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Sooner or later we have all to pay for what we do.

—Oscar Wilde
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Bella

Wednesday, February 7, 5 p.m.

The snow was descending in sheets as Bella turned her rental car down the long drive to Fawside Castle. It blanketed the world around her. The tires slushed on the gritted tarmac and the headlights lit up snow-covered evergreen trees lining the drive, creating an eerie avenue. It was deathly quiet—too quiet.

A few moments later, the car lights illuminated the castle: a large, square building with turrets on each corner. It would have made Disney proud. The battlements, windowsills, and gargoyles were all partially hidden beneath the snow, and it made Bella wonder what else was hidden in plain sight. Craning her neck, she studied the row upon row of windows rising up in an almost never-ending procession, as far as the eye could see. Not one interior light glowed against the coal-black night. It was as if the darkness had leached into the castle walls—it looked cold inside and out. Bella shivered.

She took a fortifying breath and parked near the entrance, knowing she would need to make this meeting quick. There was no way she was turning back now. It had taken her years to get to this point.

After tugging her bobble hat over her ears and pulling on her large puffer jacket, she reached into her bag for the lip gloss Carole had given her. She swept the cherry-colored wand over her lips and checked her makeup in the mirror before tugging at the tips of her gray wig. She looked old, really old, but that was the point of going undercover as a new but experienced auctioneer from the local auction house. It was imperative that the owner of the castle did not recognize her.

Bella knew the role she needed to play. Act professional. Convince him that she only wanted to look around, determine the rough value of the castle’s contents, and take some photos—all the while learning as much as she could about him, and keeping an eye out for any of the paintings or antiques that Arthur Crockleford had listed in the third of his six journals.

Snowflakes settled on her eyelashes, clouding her vision as she reached for the cord on the old-fashioned pull doorbell. It clanged inside, but still no lights came on.

Bella took a step back, her boots crunching on the recently settled snow. “Hello?” she called, scanning the windows above her. “I’m Emma Page. I have an appointment with Euan.”

Her neck prickled, which was normally a sign she was being watched. Turn around and go, her senses screamed. But she wouldn’t allow fear to control her actions—that was for amateurs.

“Euan? I’m from Griffin & Thompson, the auctioneers. We have an appointment.”

In her pocket she had a fake Griffin & Thompson business card matching the one she had swiped from the desk of their employee Alexandra Pattern. She hoped Euan didn’t know the auction house and its employees intimately, because she had also used a copy of Alexandra’s outfit and overall look as inspiration while putting together her disguise. Bella often found it useful to assume real identities when out hunting; if she was spotted, it made people—particularly the law—look in the wrong direction.

“… I believe you were friends with Arthur Crockleford?”

Darkened silence echoed in the icy air around her.

It had taken every ounce of her skill and determination to get to this point, and now she stood outside in the freezing cold, at a loss. Maybe she was wrong, and the answers she had spent years searching for wouldn’t be found inside this spooky old castle tonight. The snow was falling more heavily now; before long, the roads would be impassable without snow chains. Her time was running out. Soon she would be trapped.

Bella twisted the handle.

The door didn’t budge.

Everyone in the countryside knows that the front door is never used, so she pulled up the fur-trimmed hood of her coat and followed an ice-covered path around the side of the castle. A flurry of fresh snowflakes settled on the bushes and vines that climbed up the side of the building, clinging to the gray stone.

Bella turned the corner and stopped. The castle’s back door stood wide open. Instinctively her fists clenched, her stance widened, and her core straightened, ready to fight if needed. In the summer, an open door was a welcome—in the winter, it could mean something far worse.

The only sound came from her boots compacting the snow as she approached the open door and peered inside. Should she cross the threshold? Would it be safe?

Before her she could just make out a large room with a tall ceiling supported by black beams. To her right was a long row of coats with welly boots below, and beyond that a pitch-black hallway. A whirl of freezing wind rushed over the gardens and passed the open door, making it thunder against the wall. Bella shuddered and pulled out her phone.

“Hello?… Is anyone here?” Her voice sounded commanding, even if her racing heart was telling her to flee.

This can’t be a dead end, can it?

She pressed the only phone number on her favorites list, and it wasn’t lost on her that this was the first time she had ever had anyone to call when a hunt didn’t feel right. The number rang twice, then beeped as the signal went out.

“Euan?” she called again.

He had insisted that she come at 5 p.m. on the dot.

Curiosity tingled in her veins and began to silence her pounding heart.

“Euan?”

Maybe she should step inside and search for him. If he wasn’t there, she would leave.

The moment she passed the threshold, she noticed an accumulation of snow along with pools of water. It looked as if the door had been standing open for quite some time, perhaps hours. The wind howled down the empty corridors and it was as if the shadows were whispering a warning of impending danger. Bella shuddered again but forced herself to stand up straight. There would be no cowering. She never backed down, especially not when a hunt was as personal as this one.

“Is anyone here?” she called, forcing her legs to move forward. Even though she was inside now, her breath fogged out in the frosted air.

