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        A dead bride isn't the best omen for a happy wedding.

      

        

      
        With Stacey's wedding approaching, almost everyone has marriage on their mind...except for those thinking about murder, and this time, it isn't Amy.

      

        

      
        When Amy and Ambrose find themselves with a dead bride on their hands, they find themselves in the middle of a witch-mage wedding, and it isn't their own. But with a bounty of suspects with the means and opportunity to do the deed, it's harder than expected to figure out who did the deed.

      

        

      
        Can they uncover the killer before their friends are due to tie the knot?

        -

        Vows and Rows is book sixteen of Amethyst's Wand Shop Mysteries, an urban fantasy murder mystery series featuring a quirky witch, a serious detective, a slow burn m/f romantic subplot and a standalone crime. If you love quirky main characters, the murder of the week format, light-hearted back-and-forth, magic, and murder mystery, start the Amethyst's Wand Shop Mysteries series today!
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      The bridal shop is full of chatter as Stacey turns to the left and right, showing off the monstrosity of a pink dress that she's somehow managing to make elegant. I think that's just Stacey. She could wear a bin bag and look great. I'm glad we don't have anything but clothes parties now we're adults, because she would put the rest of us to shame.

      "I love the colour and fabric, but what do we think of the sleeves?" Stacey asks, turning to show them off.

      I grimace because while the pale pink colour and the cut look great on her, the sleeves look like they belong in the eighties. And last I checked, Stacey was a baby in the only part of the eighties she ever saw. I look over at Topaz who shakes her head, clearly thinking the same thing I am, but not wanting to say the words out loud.

      Thankfully, that's Jordan's job, and from the expression on the maid of honour's face, she's going to say what we're all thinking.

      Jordan clears her throat. "Maybe not."

      I hum in agreement but wisely keep my actual opinion to myself. It's not been hugely stressful to plan this wedding, but they say brides can flip out over the smallest thing at any point in time. Maybe this is it. Maybe these awful sleeves are going to transform my sensible friend into a roaring bridezilla.

      Which might be a problem, because I can guarantee that Stacey knows at least ten different ways to kill someone just based on the items in this room. More if she actually has time to plan.

      To my relief, Stacey lets out a sigh. "Yeah, you're right. Maybe one of the others will be better." She nods to the assistant who takes her off to try on another dress. I think it'll be the fifth, which is surprising in itself and makes me wonder whether Stacey called ahead to make sure they'd have pink wedding dresses available for her to try on. I don't see any other way for the shop to carry so many of them.

      "That was bad," Topaz whispers before taking a sip of non-alcoholic champagne. After Stacey's hen-do, that's probably wise, especially as Topaz ended up dancing on a table and voluntarily singing karaoke. But Stacey's on call today, which means we're all drinking the non-alcoholic stuff in solidarity.

      "It's not what I'd have chosen," I admit. "But if she'd loved it, then it wouldn't have mattered."

      Jordan laughs. "You'd only be saying that until the photographer had us ducking around behind those things just to get a photo."

      I snort at the implication, glad that we're not going to have to contend with the shoulder pads that are decades out of fashion.

      "So, when are you going to go wedding dress shopping?" Topaz asks me. "And if you're about to say you've already done it, I'm going to retract every nice sisterly thing I've said to you today."

      I frown. "Such as..."

      "I told you your hair looked nice."

      I touch it, a little confused, but that's just Topaz. I thought my hair was fine today, I certainly didn't think it needed sisterly telling me that it looks good when it doesn't. "I haven't got a date for looking at wedding dresses yet," I say. "You can come when I do."

      "You're getting married soon to Detective Ambrose, right?" Jordan asks. It stands to reason she knows. She works with Gabriel in forensics, and we've met a few times through Stacey as well, but we don't know one another well. I don't know why Stacey hasn't brought her to girls' night, though I suppose we've been having a lot less of them now that everyone's so busy with their lives.

