front of us. The spell makes us do what they do.”

      “What if they drive off the road like Sir Reginald?” That wasn’t a pleasant thought considering how narrow, twisting, and turning the roads in Wales were.

      “The spell drops as soon as I grip the wheel again,” he said. “Or touch the brake or the accelerator. If you don’t mind, I need to make a call to MI-13.” He pulled out his phone, dropped it into a slot on his dash, then tapped in a code. His eyes kept sliding between the phone and the car in front of us. Fortunately, the video couple in their small Mini Cooper drove safely as they led us deeper into the valley.

      The sound of the phone ringing on the other end echoed from the speakers in the car.

      “Inspector Jones,” a female voice said, “nice to hear from you.” The screen showed a woman in the typical fae adult range. That meant she could be in her early thirties like me, or in her three hundreds like Owain. Fae didn’t age fast.

      “And you, Natalie,” Owain said. “Did you review the files I sent?”

      “No small talk today, Owain?” She chuckled.

      Owain’s cheeks reddened.

      “Civilian in the car today.” Owain swiveled the phone to include me in the camera view. “Lady Ebrel Dymestl.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Lady Ebrel.”

      “Thank you,” I said, still not used to the lady title that came with my Welsh name.

      “Your talents may well be useful,” Natalie said.

      “Not when all they give you to do is chase errant pixies,” Owain said.

      “Another round of those?” Natalie asked. “What could entice you to give up chasing pixies out on their usual flighty-forget-to-come-home natures.”

      “Pixies disappear a lot?” I was too new to know much about them.

      “They have their moments,” Owain said. “Fizzy is one of the younger ones, so no one is surprised. But parents will worry. If we get another four or five gone at the same time, I’ll start to worry. Until then, it’s just routine police work.”

      “Lots of paperwork, and talking to those who know the missing pixie,” Natalie said. “Good shoe leather burning. Then a day later the missing pixie remembers to head home from whatever distracted them. Only a dead body could pull our intrepid detective away from such an exciting case.”

      “That’s why I invited her along to find this dead hiker,” Owain added. He chuckled at Natalie’s teasing. “Back to the video, Nat. Anything to worry about on it?”

      “I’m only working on the main one so far. Nothing out of the ordinary,” she said. “No need to invoke the delete spell yet. Were you able to install it on their equipment?”

      “Affirmative,” Owain said. “You’ll trigger the spell to take care of their files if you find anything notable?”

      “Of course,” Natalie said. “I’ve already forwarded the files to the Ministry for FHI. Should have legal approval in a few moments.”

      “Thanks, Nat.”

      “My pleasure, Owain. Lady Ebrel, I hope to visit your café soon,” she added. “The pixies here are talking about your caramel drink.”

      “Please do visit,” I said. “I’d be happy to make one for you. Though I am planning some coffee tastings. Perhaps Owain will find a reason to invite you down for one.”

      “Well, he’d have to ask a girl about that, wouldn’t he?”

      Owain’s cheeks reddened.

      “Thanks, Nat. Out.” He tapped the “end call” button, then grabbed the wheel and kept his eyes on the twisting road.

      “What’s the Ministry of FHI?”

      Owain let out a breath, probably relieved I didn’t pester him about flirting with Natalie.

      “Ministry of Fae Human Interaction. They have to approve, even retroactively, any investigation or surveillance of humans and their devices. I can drop the spell on their computer without approval, but I can only use the delete spell when necessary. Say they managed to get a video of that demon from Sir Reginald’s car. I’m authorized to wipe that on the spot. MI-13 would have a team here in minutes to cloud or wipe memories.”

      “A month ago, I didn’t even know fae existed,” I said. “The Ministry must do a good job at keeping things quiet.”

      “The few humans who have to know of our existence as magical beings are bespelled to keep their silence. Only Her Royal Majesty is free from those limits.”

      “This is complicated,” I said. “We want tourists in Misty Valley, but we have to hide what we are.”

      “It’s a global economy. The pockets of fae scattered around the globe all need to interact with the mundanes or go into full hiding. Her Grace, your aunt, allowed minimal contact about five hundred years ago. She’s been loosening the restraints on our interactions. But the information age is upon us, and the internet, along with everyone having a camera in their hand, is complicating matters.”