Last time she’d called the castle’s landline, she recalled, there had been dogs barking in the background. So where were the dogs now?

The phone vibrated in her hand and she relaxed when she saw the name.

“Bella?” Carole sounded worried. “You called, are you all right? The signal is terrible.”

“Carole.” She didn’t like the relief that rushed through her when she heard her friend’s voice. “I thought this was the place I was looking for, but the back door was wide open. There isn’t anyone here. I’m going to look around, but it feels wrong… Carole, this could be a…” She paused—she didn’t want to voice her stupidity out loud, but if she was going to admit her fear to anyone, it would be Carole. “A trap. I think I need…”

“What? Well, don’t go in there, darling. Wait until we come to Scotland next week—” The phone went silent.

“Carole, are you there? I thought I was so close, but…”

The line beeped again, then went dead.

Bella berated herself for almost asking for help. She had always done fine on her own, and a quick scout-around wouldn’t hurt. She told herself it was just an empty castle. It might creak and rattle with age, but there was no such thing as ghosts.

She hurried to the first door she found and pushed it open.

“I have an appointment,” she called into the room.

After finding the light switch, Bella studied the large kitchen before her. She flinched as a tabby cat, its hackles high, hissed at her from the kitchen island. Another shiver ran through her. She preferred dogs.

“There, there… nice kitty. Don’t attack.” She backed out into the corridor again and shut the kitchen door, turning and calling out again, “Hello?”

This wasn’t going to plan at all. The warm excitement that had filled her during the drive over here had given way to cold, hard disappointment. It was clear that she wasn’t going to meet Euan tonight, but she drew in a long, deep breath and consoled herself with the thought of looking around the castle unsupervised. It was an easy decision to make a quick scan of the downstairs rooms before leaving. She had made this appointment in order to meet Euan face-to-face, but she’d also wanted a good look at the place, so that was a consolation prize she could live with. Her hand shook as she reached for a door handle on the opposite side of the corridor. Freezing fingers, she told herself firmly, even though her hands were covered in cashmere-lined leather gloves. Absolutely nothing to do with the nerves that swept around her stomach.

Where was Euan?

Turning the handle quickly, as if she were ripping off a bandage, Bella pushed the door open harder than she intended. It swung in easily and banged against the wall. Her phone’s light came to rest on a large mahogany desk in the center of the room and she palmed the wall for a light switch. When the room lit up, she smiled. She was in a study or library. Leather-bound books lined the walls from floor to ceiling to her left, and an illuminated central cabinet was filled with row upon row of silver.

A pair of silver candlesticks had pride of place in the middle of a shelf at eye level, and Bella stepped toward them to take a closer look. They were antique Scottish sterling silver, modeled in the form of cobra snakes. She had seen ones exactly like them in Arthur’s third journal—the snake candlesticks were rare enough that her smile widened as she scanned the other silver pieces. A row of silver beakers above the candlesticks was yet another indication that Bella was in the right place. She reached out with her gloved hands and tried the little brass handles, but the cabinet wouldn’t open.

Bella might not have met Euan McGovern, laird of Fawside Castle, that night, but she had found a few of the items that were catalogued in Arthur’s journal. It was almost a win—almost. She wondered how many of the other items he had listed, such as paintings by Sir Henry Raeburn or valuable pieces of Wemyss and Mauchline Ware, might be hidden in the castle. She and her friends believed that most of the items recorded in Arthur’s journals had either been stolen or bought on the black market over the years and now resided in private collections.

Did this castle house one such collection? Bella intended to find out. If some of the Scottish silver was here, perhaps she was getting close to finding other items. And on top of that, the Lockwood Antique Hunter’s Agency had been contracted to work on a case for the FBI’s Art Crime Team: the hunt for the origin of the so-called Boston paintings, three paintings that were listed in Arthur’s journal and had been discovered at a Boston auction house a few months back.

Was that a coincidence, or was it all linked?

A hum of satisfaction escaped her lips as the realization settled over her. It was either an overly bold or sloppy move to put the silver collection on display—an indication that the castle’s owner believed the theft of the silver had taken place so long ago that people had stopped looking for it. What else was the castle hiding? The Boston paintings were believed to have been sent from Scotland. Could they have been sent from here?

Weeks earlier, Bella had been sent an article regarding the paintings. She had reread it earlier today, curled up in a tartan armchair by the fireside in the Kelmore House Hotel sitting room.

The Boston Chronicle

Three paintings previously attributed to the eighteenth-century Scottish artist Sir Henry Raeburn have been identified as forgeries while on display at Boston’s Hayward Auction House. The FBI’s Art Crime Team has been brought in to hunt down a suspected international forgery ring.

According to an anonymous source, the investigation began over a month ago when the auction house was contacted by Scottish specialists who believed that the Boston paintings were forgeries. Curators at Glasgow’s Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum had found while putting together an exhibition that they held the same paintings, which they verified as originals.