      "Yes." I smile and look at my ring before letting out a sigh. "We've not set a date yet, but we're thinking next year."

      "You must be excited," she says.

      "I am. But also nervous about the whole planning part."

      "Just wait until our mum gets involved," Topaz mutters into her champagne flute.

      "Mum's busy right now, thankfully."

      Jordan gives us a funny look. "Dare I ask?"

      "We're getting a sibling," Topaz says. "Because all you want when you've got an eight-month-old baby yourself is for your mother to be pregnant."

      Jordan raises an eyebrow.

      "It's a long story," I mutter, being saved from explaining more about my mother by Stacey returning. She's got another pink dress on, and this one is much sleeker and suits her body shape really well. She twirls for us, showing off the detailed underskirt.

      "It's beautiful," I say, though her face doesn't agree and she's clearly not feeling it. I'm not really sure what's wrong with it, but it seems that a lot of wedding dress hunting is based on nothing more than the vibes.

      She pulls on the neckline. "I don't like the way it frames my boobs."

      "Your boobs look great," Jordan says.

      I nod in agreement. I don't typically spend a lot of time staring at my friend's boobs, but I can kind of see what she means.

      "I don't like it," Stacey decides, for no discernible rhyme or reason. At least not one that I can figure out and I'm great with clues.

      But it's not my wedding dress, so it doesn't matter what I think.

      "What's Gabriel going to wear?" I ask. "Will he be in pink too?" It's a joke and fun to imagine him in a full pink suit. He'd probably look pretty good.

      Stacey laughs. "That would be quite a sight. I love pink, but not enough to force it on him. He's going for a dark blue suit with a pink tie and pocket square. But he hasn't got those yet because he wants to make sure they perfectly match my dress. He did consider pinstripes for his suit, but he decided they made him look too gangly or something like that." A smile spreads over her face as she talks about her fiancé. It's definitely clear how much she loves him. Then again, it's always been clear how much she loves him, even before she realised herself.

      Topaz drifts over to one of the rails, presumably to try and find another dress for Stacey to try on. A mischievous grin comes over her face as she holds one back so we can see it. "We should ask an attendant for that one."

      I frown. It's white with a lot of frills. "Stacey wants pink," I remind her.

      "Not for Stacey, for you," my sister says with a grin I recognise from our childhood.

      I quickly hold out my hands. "No, no. This is Stacey's day."

      "I'm Stacey, and I'll allow it," my best friend says with an equally devious grin. "Because knowing you, you'd totally just buy a dress online and call it done."

      "I wouldn't do that," I defend myself, even if I have visited some websites. All this is just so much hassle, and the dresses are ridiculously expensive considering they're only to be worn for one day. I could buy so many other things with the money, things that will give me enjoyment for much longer.

      Like fancy soupmakers and blenders.

      Stacey gestures to the changing rooms. "Just try on a few, what's the harm?"

      "I'm..." I rack my brain. "Not wearing the right underwear."

      Everyone bursts into laughter and can't blame them. It's a ridiculous excuse and makes no sense.

      Stacey gives me a look as if she knows I'm not being truthful. "You should try on some dresses, Ames. The best part about being engaged at the same time is that we can do some of these things together."

      "I suppose that is true," I say reluctantly. And if I'm honest, the only people I'd really want with me are Topaz and Stacey. Maybe Grammie. Definitely not my mum, though knowing her, she's going to try and gate-crash when I do get to wedding shopping. I hope Topaz is right and that she'll be too busy with our baby sibling to interfere too much.

      Before I can properly agree to try on a dress, my phone buzzes at the same time as a similar sound comes from Stacey's handbag.

      I exchange a look with the necromancer, because there's only one thing that would make both of our phones go off in unison.

      Murder.
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      It seems that despite there having been a murder, we're not escaping wedding conversations today. The crime scene is probably one of the fanciest I've ever been to, and is located at one of the posh hotels in the middle of the city.