      The car ahead of us braked and pulled onto a soft shoulder verge along the road. Owain pulled in behind them. He slid his wand out and tapped his shoes. They shifted from the flat-soled office-style shoe into a pair of more rugged trainers, good enough for a hike.

      “Don’t want to slip on the trail,” he said. “But a full clothing change would be too much to explain to mundanes.”

      “It’s only a short hike from here,” Jonathan said, pointing.

      There was a path through a forested area. Trees and the undergrowth were both alive with spring growth. Green leaves waved in the slight breeze.

      I had taken time at the café to dress for the walk. I even had my pack with the basics needed for a climb up or down a rock face. The pack had water, energy bars, climbing gloves, light rope strong enough to support me, and a small first-aid kit. Even with the minor amounts of magic I’d been able to access since I was a child, I could still fall. No sense in not being prepared.

      “You didn’t bring the kitty?” Ivy put on a good-natured pouty look.

      “He’s not into hiking and climbing,” I said. “He’d complain about it the entire walk.”

      “Cats can be very vocal,” she agreed.

      “That one more than you can even imagine.” A few moments later, I heard the tinkle of water cascading down an incline.

      “Beautiful pool and falls below here,” Jonathan said. “We have to walk single file here. Watch out for that branch. That’s where Ivy found a bird to be her new boyfriend.”

      “Oh, he was a flirt,” she giggled. “Got right up on him with a camera.”

      “He probably knew you had a tin of biscuits in your pack,” Jonathan teased.

      “Well, animals get hungry too. I like to be ready for them.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I’m surprised half of Britain’s forest animals aren’t seeing the health service for health conditions, the way you feed them.”

      “Oh, go on. No animal would use the NHS.”

      “Maybe they all go to the same fitness club as that bird who was strutting his stuff for you. That could be a good business plan. You get the animals fattened up, and I’ll open a gym with animal trainers to whip them back into shape.”

      “Been a while since I’ve been out this far,” Owain interjected. “If I remember, the approach to the gully is away from the village, and rather narrow.”

      “We didn’t find much out here other than sheep and birds,” Ivy said.

      “And you went gallivanting off to chase the lambs. Wonder if they already have gym memberships?”

      “I only ran to get a closer look,” Ivy sounded defensive. “They were halfway up the slope, and I knew you wouldn’t climb that with me.”

      “Not for just a herd of mutton. Give me a good waterfall or unique species of bird, and I’ll go where I need to.”

      Owain glanced back at me and gave a small eye roll. The videographer couple’s bickering was a fun distraction from the soon-to-be grisly nature of our hike.

      Even though the hike was short, we still climbed the hillside for a good fifteen minutes.

      “You can see the pond and gully right past this next bend,” Jonathan used his monopod to point the way. He used the collapsible camera support with only one leg as a hiking pole. He leaned on it as he climbed the steep path through the trees.

      “Right down there…?” His voice changed to a question as he stared into the ravine.

      “Where’s the body?” Owain said, peering past him.

      “Should be right under that fresh pile of fall, on the far side,” Jonathan said.

      “Where’d the dead hiker go?” Ivy stared into the ravine.

      “How the bloody heck would I know?” Jonathan shrugged.
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      Owain stepped back to let me see the ravine below. Rock walls lined the narrow fissure. It was only ten paces across and three times that long. A creek babbled and plunged down the steepest of the walls. The water bounced and cascaded down the cliff. My fingers itched with an urge to lower myself over the edge and descend the rock wall down to the floor.

      “If you were my special assistant constable,” Owain turned and gave me a sly wink, “would you notice anything special here?”

      That must be his way of asking if I sensed any spirits in the ravine’s vicinity. I tried to open myself to magic the way Io, my mentor and uncle, was training me to do. The familiar rise of the hairs on my hands and arms told me I had done so. I took a good long moment to scan the ravine floor and the surrounding forest.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head. “Other than the lack of a dead hiker’s body, I see nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Owain, his phone in hand, typed out a message.