The forged paintings are believed to have been sent to Boston with false provenances and verification from an Edinburgh-based collector. The FBI is working with UK consultants to trace this individual. Our source suggests the forger may be part of a larger ring specializing in selling British and Scottish works to US collectors. The three paintings found in Boston may be only the tip of the iceberg.

The biting winter air coiled round Bella’s bare fingertips as she turned to step back out into the corridor and search the rest of the castle.

The creak of a floorboard behind her made the muscles in her shoulders lock, and she reached into her pocket for her flick knife. Her gaze swept the room. In an ornate gilt mirror she saw the reflection of someone raising a bronze candlestick behind her head, ready to strike.
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Freya

Wednesday, February 7, 5:30 p.m.

In Little Meddington, ice clung to the windows of Crockleford Antiques and freezing February air seeped in through the shop’s warped door, because I was still unable to bring myself to have a replacement fitted. Arthur Crockleford, my antique-hunting mentor and former owner of the shop, had installed new windows and a new door decades ago. Part of me wanted to modernize the place now that I was establishing my own antique-hunting business; but then, everything about it reminded me of Arthur, and that made me want to keep it exactly as it was. I was stuck in a strange limbo between past and present.

Sitting behind Arthur’s antique partners desk, I reached for a Victorian lock and placed it back in the old box with the others I had been practicing on. Sky Stevens, our twenty-five-year-old assistant, who now lived above the shop, had found the box tucked away in a cupboard in Arthur’s former bedroom. It was filled with salvaged locks and the tool kit. Arthur had shown me how to pick them decades ago. I had started teaching Sky, but this afternoon Owen had arrived to take her out on a date.

The first lock I’d picked up had taken me longer than expected to open and it was clear that my skills were rusty. The second one had opened easily, but the third had defeated me. I threw them all back in the box and closed it just as the Georgian longcase clock chimed five thirty. Time had slipped by while I had been caught up in my own thoughts. It wasn’t surprising, considering we hadn’t seen a customer in two days and opening and closing the shop had become a formality.

I was flipping the Open sign to Closed when the electric went out.

“Carole?” I called instinctively before remembering she had hurried to the post office some time ago and not returned. I fumbled in my pocket for my phone to call her, but the signal was down, so I switched on the torch instead. It wasn’t unusual for our electricity to cut out in a winter storm, but ever since the Copthorn Manor case last spring, it always made me uneasy. Where was Carole?

In about three hours, or whenever my phone signal and the power came back on, I would receive a useless text message from the electricity board informing me that they were aware of the situation and were trying to fix it.

Carole would have followed the local tradition and headed to the Crown—the only place in the vicinity that could offer a warm welcome, the company of locals, and a generator.

I locked up the shop and made my way down the street, waving to Agatha, who was closing the Teapot Tearooms. “Everything okay?” I said, nodding in the direction of her shop. This was the standard question one asked in such a situation.

She grabbed hold of the silver torch she’d had clenched between her teeth and smiled. “Always happens, doesn’t it? A little bit of wind, rain, or snow and the whole county comes to a standstill. My cousin lives in Calgary, Canada, and she’s always laughing at us. Bet the trains to Colchester are all canceled now.”

I chuckled. She wasn’t wrong. “Be careful as you go. It’s getting icy.”

“Oh, I’m not driving home in this, dear.” Agatha looked up at the three snowflakes making their way to the ground. “No, no! I’m going to the Crown to get a hot toddy like the rest of the village, and Simon can get us home in his tractor.” She waved at someone behind me. “Clive, save me a seat, won’t you?” she called to the young farmer on the other side of the road, then added to me, “I saw your aunt heading that way an hour ago.”

“Let me help you. I know you’re still on the waiting list to replace that knee of yours…” I stepped toward her and she smiled as we linked arms. “Can’t have you falling over, can we?”

“You’re such a valuable part of this community, Freya. You do know that, don’t you? Even if you’re not very Suffolk.”

I tutted and nudged her. “I arrived here when I was twelve.”

Agatha patted my arm. “And we’re glad you did. Now, your Aunt Carole, on the other hand, has a proper country nose for a storm coming. I’m quite sure she’ll be in prime position by the pub fire.”

The Crown was overflowing with villagers, so much so that the tables had been given over to children having their tea while the adults had an early glass of wine in the bar. I found Carole in pride of place beside the roaring fire at the center of the pub. She had reserved the empty chair next to her by slinging her coat and bag over it.

“Yoo-hoo!” She waved frantically when she saw me.

I squeezed though the throng of people toward her. Agatha had waved me on and headed for her husband, Simon, at the back. Carole stood and swept me into the vacant seat. “It’s taken you quite a while to get here, darling. That chair was almost snatched away a thousand times over!”

“The electric’s only just gone out, and by the look of this…” I motioned at the packed pub. “You would’ve thought it went out hours ago.”