      A large banner hangs across the hall with Cindy of the Flower Coven and Michael Fulton's Wedding printed on it in elegant script. It's not even just a wedding. It's a witch wedding, and one from someone fairly important if Cindy hasn't been given a secondary distinction in her surname.

      My mind flits back to finding the heir to the Quartz family dead and an uncomfortable feeling settles in my stomach. Am I about to be faced with another person I know?

      I push the thought aside. If it is a witch, then I'm going to be needed to help with all the red tape that comes with dealing with the Hexagon, though thankfully I won't be involved in any of the meetings or repercussions this time because it's the Flower Coven and not the Gemstone Coven involved.

      The lobby of the hotel is already swarming with people from the Paranormal Police Department, and several members of the forensics team, but what's most reassuring is seeing Steve on the door with a clipboard. It'll save me digging out my badge, which is a little disappointing because I love flashing my badge, but also makes sense when it's not necessary.

      "Hey," I say brightly to my brother-in-law.

      He smiles in response. "Afternoon," he responds. "How did the dress thing go?" he asks as both Stacey and I start pulling on the protective gear we've got to wear at crime scenes.

      "I found some potentials," Stacey replies, her smile and voice different now we're at work. It's amazing how she can just put on her professional face like that.

      "Oh good. I know Topaz had to go to four different stores to find the perfect dress."

      "It still might happen," Stacey responds. "I've been looking for a dress for months, and I'm going to have to find one soon or I'm going to have to get married in my lab coat."

      I snort and almost fall over as I pull on my boot covers. "Gabriel would probably find that funny."

      "He would," she agrees with a smile. "And he'd marry me anyway, so it wouldn't be the end of the world."

      "Is Ambrose already here?" I ask, scanning the area around us in search of my fiancé, but I don't spot him. Not that it's easy when everyone is wearing SOCO suits. I know they're supposed to protect the crime scene from contamination, but they do make it hard to recognise people sometimes, even people I live with.

      Steve shakes his head. "He's still on his way. You're going up to level three."

      "Guess you're tagging along with me for now then," Stacey says, gesturing at one of her assistants to get the ball rolling.

      We ride the lift up to the third floor, and I'm already looking around to spot cameras for potential evidence. That's the good thing about this kind of venue, they have lots of security. And hopefully one of the cameras will have spotted something useful we can use to catch a killer.

      Though I need to remember that it's not officially a murder until we know for sure that there's foul play involved. Right now it's a suspicious death that could turn into murder.

      There are even more people when the lift gets to level three and the doors open. Another uniformed officer escorts us to the Butterfly Suite. The door is propped open, and no one seems to care that I'm not with Ambrose. I guess that makes sense, I've been working with him for nearly five years, it's not like they don't know who I am.

      Stacey heads inside first with the confidence of a woman who doesn't know she's about to be faced with a dead body, even though she definitely does. I follow behind, taking in the room around me. Well, rooms. I've never stayed anywhere this fancy before, but I've seen them on TV.

      The suite is large and filled with lots of natural light, creating a beautiful atmosphere for the dead body on the floor.

      I swallow hard as my gaze lands on a woman on the floor in a white dress that's eerily similar to the one Topaz wanted me to wear. Unless someone else is wearing her wedding dress, I have to assume that this is Cindy, and judging from the dark red stains on the front of her dress, her wedding day isn't going to plan.

      "I'm going to guess that's Cindy," Stacey remarks, echoing my thoughts.

      "I thought you didn't guess," I respond, not wanting to jump to conclusions off the bat. "There could be a second bride in the building, or someone else put her gown on. We won't know until we've gathered more evidence."

      She gives me an amused look. "You're absolutely right, and now you know how it feels when someone jumps the gun."

      "Touché."

      "I like her dress, though," Stacey says. "That's a great neckline. It's a shame the dress didn't protect her from having her throat lacerated. Or that it's not in pink."