      “He was right there,” Ivy insisted.

      “Was the hiker a male?”

      “Well, you saw the video,” Jonathan said. “The leg and hiking boot looked to be of male size. Fairly large. And the hand and arm we took video of… I’ve got it on this camera.” He spun his monopod and pressed the play button.

      “What the bloody heck?” He tapped the button again. The screen read NO FILE.

      “I swear it was there. What happened to my card? Never had that happen before. I’ll have to send it in for recovery. The files on the laptop better be good. Unless we could get a copy off that memory stick you gave us?”

      “Happy to do so, once I get it from the station,” Owain said. “Since you’re having problems with your card, I don’t want to risk the evidence until we have time to download it onto the constabulary’s drives. After that, we can get a copy for you.”

      “Ah, yes. Makes sense.” Jonathan seemed disappointed. He popped the memory card out of his camera and slid it back in again. The display stayed black with NO FILE displayed.

      “I’ll take Ebrel around the far end of the ravine, and we’ll hike in to see if we can find any tracks in or out,” Owain said. “Let’s head back to the cars.”

      “Want us to stay here and keep an eye out in case he comes back?” Jonathan asked.

      “Ooo! I don’t want to be around if that hiker comes back around,” Ivy said. “I’ll save walking corpses for me shows on the telly. I don’t want to meet a real zombie.”

      “We should get the camera and card looked at,” Jonathan said and gave his camera a shake.

      “Banging it around won’t help,” Ivy said. “The pixels are gone.”

      “Just like that dead hiker,” Jonathan said. “Evidently a good shake and tumble in a pile of rocks worked for him. He’s got up and wandered off.”

      “No need for you to remain here,” Owain said. “Misty Valley doesn’t have anyone that services or sells camera gear. Shrewsbury might be the closest city with a camera shop. There’s a good one on Cameron Circle.”

      Back at the cars, Jonathon popped the back hatch and pulled his computer out of the bag. While they were engaged with their gear, Owain flashed me the screen on his phone. A single text message to Natalie was visible: INITIATE PROTOCOL DELETE. He thumbed it off and dropped it in a jacket pocket.

      I nodded. He must have told Natalie to use the spell he had planted in the equipment to wipe the drives and cards.

      “What the!” Jonathan slammed his fingers on his keyboard. “Even the files here are corrupt. Was there a virus or something on that memory stick?”

      “Shouldn’t be,” Owain said. He passed it back to Jonathan. “Check for yourself. Just don’t tell the chief inspector I gave you access.”

      Jonathan slammed it into the slot on the side of the laptop and drummed his fingers on the roof of their car while he waited on the thumb drive to load.

      “Nothing!” Jonathan tapped the touchpad several times. A directory of files popped up. “All of my old files are on my computer, but the folder from today is gone. Even on your stick. Let me check it for a virus.”

      “I will have our techs run recovery on the thumb drive,” Owain said. “If the files are there, they’ll find them.”

      More drumming of fingers gave sound to his impatience.

      “Nothing. No virus detected on your drive. How did they just disappear…?” Jonathan shut the laptop, then leaned on the car, his head in his hands. He swiped them down, stretching his face for a second. With a shake, he straightened.

      “Come along, dear. We’re off to Shrewsbury to get the gear a proper look-over.”

      “Let me drive,” Ivy said, blocking him from the door. “I know how you get when the equipment gets hashed up.”

      “Fine.” He stomped around to the passenger side. “No stopping to fatten up the animals, though. I haven’t opened the feather and fur fitness club yet.”

      Ivy glared at him, then stuck her tongue out. Jonathan snickered.

      “Oh, and we’ll stop back in the village for a bite,” Ivy added. “I’ve been hearing about Barti Ddu’s.”

      “The fish and chips are exquisite,” I said. “But don’t try the coffee. Even Barti admits it’s only slightly above tar.”

      “He keeps it that way to sober the drunks up when needed,” Owain added. He stuck out his hand. “Thanks for your help. I wish you luck with your equipment.”

      “Thank you, Inspector,” Ivy said. She and Jonathan both shook our hands.
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