Carole patted my knee, but there was a tension in her shoulders that told me something was wrong—and it had nothing to do with the snow. “When you’ve been living on this Suffolk hill as long as we have, you get a sense of these things and plan accordingly.” She handed me a large glass of wine and before I could refuse said, “It’s nearly six p.m., darling, and we’re in the eye of the storm.” She winked, because we all knew that we were not actually in a real storm.

“Thank you.” I tapped my glass to hers as we smiled at each other, and I took a small sip. “What’s the matter?”

Carole wouldn’t look at me.

“Better if you just tell me, isn’t it?” I soothed.

“Were you all right when the electric went out?” She looked concerned, but she was also changing the subject. “I know you get a bit… anxious, after Bella locked you in the Copthorn Manor vault. And then when those criminals kidnapped you, and… Well, we got out of it all okay.”

“I’m fine. Really.” It almost wasn’t a lie.

Carole continued. “I’ve been talking to Bella. She is sorry and really does want to make up for it. She has a good heart, but she’s had no one to show her the right way. Arthur was beginning to get through to her, but he…”

Was murdered before he could, and now it’s down to us. That was what Carole was trying to say.

“Honestly, I’m not worried about anything to do with Bella. I’m fine.” Which was mostly true. But the way Carole anxiously tapped her finger on the stem of her wineglass and the small crease in her forehead made me believe that something was troubling her. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

She put her glass down and ran a hand over her blond hair. “It’s… well… Bella, she called me, but…” Carole reached for her glass again and lifted it to her lips—her hand gave a little tremor and her frown deepened. “Her phone cut out. I tried to call her back but I couldn’t hear a lot of what she was saying. I’m quite sure she was about to ask for help.”

Our eyes locked. Carole knew I had my issues with Bella, but I admired her fierce, stubborn independence. Never in all the time we’d known her had she asked others for help. “She was in a deserted castle, but it could be a trap. Now I can’t get through to her.”

After we’d first met Bella at Copthorn Manor, our paths had crossed again while she was undercover on a specialist antiques cruise heading to Jordan. I was officially there as an onboard antiques expert, but I was also hunting down a mysterious figure known as the Collector. Bella clearly possessed a wealth of knowledge on the art and antiques underworld and its various players, but she wasn’t always entirely forthcoming with the rest of us at the Lockwood Antique Hunter’s Agency. Still, Arthur had trusted and mentored Bella before his murder, and that made me want to give her the benefit of the doubt.

“Freya, are you listening? I’m thinking we might have to go to Scotland. See if she’s all right.”

I leaned forward. “Are you sure she was asking for help? Where exactly was she when your phone cut out?”

I hadn’t heard much from Bella since early December. Phil, the FBI agent we were now working with, had emailed to let us know that a Boston auction house had called the FBI’s Art Crime Team to inspect three paintings they believed to be forgeries. One of the discoveries made by Phil and his colleagues was that the three paintings were not only forgeries but had been trafficked from the UK. Agent Sloane, Phil’s new partner, had looked into it, and all the leads pointed to Scotland, but the seller’s identification was fake. That stopped the case at a dead end—until the Lockwood Agency was called in, and we recognized that the paintings were the same ones listed in Arthur’s journal. But we had no way of knowing if it was a list of original or forged paintings.

The moment we found the connection, it was as if we had handed Bella the map and keys to the Crown Jewels. Her excitement was palpable. When I questioned her about her interest in Arthur’s journal and how she knew about it in the first place, she simply shut down. Going by our previous cases, I believed that Bella could contribute a huge amount to the agency with her black-market knowledge, but it was hard to make her a colleague when being a team player wasn’t in her skill set. Carole thought differently. From her point of view, Arthur had wanted Bella involved, so that meant she was now part of the family and could be treated as another wayward niece.

It was clear Bella knew a lot more about the Boston paintings case than she had told any of us. Did she know who had sent the paintings from Scotland to Boston? Had she uncovered any of the other paintings listed, and were they all forgeries? Or had she grown too close to the art underworld and been discovered?

Questions whirled in my mind. “We should go home and pack.”

Carole nodded. “I thought you’d come around. We can check at the hotel where she was staying first, and if she’s not there we’ll head to the castle.”

Leaving our wineglasses still full, we hurried out into the frosty evening.
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Wednesday, February 7, 6 p.m.

It always amazed me how quickly Carole could get ready when she really wanted to. Within twenty minutes, we were packed and on the road.

As the lights of oncoming traffic flickered by, Carole held Arthur’s third journal on her lap and we mulled over what we knew of the case so far. The journal held photographs of twenty-three paintings, mostly Scottish masters. The three paintings that had been found in Boston were forgeries; the originals had been accounted for in private collections by the Scottish art expert putting together the exhibition in Glasgow. But the question remained: Were all the paintings catalogued in Arthur’s journal forgeries, or were some originals?

Sky had managed to track down a further four of the paintings in Arthur’s journal to private collections, and she had sent emails requesting viewings. Those collectors believed their paintings were authentic, but without verification by an expert it was hard to know for certain. I had a sneaking suspicion that Sky and Bella had been looking into the owners of the paintings on the sly, but I trusted Sky enough to believe that if she found something, I would be the first to know.