      "But the blood gives it a certain je-ne-sais-quoi. What do necromancers think about getting married in a dress someone has died in?"

      Stacey grins. "It's considered good luck."

      I suppress a laugh, not really sure whether she's joking or not. "Of course, it is."

      A serious expression comes over her face as she looks at the woman. "I can't say I'm thrilled about the omen of being called to a bride's murder the day I've been trying on wedding dresses though." There's a hint of seriousness in her voice that I don't expect from Stacey.

      "Maybe it just means that none of the ones you've tried on today are the dress."

      She sighs. "Maybe."

      "What else can you say about the slit throat?" I ask, mostly to take her mind off wherever it's gone. Realistically, I know she can't tell very much from this angle.

      Business-Stacey snaps into place. She crouches down beside the woman and gestures for one of her assistants to snap a few photos before she touches anything. "It looks like it was made with a small sharp blade," she says. "And I'm seeing directional clues that the cut was made from left to right."

      "All right. I should be writing this down for Ambrose, shouldn't I?"

      She chuckles. "I'll repeat it for him, don't worry. And it'll be in my report." She turns her attention to the woman's hands and wrists. "No bruising or signs of defensive wounds."

      That feels like it means something, but without Ambrose here to tell me all kinds of statistics about how this is likely to be the groom's fault, I don't know what that something is. I look around to see if he's arrived, and am surprised to discover that he isn't. I'm not even sure if I should be starting the investigation without him. I don't want to accidentally introduce a bias while I collect evidence or talk to people.

      I let out a sigh of relief when I see his familiar form at the doorway, looking adorable and dishevelled as he greets the officers in the doorway. One of them gestures towards me, and Ambrose looks up, smiling slightly as his gaze rests on me.

      My heart skips a beat. It doesn't matter that I'm wearing a SOCO suit and there's a dead woman on the floor next to me, he looks at me like I'm the most important person in the world.

      He strides over, his hand briefly touching the small of my back in an intimate but work-appropriate greeting.

      "So, what have we got?" he asks, not seeming in the slightest bit bothered that I'm here before him.

      "Dead bride," I say.

      "Probable dead bride," Stacey corrects from her position by the body.

      "Yes, fine. This is probably Cindy. But we don't know for sure," I respond to Ambrose.

      He looks down at her. "That's a strange coincidence."

      Stacey shrugs. "Not really when you think about how many people get married a day."

      "What are the statistics on people getting murdered on their wedding day?" I ask.

      "I don't have numbers on that," she replies while studying the victim.

      Ambrose hums. "I spoke to Steve, and he confirmed that this is Cindy from the Flower Coven."

      "He could have told us that before we came up here," I mutter.

      "He won't have known then," Ambrose responds. "One of the uniforms is with the Maid of Honour at the moment, she's the one who found the body, and they've only just managed to calm her down long enough to tell us what happened."

      "The Maid of Honour found her?" I ask.

      He nods. "So we've got confirmation that this is the bride."

      I look at Cindy, my heart breaking. "She thought she was getting married today."

      "Yes."

      "Instead, she was murdered." I look at Stacey. "I think even you are comfortable calling it murder without having to wait until the autopsy, right?"

      She nods. "The slit throat is a pretty good indicator. It's definitely a suspicious death."

      "Just call it murder one time, please. Come on. It's obviously murder," I plead, surveying the scene in front of me. "We've got a victim with a slit throat, and you said there are no defensive wounds. There's also blood on the walls and ceiling, and no indication that someone was in front of her, so it must've been a surprise attack from the back. A surprise attack means it wasn't self-defense, ergo, murder."

      Ambrose and Stacey exchange an impressed look with each other.

      "You've taught her well," Stacey says, the amusement clear in her voice. "All right, just this once, I will tentatively agree that it looks like murder."

      Ambrose chuckles. "I think that's the fastest you've ever called it."
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