There were three other sections in Arthur’s journal. One contained details of a large collection of Scottish silver that had been stolen from a manor in the Highlands twelve years ago. Three years ago, six pairs of candlesticks from that collection had been recovered after a private house in the same region was raided by police looking for a drug-smuggling ring. The insurance company still had a reward out for the rest of the collection’s recovery, and this had initially made us focus more on the Scottish silver. If we found it, we would get some much-needed income for the agency on top of our consultancy fee from the FBI.

Arthur’s other two lists focused on Wemyss Ware and Mauchline Ware, collectibles with Scottish associations dating back to the nineteenth century. Wemyss Ware pottery is named after the aristocratic Wemyss family of Fife; Mauchline Ware isn’t pottery but wooden souvenirs decorated with little pictures, originally aimed at tourists. It’s named after a town in Ayrshire where much of it was manufactured. All of our research into Wemyss Ware had come to a dead end, as many of the pieces were not rare or hugely valuable. This journal was different in that sense from the others we had researched—there was no single big-ticket item.

As soon as Bella had learned about the Boston paintings, she’d volunteered to go to Scotland to start looking into where the three forged paintings might have originated. Knowing her as I did, I strongly suspected there was more to her interest than she was letting on. Bella was a wild card of a person—I had hoped that after our adventures on the Red Sea together, when she’d been undercover searching for her missing boyfriend, she would come in from the cold and become part of the team. Instead, she had done the opposite. Now here we were, chasing her to the Scottish Borders after she’d decided to go it alone and put herself in danger. It wasn’t out of character, but it was disappointing.

And it seemed as if I was the one Bella had really shut out—Carole had been her first call when she was in trouble. Why had she chosen my aunt over me? Deep down, I knew the answer. Carole had a way with people that I wished I had. She was open and warm with everyone she met—there was never a moment’s hesitation to trust. She saw the bright side. People like Bella and me were far more wary. It took someone with Carole’s personality to draw us in, and before we knew it, we had told her everything.

Back in Jordan, Bella and I had come to an understanding. She knew that Arthur had kept journals, which he’d left to me, and that one of them had listed Scottish antiques. In return for her help on the Red Sea case, she wanted to see that particular journal when we got back to Suffolk. I agreed, and after we returned the whole agency started looking into where the Scottish art and antiques in that journal might be hidden.

At first, Bella had joined the weekly team calls where everyone updated their progress and Carole extracted relationship gossip and imparted cocktail recipes. During one call, I remember seeing the light dim in Bella’s face when Sky told us that she’d failed to uncover anything important about the Scottish collections.

The identification of the Boston paintings felt like the break we had been hoping for. But once Phil assigned everyone an area to focus on, rifts started to grow. When he suggested during a meeting that Bella could share the names of her “friends” in the art-and-antiques-trafficking world as a “sign of good faith,” the temperature dropped to match the winter storm outside the shop window. After that, she rarely showed up.

“When Bella called yesterday, she said she had narrowed it down to two Scottish castles outside of Edinburgh,” Carole said. “But the main problem, darling, is that she never told me how she found that out… I’ve been sitting here wracking my brain, wondering how it’s all connected. Bella has been a bit… secretive.” She gripped my arm, and her forehead furrowed. “Freya, I’ve been trying to call her since the phone went dead an hour ago, but it goes straight to voicemail. What if something really bad has happened? Could she be lying in a ditch somewhere? Could she be stuck in a dungeon?”

I had steered Carole’s nautical-blue vintage Mercedes down the narrow country lanes and we were now, at last, on the motorway heading north to Scotland.

“Bella’s one of the strongest and most self-sufficient women I’ve ever met. It’s hard to imagine her being unable to handle any situation.”

Carole hummed in agreement, but I knew that didn’t stop her worrying, because I felt the same.

I sometimes wondered if it was just a protective layer that Bella had built around herself—as if experience had taught her that the only way to not get hurt was to try and control every situation. People were hard to control, so she distanced herself from them. I recognized that desire to be an island, to survive without anyone’s help, but I had learned during the Red Sea case that I didn’t need to do things on my own anymore.

Somewhere along the line, between our collective lack of progress and Phil’s mistrust, Bella had decided she was better off researching this case on her own.

“If something has happened, then I feel like I’m partly to blame for showing her Arthur’s journal.” I glanced across the console and caught Carole’s eye, and she shook her head.

“This is Bella we’re talking about… there’s never any stopping her. All we know is that Arthur told her he had written down the paintings that she was interested in, and that’s why she struck the deal with you to look at Arthur’s journal when we returned to Suffolk. But you and I have both asked her repeatedly why, and she never says. Arthur and Bella had an agreement, but she doesn’t trust us enough to tell us what that was.”

“Do you think she’s working for someone else?” I asked, not taking my focus off the road.

“Um… well…”

I snapped my head around. “Out with it.”

“Now, I don’t want you to get angry, but she might have mentioned she was trying to get into a castle… And when she told me the name of it, Fawside Castle, I remembered that I had met the residents once, with Arthur. So we came up with a rather marvelous plan of Bella pretending to be a valuer from an auction house. It was all going so well, but then the phone cut out…”

I gripped the steering wheel so hard that my knuckles turned white. “Phil said no one was to act. When did you and Bella discuss this plan?” Bella wouldn’t think twice about doing whatever it took to get the answers she was looking for. Her moral code was gray at best.

“When you put it like that it sounds criminal, darling.” My aunt kept her gaze fixed on the lights outside the window. “But you know Bella and I don’t like following orders from men. If you had asked us, it might have been different, but you seemed to defer to Phil, and we weren’t keen…”

“Weren’t keen!” I tried to keep my voice low. “This isn’t, would you like a side salad with your steak? This is an active Lockwood Agency case, and that man is an FBI agent who’s our boss!” I sighed. “What else have you two been up to behind my back?”

“I absolutely refute the charges of being deceitful. We had a few chats and decided to get the information first before bothering Phil and the FBI. And you do seem very…” She paused. “Fond of him. We concluded that you might take the opportunity to call him before we were ready.”

“I’m no such thing… I wouldn’t just call him up.” Although I might have done. “We were given a clear way of working.” Although working with Carole and Bella was anything but clear.

Carole tutted. “Unfortunately, Bella and I are impatient by nature. Phil’s way was too slow for us.”

I’m not sure why, but the phrase “Bella and I” stung ever so slightly. “And now Bella has gone storming into a castle in the dark and hasn’t been heard from since?” I glared at her. “We’re meant to be a team.” And how did Carole always know everything before I did?

Carole sighed. “Then our team needs a new leader. One whose orders we’ll follow.”

I hoped it wasn’t going to be on my shoulders to tell Phil about this. He really did like being in charge and having people do what he told them, and now Carole and Bella had done the opposite. I, on the other hand, didn’t feel like I had enough experience to lead the full investigation, so happily followed his lead. Before we opened the Lockwood Agency, I had spent over twenty years away from antique hunting while I raised my daughter, Jade. Throughout all that time, Phil had been in the field hunting down members of the art and antiquities black market.

Phil was as passionate as I was about stopping the black-market trade in antiques, and about helping repatriate items of cultural significance to their original countries. We had grown close over the last couple of cases and I wanted everyone I cared about to get on well together. Now it seemed Carole and Bella had decided on mutiny before this case was even fully underway. I had a feeling it was all going to be a lot harder than I’d initially thought.

I suspected that what Carole really wanted was an adventure—and now she had an excuse to hightail it to Scotland. Despite my frustration, a part of me knew it was exactly what we needed. Antique hunting was in my blood, and it was a hard call to turn away from.
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Wednesday, February 7, night

Somewhere in the Midlands, around midnight, we stopped at a service station for coffee. Worry itched at the very edge of my senses. We had tried ringing Bella repeatedly throughout the evening, but all our calls went to voicemail. We’d called the Kelmore House Hotel, where she was staying, but they hadn’t seen her either and her in-room phone just rang out.

There was only one other person I could call for help: Phil. But I didn’t want to get him involved just yet. Not after what Carole had said.

My chest tightened. I didn’t want to admit that two—or perhaps even three, depending on where Sky stood in all of this—of the four “members” of the Lockwood Antique Hunter’s Agency had gone rogue. The agency’s role as an FBI consultant had only just been formalized; our first case had only recently been assigned. It made me worry that I had already failed. Phil would be deeply unimpressed that Bella had gone off on her own, especially since he’d warned me last month that this would happen after she didn’t show up for yet another team meeting. Perhaps he was right. Bella wasn’t going to be a team member just because I wanted her to be one; she had to want it too. And it was clear that she didn’t.

After staring out the service station café window for another fifteen minutes, I conceded that I had to call Phil. I couldn’t make this about my pride—Bella might be in trouble.

“Hi, it’s Freya.” My heartbeat picked up, but I told myself this was a professional relationship now. One that I couldn’t mess up with memories of his warm hand on my lower back as we danced at the Halloween Ball on the cruise ship back in October.

“I see that, and it’s the reason I’m answering.” Phil’s deep Southern drawl always seemed more pronounced over the phone. “Is everything all right?”

I took a long breath and Carole leaned closer to me while gripping her coffee cup.

“Freya?” He said my name in that tight way of his that demanded an answer.

“Um, it’s fine…” This was more awkward than I’d expected, and I wondered if Phil was thinking about October too. I sighed. “There is something.”

“Oh, really? What sort of something?” His voice dipped lower and I sensed he was smiling. I wondered if this was getting dangerously close to flirting.

Just tell him and then deal with his “I told you so.” I let out the air in my lungs as a truck blared its horn at another driver. “We can’t get hold of Bella.”

“Okay, and…” He paused, clearly waiting for me to fill him in, but I couldn’t find the words; I had closed my eyes, trying to black out the truth. So he continued: “She has a habit of disappearing and resurfacing. Her nature is worryingly predictable. She reminds me of that fable about the scorpion and the frog trying to cross the stream.”

I sighed. Was he telling me I was the frog? Clearly he was going to make this difficult.

“She was looking into the paintings…” I waited for him to catch up so that I wouldn’t have to say it out loud.

“And…?” His tone had darkened.

I started indenting the top of my disposable coffee cup with my nail. “She took what you told us about the Boston paintings being sent from Scotland and headed up there. I think she has contacts…”

“The contacts she wouldn’t share?”

“Yes… Well, she was visiting a Scottish castle earlier. Carole tells me that Arthur knew the owner of the castle, and Bella must have found out… something.” I almost whispered the last bit. “And now we can’t get hold of her.”

Silence.

Carole leaned over the small metal table, trying to hear what Phil was saying. “What did he say? Give me the phone.”

I covered the phone and mouthed, Nothing, yet.

“Oh dear.” Carole’s eyes were lit with mischief.

I knew Phil well enough to understand that his silence meant he was livid. And if he was angry now, he might totally lose it when he found out we were halfway to Scotland already.

“Phil, are you still there?”

“Let me guess. She was on her way to meet someone alone, without telling anyone all the details, therefore placing herself in danger?”

I rubbed my free hand down my jeans. “It might be a bit worse than that.” This was like cold-water therapy. Plunging myself into freezing water and trying to remember how to breathe.

“We all agreed,” he barked. “We were going to keep looking for evidence and leads, and then we would all go to Scotland together.”

“Well, actually, Bella didn’t agree to that… because she wasn’t in that exact meeting.” I gripped my coffee cup and lifted it to my lips, only to discover there was no coffee left.

Another horn blasted outside.

“What time is it there? Where are you?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “No. You. Are. Not.”

Carole grabbed the phone from me. “Now, darling, this is an emergency. Our friend could be in trouble. You wouldn’t expect us to sit on our hands, would you?”

I could hear him groan, and Carole smiled at me. We had him.

“I’ve no doubt you aren’t one hundred percent thrilled, but we are going to save her. This is actually my forte—I saved Freya from that vault, remember? And I’m quite sure I got us out of that trouble in Petra!”

My mouth made a large O, as she was taking a huge liberty with the truth—or one could say it was utter fiction. But she gave me one of her dazzling smiles, and all I could do was shake my head.

Carole held the phone away from her ear and covered the mouthpiece. “He is really not happy with you.” She listened again. “Phil, the signal is about to cut out, so if you could, just use your contacts and see what you can dig up on Fawside Castle and the Kelmore House Hotel, where she was staying. I’ll email over anything else she told me. Lovely chatting to you.”

She ended the call and handed me the phone. “He says you’re walking headfirst into danger, again. He might have used the word ‘again’ excessively. Oh, and ‘reckless.’ He seems to like that word a lot.”

“Me! You’re here too. You’re the one who disobeyed his ‘ways of working’ and your allotted areas of investigation.”

“Ah yes. I don’t like rules.” She shrugged in a “what can I do?” way. “But, you see, he doesn’t want to jump my bones, so I don’t get the brunt of all this darkly good-looking moodiness.”

Phil was our point of contact at the FBI Art Crime Team, but he was more than that. We had been through a lot together over the last two cases, and he always seemed protective of us.

“… Do you think he’s annoyed enough to get on a plane?” Carole added. “Because we could do with his help if Bella is in danger, or if she’s found the items. He has a gun and knows how to use it.” She winked at me, and I tutted. “Wouldn’t it be nice for you to spend some time together again? And he has an FBI badge and everything. That’s very useful when we find ourselves in scrapes.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions,” I told her firmly. I didn’t want Phil to fly all the way from Washington to Scotland only for Bella to show up tomorrow morning safe and well, having uncovered nothing of any use. My mind conjured the image of his scathing look, and I grimaced.

Carole shook her head, her blond hair swishing over her shoulders. “I have a deep-in-my-bones feeling that something is very wrong. And my bones never lie.”

I agreed with her. Something wasn’t right. It was easy to pretend all we were doing was moving up the date of our trip to Scotland and looking into the case, as we had already planned.

“We need to get back on the road. I’ll drive and you can get some sleep.” As we headed back to the car, I remembered something. “Do you know the name of that antique-dealer contact of Bella’s? The one she told us about after Jordan? I think she had Sky look into someone… a dealer, or maybe it was a collector, in Edinburgh.”

“She messaged me about someone she was meeting a week or so ago. Here we are: Alexandra Pattern. She works for Griffin & Thompson auctioneers in Edinburgh. When Bella showed Alexandra the photos of some of the paintings, she said she didn’t recognize anything, but Bella thought she was lying. She’d heard from a friend that there had been paintings like the ones from Arthur’s journal taken to the auction house and valued by Alexandra but those paintings were never listed for sale by the auction house. It’s possible that the auction house found out they were stolen or forged and refused to list them. Bella told me it was a dead end, but…”

We frowned at each other. We both knew that Bella was adept in the art of deception.

“I’ve booked into the same place where Bella was staying, the Kelmore House Hotel outside St Abbs. That’s where we’ll start. Then on to Fawside Castle, which is also close,” said Carole.

“I’ve never been to St Abbs,” I mumbled while berating myself for not keeping a closer watch on what Bella was up to.

Carole tapped on her phone.

“It’s very beautiful, right on the coast, but I’m sure the wind will whip at us this time of year. I hope you’ve brought your gloves.” I frowned; in our hurry, I hadn’t even thought about what I was packing. “Don’t worry. We’ll get a tartan hat, scarf, and gloves and you’ll look right at home.”

“I’ll look like a tourist.”

“And everyone will think you’re so cute! Especially…”

I glared at her but didn’t reply. Continuing the conversation would probably end in Carole buying Phil and me matching kilts as a sign of encouragement. And she, of course, would look fabulous in anything tartan.

My phone pinged, saving me from more relationship and fashion advice.

Phil: I’m on my way. I’ll be there by tomorrow evening. Don’t do anything until then.

Carole scoffed after she read it. “He wants to see you, doesn’t he? Soon he’ll understand that even if we’ve signed up as consultants, it doesn’t mean he’s in charge.”

I hadn’t really expected anything less after calling him, but I wasn’t sure who Carole believed was in charge if not Phil. I needed the consultancy position to work out, as it was one of the only ways we could keep paying the bills and build a reputation for the agency. Working with the FBI could bring us a lot of clout if I could only keep everyone together—although it wasn’t looking like I could. We hadn’t even got through our first case and Bella was in the wind.

The wind howled, and sleet pelted the windscreen so hard that the wipers were having trouble keeping our view of the road ahead clear. Motorway warning signs flashed up messages about dangerous driving conditions, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was an omen of something to come.

An hour later, our headlights illuminated a large sign telling us we were crossing the border into Scotland.
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Dolores

Thursday, February 8, 7 a.m.

Dolores Fraser hurried into Fawside Castle as fast as her arthritic ankles would carry her. The alarm was switched off and the back door stood wide open. There were puddles all over the hallway, likely melted snow someone had brought in on their boots.

“Hello?” she called, anxiety fluttering in her stomach.

She’d had a text the previous night from Jane—the glamorous and much younger girlfriend of the laird, Euan McGovern—saying that since the storm was getting worse, she was going to stay with a friend. Dolores knew that this meant her “bit on the side” in Edinburgh.

“… India? Are you here?”

She was fond of the laird’s daughter. India possessed a quiet strength and was a lot cleverer than she let people see—but Dolores was in a position to see more than others. The young and the old sometimes went unnoticed, and that could be used to their advantage at times.

The corridor was steeped in darkness and the icy chill seeped into her old bones, making her finger joints stiff. She shivered and pulled her coat around her shoulders, taking out her handkerchief to dab her nose.

“Is anyone here?” She tutted at the floor and mumbled, “Such a mess.”

You’re paid to clean, not to complain. Her mantra popped into her head reflexively. For decades she’d said the same thing to herself every day before work, but there was a quietness about the castle this morning that told her today was different. Perhaps it was because she didn’t normally work on Saturdays and therefore wasn’t used to the weekend atmosphere. But she had ignored the twinge in her gut—the storm was over, and a sunlit blanket of snow dazzled the lands around the castle. The rugged beauty never ceased to please her.

She got ready to start her cleaning routine, toeing off her wellies and pulling on slippers before heading to the large kitchen down the hallway. “Mouser, where are you?” she called down the corridor to the castle’s resident tabby cat as she opened the kitchen door. Jane had taken the dachshunds with her as usual, but the old scraggy tabby cat was still around somewhere.

She reached up to the stately Victorian Welsh dresser for a jar of cat biscuits and shook it to rattle them. “I don’t have all day, Mouser. There’s too much cleaning to get done.”

It wasn’t true. She did have all day, and Mouser knew it. Fridays were normally dedicated to the upper floors of the castle, but she hadn’t finished yesterday’s work. Hoover and dust the master bedroom; open the curtains and windows in nine of the guest rooms to air the place out if the weather was agreeable. By the time she was done, there wouldn’t be a fingerprint or smudge on any surface.

Dolores Fraser had a process, and nothing could get in the way of it. She had been that way from the moment her second son was born, recognizing that the only way to get through the days would be to have a strict routine. He was a wild child, never sleeping, always on the hunt for some adventure—something his older brother couldn’t stand. But with the structure Dolores put in place, the three of them muddled along quite well. Until her wild child went truly off the rails and his reckless spirit led him to an early grave…

She stopped the cutting grief with a sharp intake of breath before it overtook her heart.
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